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      “Oh! These look… interesting. What are they?” A lovely woman who looked to be in her forties plucked a bite-sized morsel off the tray I was holding.

      “They’re canapés,” I said. I’d thought that much was obvious.

      “Oh! Oh... Yes, uh…” Her light blonde hair was pulled into a tidy bun at the nape of her neck. She looked at home within the ornate bank with its marble floors and towering columns.

      It was after hours, yet the place was filled with a collection of immaculately dressed employees, spouses, friends, and important clients. They mingled, chatting and laughing over the soft stirrings of a string quartet.

      And I was catering the whole affair—me—Kylie Berry. I’m the chef and owner of The Berry Home, a not-so-little café located right down the street from the bank.

      Of course, I use the term “chef” loosely.

      Creatively.

      I have to, because I’m a really terrible chef.

      My only cooking experience is what I’ve gotten since taking over the café, which wasn’t long ago. I don’t even know how to boil an egg. Not properly. But then again, not many people do. Oh, plenty of people think they know how. They go their whole lives thinking they’re doing it right. But they aren’t.

      And even if I still can’t boil the perfect egg, who cares? Eggs are stupid. They come out of a bird’s butt.

      Good thing the canapé the woman was holding didn’t have any egg on it. I watched expectantly, waiting for her to put it in her mouth, and I was losing the battle against the frown that was pulling down at the corners of my lips.

      I didn’t care if she thought my food was lousy. She should at least try it with me standing right in front of her, looking at her. The polite thing to do was for her to put it in her mouth and smile as if she liked it. So what if the bite-sized delectable had turned out an unfortunate gray on top of gray on top of what was not Ritz cracker—no matter how much it looked like one. The whole thing was a play on beef stroganoff. It was supposed to be colorless and globby.

      Sigh.

      Who was I kidding? It did look unappealing... And a little greasy… And yes, okay, I admit that was a Ritz cracker. But none of that mattered! The canapés were delicious, I swear! That’s what at least two out of the three people who taste tested them for me had said.

      The woman looked over my left shoulder, and her expression transformed from queasy to exuberant. “Helen! How are you?” She breezed past me without another word. The canapé was still in her hand, doomed to never make it to her mouth.

      “That was Susan Michaels,” a warm tenor said near my right ear.

      It was Jack, the owner and president of Hamilton Bank.

      Jack’s last name is also Hamilton, and the bank wasn’t named for his father or grandfather. It was named for Jack, by Jack.

      Yep, I owned a café and Jack owned a bank.

      A bank!

      I already mentioned the marble floor and columns, but there was exquisite crown molding on the walls and ceilings too. Somehow though, the place wasn’t stuffy or uninviting. The paintings, framed photographs, and whimsical sculptures—all done by local Kentucky artists—accented the space and made it surprisingly welcoming.

      Jack and I weren’t that different in age, with not more than a decade between us, but it might as well have been a century. Being around him always made me feel like I was just starting out.

      I’d been penniless and living out of a women’s shelter less than a year ago. I’d only recently gotten furniture for my apartment, and before that, I was sleeping on a mattress on the bare floor.

      But life had changed for me. It had changed a lot—and for the better.

      Jack was part of that better.

      I turned and looked up into his face. Jack’s dark-skinned visage was as stoic as ever, but his dark eyes were troubled.

      He had reason to be.

      “Susan Michaels?” I prompted for clarification.

      “Gary Michaels’ wife. Gary’s my vice president.”

      “You think he could have sent you the death threats?” I asked.

      The death threats were why I was catering this shindig. They were also the reason I was wearing an earpiece that had my best friend Zoey listening in. We were investigating who had been sending Jack notes promising an empty-casket funeral and a shallow grave. The notes weren’t nice, not nice at all.

      “No, Gary would never,” Jack said in answer to my question. “He cares too much about what people think of him to risk it.”

      “What about his wife? Think she could be the evil wind beneath his wings?”

      Please say yes, please say yes. I narrowed my eyes in the direction she’d gone. My poor canapé’s existence would never be fully realized, stashed in some unexpecting plant’s pot or lost and alone in a trash can.

      Okay, maybe it wouldn’t end up “alone.” There was a chance—a slight one—that some of its brethren might end up in that trash can with it. But that was beside the point. She didn’t even try it. She might have liked it.

      I did my best not to pout.

      But seriously, the notes really could have come from her. They had a nice flourish about them. The handwriting was beautiful and the thick paper was craftsman quality. Whoever had written those notes had an eye for detail.

      “Hmm, it’s a possibility,” Jack answered.

      Yes! Score one for Team Canapé!

      “Of course I don’t know why she’d bother,” he went on.

      “Huh?”

      “She was Chair of the Camden Falls Hospital Board of Directors for five years, until she stepped down last year to pursue the development of a charitable foundation.”

      “Was she forced to step down?” I asked, hopeful. Maybe she had resentment burning away like a hot coal in the pit of her heart. Maybe she somehow linked her ousting to Jack. Blame had a way of worming a path through logic to create connections that didn’t actually exist.

      “No,” Jack said, “quite the contrary. She was asked repeatedly by the other board members to stay, but she’d said she wanted to turn her professional attention toward making life better for others.”

      Wow…

      “Could the charity be a scam? Could she be pocketing the money?”

      “Again, I suppose anything’s possible, but it’s my understanding that she hired a forensic accountant to ensure the proper assignment of money flowing in and out.”

      “Oh… A forensic accountant, is that a big deal?”

      “They’re kind of like your usual accountant but with Sherlock Holmes spliced in.”

      It would be hard to imagine someone embezzling under Sherlock Holmes’ watchful eye.

      An immaculately groomed woman with a smartly cut shoulder-length silvery gray bob appeared at Jack’s elbow. “Sir, you’ve got a call from Singapore.”

      She was Paula Bison, Jack’s longtime executive assistant. I recognized her from the pictures Jack had shown me.

      “Yes, of course,” Jack said. Then to me, “If you’ll excuse me.” He took his leave with Paula following close behind.

      “What do you think of Susan?” I asked the air.

      Zoey answered. “Jack’s description of Susan Michaels checks out.”

      “And Paula?”

      “Clean as a whistle.”

      Shucks. It wasn’t that I hoped a woman who Jack had trusted implicitly for years was the culprit. It was more that it needed to be somebody, so it may as well be her. However, Jack had sworn that Paula wasn’t the one behind the notes, but he’d said that about everyone at his bank.

      I knew he hated the thought that any of his employees might be involved in sending the heinous letters, but the facts said otherwise. Zoey had managed to track down the artisan papermaker and link sales to the bank’s miscellaneous expenditures fund for office supplies and property upkeep. She could have been a forensic accountant herself.

      A shoulder brushed against mine, bringing me back into the present. I needed to mingle.

      With my tray lifted in offering before me, I weaved my way between small groups huddled close together. Some groups would disband with all the people scattering to join other groups, while others would join seamlessly with another group to form a larger collection.

      Not everyone in attendance was a Hamilton Bank employee. Some were longtime or important clients of the bank. Spouses and significant others were here as well. Jack had gotten everyone to attend by promising an important announcement would be made at tonight’s event. Speculation about that promise was running rampant, with many a whisper wondering if Jack was going to be stepping down as bank president.

      The general buzz of the party started to wane, so I stashed my tray of hors d’oeuvres at the open food table and grabbed a bottle of chilled bubbly. The expensive champagne worked wonders for keeping people’s tongues wagging.

      Hiring Zoey and me to catch Jack’s tormentor wasn’t costing him a thing. But paying for this lavish party was costing him a small fortune. The champagne was legit. Imported from France.

      “Can I top you off?” I asked a gaily laughing woman with long dangling earrings. The woman swung her arm wide for me to refill her glass without saying anything to me as she kept on with her conversation. I was an anatomic fixture to her, which was just fine with me.

      “They’ve been having an affair for years,” she said with a self-important smile, not even bothering to keep her voice down to a conspiratorial whisper. “Of course, with a man like that, who could resist?” She fanned her face with her hand.

      My ears perked up and I leaned forward. The one-word question of “Who?” almost managed to make its way out of my lips, which would have dashed the illusion of me as an unobtrusive piece of furniture to bits. So I hovered on the fringes of their conversation.

      It was like someone hit a giant pause button I couldn’t see. The lady with the dangling earrings and her companion—an older gentleman with tiny nostril hairs trying to escape their home—slowly turned to me.

      “Can I help you?” the woman asked, her smile gone.

      “Canapés?” I croaked, then cleared my voice. “I’ll be around with more soon.”

      That seemed to placate her. She smiled with humorless acceptance and turned her attention back to her companion, though they didn’t actually start chatting again until I began edging away.

      That’s when I spotted a dark-haired man with the lithe build of a matador weaving his way through the crowd. He was quick, maneuvering around other people with a focused, easy grace. It was clear the guy had somewhere to be.

      I quickened my pace, determined to follow him.

      “Oof! Sorry,” I said, bouncing off a shoulder. But I forged on, doing more damage as I went. “Pardon me. Excuse me. Oh, I’m so sorry!”

      A woman wearing open-toed stilettos hopped effortlessly on one foot. Her big toe was sporting the tread marks from my sneakers.

      “It’s all right, honey,” she said with a smile that reached her eyes without an ounce of animosity.

      I wanted to give her a hug for being so nice but pushed on instead. But the lithe man had given me the slip.

      I needed a higher vantage point—some place I could look over the crowd.

      A sneeze drew my attention to a burbling water feature flowing over lichen-covered rocks. I could just see the top of it beyond cascading bundles of pink, purple, and white wisteria blooms. I made my way through the crowd to get a better view of the water feature. Its rocks were quite big, and they created a natural staircase that could give me the boost in height I needed.

      I did my best to be inconspicuous as I approached it.

      “He was a giant,” a woman said laughing, followed by more sneezes.

      “Here, honey,” said a tall man at her side as he pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

      She took it and dabbed at her nose and eyes as she continued her story. “Gary was trying to talk to the guy, calm him down, but I grabbed the first thing I saw. A golf club! One of those big fat wedge ones.”

      “A driver,” Zoey said into my ear.

      Gary… I looked closer at the woman without trying to be obvious about it.

      Slender. Button nose. Raven hair that fell past her shoulders. Cheekbones that could have made Sophia Loren envious. She had to be Lara Brown, Gary’s executive assistant. She was a timeless beauty with a long torso and round hips. The form-hugging shirt with long bell sleeves she wore managed to be modest while accenting her shapely form.

      “What were the clubs even doing there?” asked a dark-skinned woman with hair braided in an intricate swirling pattern.

      “Gary had been to a charity golf tournament,” Lara answered, “and thank goodness he had—that guy was out for blood! But I took two swings at his head and had him falling all over himself to get right back out the door.”

      I stepped gingerly up onto the fountain’s rocks and lifted my head, stretching my neck as if that would help me see over the mingling masses. But it wasn’t enough.

      The water feature extended almost all the way up the wall, and I took another careful step up onto a rock that stuck out far enough to create a narrow ledge. It finally gave me the vantage point I needed, but it was too late. The lithe man was nowhere in sight.

      But my position helped me spot Agatha. She was on the far side of the room, expertly listening in on a group of people nearby. While I was all but invisible in my server’s attire, Agatha was anything but. She stood out like a beacon of elegance, wearing a wispy, gauzy silvery gray dress that could not have looked better on a nineteen-year-old runway model.

      Agatha was Jack’s oldest friend—as in “in her eighties” oldest. But it wasn’t just how long she’d had her feet on this side of the grass. She and Jack went way back and were the best kind of besties. So when Zoey and I said we’d investigate the death threats Jack had been receiving, she said she was in—with the insinuation that no way in hell would she be left out.

      As I watched Agatha listening in on her small horde of gathered gossipers, her expression shifted from one of dignified poise to that of surprise. Her eyes went wide and she stopped just shy of covering her mouth with her hand.

      She’d heard something. I needed to know what.

      And there was no time like the present to find out.
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      As I hopped down from the water feature, my foot slipped to do a splashdown in the small reservoir pond at the bottom. That’s when I lost my balance and fell with my back flat against the wall. Except it wasn’t a wall. It was wet, cold rocks streaming with even colder water.

      I gasped as the icy liquid painted my entire back, soaking through my white button-up and black blazer getup. When I pushed away and took a step forward, my shoe squeaked. And that’s how I made my way through the room full of impeccably dressed people.

      Step-squish. Step-squish. Step-squish.

      Agatha heard me coming before I ever reached her. She looked me up and down with an amused gleam in her eyes. Sadly, the group she’d been listening in on had heard me too and, with the group mind of a herd of gazelles, they decided to migrate and merge with another group a little further away.

      “I’m sorry,” I told Agatha. “I messed up your eavesdropping.”

      “It’s all right, sweetheart. They weren’t saying anything interesting anyway.”

      I furrowed my brow. “But I saw you react. You looked surprised.”

      “You see that fellow right there?” Agatha asked, pointing without being too obvious about it.

      I nodded.

      “He went from being a youth minister to the drummer in a heavy metal band and is now a botanist.”

      Okay, so that was a pretty diverse career path, but I failed to see what had surprised her so much. “Is there more?” I asked.

      The twinkle in her eye brightened to match the north star. “He specializes in herb.”

      I paused, struggling to grasp the significance. “You mean like parsley and basil?”

      It was Agatha’s turn to pause before a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Marijuana, dear. Herb.”

      “Oh!” It was my turn to look surprised. “Have you ever smoked it?” I asked in an awestruck whisper.

      Agatha’s mouth opened and closed. She finally patted my hand sympathetically. “You poor sweet girl,” she said. “Sometimes I forget how innocent you are.”

      “Agatha,” I whined, “you’ve had at least fifty more years than me to do stuff. It’s not fair to compare us.”

      “You’ll catch up,” she said encouragingly. “I have faith in you. Now, did you already snoop through the offices, or do you need help picking the locks?”

      I was growing more and more convinced by the day that Zoey had managed to find a time machine in the future and had looped back to live these same years again. She and Agatha were entirely too similar in their resourcefulness. That Zoey’s heritage was significantly closer to a Chinese emperor and Agatha probably descended from Icelandic Vikings didn’t matter. Who was I to say what was possible?

      “What’s wrong, dear?” Agatha asked.

      “I want to learn how to pick locks too.” I tried not to sound too whiny, but I was being left way far behind in the coolness factor.

      “We can talk about that later, but right now we need to figure out who’s been sending Jack those threatening notes… so that I can kill them.”

      I simply looked at Agatha. Just as with Zoey, I was never entirely sure when Agatha was joking.

      “I’d have to tell,” I finally said as a way to plead with her not to do it.

      “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll make sure there’s someone else to blame it on.”

      Okay, that wasn’t any better. I took a breath to explain that fact but got distracted when Jack’s name connected with my ears.

      “Jack’s spineless,” a well-dressed man in his early twenties said to a thirty-something man as they walked past. “The sooner he steps down the better.”

      Agatha and I fell into step behind them so that we could continue to listen in. I walked on my tiptoes to keep my wet shoes from squeaking.

      “I don’t know, man,” the other guy said. “Gary’s a tool. He’ll smile to your face and act like you’re best friends but have a pink slip waiting for you by the time you get back to your desk. Remember Raul? It happened to him, and he was a standup guy. Good at his job, really good. Smart. Hadn’t messed up at all and bam, he was fired. He lost his house.”

      “No, that was Jack’s doing. He fired Raul. The guy’s an uptight jerk with no imagination.”

      “No, man, I’m telling you. It was Gary. Raul was sure of it. He said he told Gary he didn’t like one of his jokes.”

      “That’s crazy,” the twenty-something guy said. “Why would he fire Raul over something like that?”

      “I don’t know, but Jack wouldn’t have done that. If he doesn’t like something you do, he tells it to your face. He doesn’t hit you with a no-notice pink slip.”

      “No, he just cuts off any paths to promotion until you get so frustrated you quit,” the twenty-something guy said bitterly.

      They merged with a mingle of other bodies, leaving Agatha and me behind.

      “I’ve been hearing a lot of that,” Agatha said.

      “Of people being fired without warning?”

      “No, I’ve heard a lot of people hating Jack and loving Gary, or loving Jack and hating Gary. Everyone’s wondering if Jack’s going to announce his resignation tonight. It’s got half of them terrified and the other half planning an afterparty celebration.”

      “And what about Gary? You think he’d celebrate? He’s the vice president.”

      Agatha shook her head. “No idea, but his position as vice president wouldn’t make him president if Jack stepped down. The Board of Trustees would probably go on a nationwide hunt to find someone to replace him.”

      “Oh…” I hadn’t realized Gary wouldn’t be an automatic shoo-in.

      My gaze swept the crowd, wondering who we could listen in on next. I stopped my search when I spotted Susan Michaels. She was talking to the man who had given Lara the handkerchief, and their heads were close together. There was a familiarity between them you didn’t see in casual acquaintances.

      I didn’t know what they were talking about, but I did know one thing: Susan Michaels was not talking to her husband, Gary. She was talking with somebody else.

      “Do you know who that guy is?” I asked Agatha, pointing at the couple to let her know who I meant.

      “Mmm… Oh, that’s Rubin Brown.”

      “Brown? Lara’s husband?”

      “Yeah.”

      Lara was Gary Michaels’ executive assistant, and her husband was talking to Gary’s wife. Intimately. Privately. But what would Susan and Rubin having an affair have to do with Jack getting death threats?

      My guess was nothing.

      Still, it was good information to squirrel away. If I’d learned anything from Zoey, it was that blackmail sometimes came in handy. Not that I wanted to hurt anyone with the information, but maybe I could use it to help someone else. Zoey had some juicy tidbit on the local —chief of police—she hadn’t told me what—and she’d once kept him from locking me up throwing away the key.

      It was the strangest thing. Cops didn’t like amateurs meddling in their murder investigations. But if they didn’t want me meddling, they should learn to find the bodies before I did. I was tired of it, frankly. They could have all the splatters, half burials, and other unthinkable happenings.

      “So do you need me to pick any of the office locks?” Agatha asked.

      “Nah, I was able to get a lot of snooping done when setting stuff up for the party.”

      Jack had wanted an airtight excuse to give me access to the bank property, to avoid arousing suspicion or giving the note-sender a reason to escalate. As it was, Jack had sent his family to the south of France for a vacation to ensure they remained out of harm’s reach, or at least that was the idea. Some of the people at the party looked as though they had money to burn, enough that a trip to France wouldn’t be a hardship. It would be hard to outrun their vengeance if they wanted to take it international.

      We had to find out who was threatening Jack, and we had to do it tonight.

      A tall man with a chiseled jaw and a Hugh Jackman smile crossed the room. It was Gary. To his face, everyone smiled eagerly and welcomingly. Some of those behind him cast harsh glares at his back. Their pointed looks vanished in a hurry when their gazes shifted to whoever else stood near them, as if fearful their open dissent would get reported.

      But Gary’s arrival was a happy sight for me. That meant he was here, at the party, and his office was empty. I hadn’t been in it yet. Lara was still at the party as well, which meant the coast was clear.

      But then my luck got even better. A woman snagged Gary’s arm as he breezed past, effectively spinning him around. She was tall with thick, wavy auburn hair and could have been a stand-in for Lucy Lawless in Xena: Warrior Princess.

      As he spun around, Gary’s broad smile said he thought it was all good fun—until he saw who the woman was. Then his expression hardened and the pair went into pow-wow mode with their heads close together. Their exchange seemed serious, and I wished I was privy to it.

      I gave Agatha a nudge and then pointed. “Can you eavesdrop on them?”

      “I’m on it,” she said and was off, weaving her way through the crowd.

      And I was off, too. Off to rifle through Gary’s office.
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      I would have to cross the room with its sea of people to make it to the gently curving stairs in the far corner. Those would take me to the executive offices, located one floor up.

      I forged forward and lost myself among the bodies within.

      “Oh, there you are,” a woman said, breaking away from her group to step into my path. “Those… what were they, what did you say? Oh yes, those chorizo and dried cranberry canapés have given me the worst heartburn!”

      I wanted to die. She couldn’t have possibly made her declaration any louder, and several heads twisted round to glance our way.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am.” I was losing sight of Gary. I needed to get up to his office before he decided to go back.

      “I was hoping you’d have some antacids tucked away somewhere, what with it being an occupational hazard and all.”

      I should have thought of that! Not that I wanted my cooking to give anyone heartburn, but there was no way I could make all my food suit everybody. It’d end up being super bland, then nobody would like it.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I don’t have anything, but I’ll start carrying some in the future.”

      “Ask her about Gary,” Zoey said in my ear.

      My heart sank. Zoey wanted me to interrogate—and maybe alienate—my best shot at a new customer. And yes, my food had given her heartburn, but that meant she’d eaten it! She’d eaten it and she wasn’t complaining… about the taste.

      “Ma’am,” I said, “do you work here, by any chance?”

      “Mmhmm, for a little while longer,” she said with a dreamy smile. “Turned in my two weeks’ notice a week and a half ago.”

      “Sweet!” Zoey exclaimed in my ear loud enough to make me flinch. “That means she can give us dirt.”

      The woman’s brows pinched together with concern. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, sorry.” I shook my head, as if to clear out the cobwebs, and pushed the devil on my shoulder also known as Zoey out of my thoughts for a moment.

      I took a deep breath before diving in. “Could you tell me what it’s like to work for Jack”—the woman’s expression remained neutral—“and Gary?”

      There.

      I’d seen something. Her expression changed when I mentioned Gary. It hardened. Her eyes had given her feelings away.

      Yet when she answered, her words were practiced and neutral. They might as well have been carved into a rubber stamp. It was the verbal version of a form letter that gave nothing extra and nothing personal away.

      “They’re both very talented and driven businessmen at the top of their game.”

      She looked away as she said it. No eye contact.

      Then she took a longer than normal sip from her champagne flute. Still no eye contact.

      There was definitely more to her thoughts. I had to find out what. “Yes, but has it been better working for one more than the other?” I asked.

      “I’ve learned a lot from them both.” It was another prepared answer. She hadn’t even needed time to think about it. She was sitting atop a fence, refusing to lean in the direction of either man.

      “But if you were to continue working here—”

      “I’ve put in my letter of resignation,” she said again. This time, her words were clipped. She was losing patience with me.

      I pressed on anyway. She knew something I didn’t, and I needed to know what it was.

      “Yes,” I said, “but if you had to work for only one of them, just one of them and not the other, who would it be?” When I thought she was going to tell me to take a short walk off a long pier, I added in a hurried whisper, “Please. It’s important.”

      Her expression softened but the edges of her eyes tightened with wariness. “Gary’s a good man, one of the best I’ve ever known. The things I’ve learned from him have surpassed anything I learned getting my master’s degrees. He’s a pinnacle of the banking industry.” Her voice grew in volume, and her eyes flicked from side to side as if to check for others taking note of her words. “He’s a genius among men.”

      I wondered if she might seek out a table so that she could climb atop it and start proselytizing.

      It was time to give up. She wasn’t going to share the thoughts dancing behind that look in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll bring you some antacids if I happen to come across some.”

      I turned to go, but her hand on my arm stopped me. Looking into her eyes, it was as if all the competing voices within her had stilled to leave only one.

      “Jack,” she said in a voice much, much lower in volume than when she’d been singing Gary’s praises. “I’d pick Jack.”

      Her back was turned and she was walking away before her words even had a chance to register in my head.

      “Did you get that?” I asked the air.

      “Loud and clear. She’s afraid of Gary.”

      I glanced around at the many smiling faces. I searched for haunted eyes, fake or forced cheerfulness. I thought I spotted a few with those telltale signs but couldn’t be certain.

      Gary… He was doing things that made people afraid of him.

      Those death threats had made Jack afraid, afraid for his and his family’s safety.

      Maybe Gary had been the one behind them.

      “We need to talk to Jack,” I said. I needed to warn him. He trusted Gary. It was a trust that could get him hurt.

      “No, go talk to Gary. I’ll run a language analysis program comparing the wording of the notes with his speech pattern.”

      “Should I search his office first?” It might make him suspicious if I first hounded him for a conversation he wasn’t interested in having.

      “No. If he’s smart, he won’t have any evidence in his office anyway.”

      I searched the crowd. It took some ducking and weaving, but I managed to spot Gary again. He was standing with a group of five other people.

      It took promising more champagne to four thirsty partiers as I made my way toward the group, but my focus completely shattered when I spotted someone handing out slices of pizza from Alcee’s Pizzeria.

      “Ohhh.” A gurgled noise bubbled up through my throat.

      “What’s wrong?” Zoey asked, her voice suddenly laden with concern.

      “Somebody brought in pizza.”

      “From where?”

      “Alcee’s.”

      “Good pizza.” Zoey’s tone was one of approval.

      “That’s not helping!” I complained. Immediately after, I spotted a man giving me a sideways glance. As far as he was concerned, I was talking to myself.

      I sighed and trudged on. By the time I reached the group had been a part of, he’d migrated to another. It didn’t take long to spot him and move into a new position. Rather than engage him in conversation, I shadowed his back, close enough that Zoey would be able to pick up everything he said.

      “I’m in position,” I whispered, hoping she’d hear and he wouldn’t. I got lucky. The group’s conversation didn’t falter. Gary wasn’t the one talking, but the conversation soon came around to him.

      “Is she still telling that story?” he laughed. “I swear Lara embellishes it more and more every time she does. Soon she’ll be saying she picked him up over her head and then dropped him across her knee.”

      “She’ll whip out a flamethrower instead of a golf club,” someone interjected and got some good laughs out of the group.

      “So that really happened?” another person asked.

      “Did the human version of a gorilla barge into my office with plans of detaching my head from my neck? Oh yeah,” Gary said, laughing. “It happened, and then my lawyers happened. They ripped him into more shreds than what he’d planned to do to me.”

      I hung out and let the conversation drone on a little longer, thankful that Gary was doing most of the talking.

      “Analysis done,” Zoey said.

      “Is it him?” I ducked my head down and waited for signs that Gary had heard me say “him,” but they never came. “Is it?” I risked asking again.

      Zoey remained silent for so long that I almost took out the earbud to tap it in my palm, as if that would’ve helped.

      I put some distance between me and the group containing Gary.

      “Zoey,” I whispered. “You still there?”

      Silence met me, and then—

      “It’s him.”
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      Zoey’s voice filled my ear. “Got ‘em. Gary’s our guy. It’s a positive linguistic match of ninety-seven point eight percent.”

      “Is that high enough?” I asked, concerned.

      “It is for me. I ran the comparison simultaneously through three different programs and then crosschecked for standard deviation variance and probability allowances. The match between you and the notes has a twenty-three percent probability. The match between me and the notes has a thirty-one percent probability. Gary’s probability is through the roof. He’s our guy.”

      I had to tell Jack.

      And I had to hide the truth from Agatha. I wasn’t about to let her go to prison for taking matters into her own hands.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out exactly where Jack was. I bulldozed my way through the crowd, this time not caring who I ignored, bumped into, or slighted.

      I gave him a come-see-me head nod as I passed him by, and he excused himself from the conversation he was in.

      “You found something?” he asked as soon as we were alone.

      “It’s Gary, your vice president. He’s the guy who’s been sending you the threatening notes.”

      “As if.” Jack smiled and looked as though he were on the verge of laughter. His expression turned dismissive when he realized I wasn’t joking. “Don’t be absurd,” he said. “That’s not Gary’s style. He’s all about gains, and there’s nothing in it for him to threaten me.”

      We were standing in the office of one of the bank’s loan officers with the door closed. I’d taken over their office as storage for the cold food and nonalcoholic drinks. We had the chilled champagne tucked away in another office, and a large table set up in yet another with three hotplates and two crockpots for the warm dishes. I’d found excuses to legitimately utilize as many offices as I could in order to give me unfettered access.

      “Jack, I know it’s hard to believe something so terrible about a man you’ve known for—” I stopped. I didn’t actually know how long the two had known each other.

      “Fourteen years,” Jack said, grounding out the words like a challenge.

      Fourteen years… Gary wasn’t even my associate, but the amount of shared history there even had me doubting what Zoey and I were saying.

      “Zoey, are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yep.” Her answer was succinct. No waffling. It sure sounded like she was sure.

      “You explain it to him, then,” I said as I pulled the earbud out, gave it a swipe on my shirt, and passed it over to Jack.

      He glared at it.

      “It’s not a beetle. It’s not going to crawl inside your brain and lay eggs or anything.”

      “This is a waste of time,” Jack said but stuck the listening device in his ear anyway. “Talk to me,” he ordered once he had it in.

      I watched his face as I imagined what Zoey might be saying. Jack’s expression was unreadable.

      “Uh huh,” he said. “Uh huh. Right… Uh huh…. Exactly so.” He pulled the earbud out and handed it back over. “Just like I said, Gary’s innocent.”

      “But…” No way had that been what Zoey told him, but trying to debate the issue would have been of no use. Jack was out the door, and the door was closed in my face.

      Feeling deflated, I wiggled the wiped earbud back into my ear and sank down on top of a five-gallon bucket of ice. It wasn’t even ice we needed; I’d only brought it as an excuse to set up catering props in yet another office. Spreading things between so many offices had gotten me a lot of funny looks, but no one had outright objected.

      “What are we gonna do now?” I asked Zoey.

      “Already on it,” she replied.

      I could hear the sound of her fingers tip-tapping across her keyboard.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Correlative links,” she said.

      “But not proof?”

      “Proof’s overrated.”

      I wasn’t sure the police—and in this case, Jack—would agree. But I trusted Zoey to know what she was doing.

      “You got any oranges?” Zoey asked.

      I imagined why she might be asking. Maybe she wanted me to hide a listening device in an orange and stash it in Gary’s office. Or maybe she’d have me write some secret message with its juice to be revealed later with the use of a lighter. But didn’t I need a lemon to do that?

      “Got it,” I told her when I’d located a nice fat orange in the next office over. “Ready and able. Want me to make a lie detector out of it or something?”

      “I want you to throw it.”

      I glanced around the office before looking down at my orange. It was pretty solid, but I didn’t think it would break the office’s glass window. “At what?” I asked.

      “At Gary.”

      My brain flashed forward to my future…

      I’d bean Gary in the head with the orange.

      People would pile on top of me.

      I’d get arrested.

      Brad—a cop and one of my two beaus—would lecture me nonstop while I sat trapped in a holding cell.

      And Gary…? Nothing would happen to Gary.

      “I’m having doubts about this plan,” I told Zoey.

      “The note was written by someone left-handed,” she said. “I want you to throw the orange and see what hand he catches it with. Make sure Jack is there to see it, too.”

      I popped my neck and did a few stretches, psyching myself up. “Go get ‘em, tiger,” I breathed.

      “What?” Zoey asked.

      Heat flooded my cheeks. I’d forgotten for a second that she could hear me.

      With my orange in hand, I headed out of the office. I found Jack nearby, nodding his head as the eager young man he was with did all the talking. I guessed it was one of his employees taking advantage of his best opportunity to impress the boss through gab.

      I skirted behind the young man without him noticing and caught Jack’s eye. Jack frowned when I gave a wrist-wag to draw his attention to the orange.

      Step one accomplished. I had Jack’s attention.

      Now for step two: get to Gary. A quick sweep of the room with some leaning back and forth and a little toe tipping found Gary mixed in with a crowd two groups away.

      I headed that way and glanced back to make sure that Jack was following. He was, and he was keeping a discreet distance. The poor clueless employee kept time with him. He jabbered on without even slowing his verbal onslaught.

      I stopped about six feet shy of where Gary stood with his back to me. My heart pounded in my chest, and my palm turned clammy against the orange. I felt like I was about to throw a grenade.

      “Gary!” I called.

      Gary turned. I waited until he was fully facing me, and then I let loose with the piece of fruit that would hopefully blow up his life.

      Did I mention that my hand was clammy? That was a lie. It was sweaty.

      The pitch went wide. Really wide—to Gary’s right!

      Gary caught the orange. Effortlessly. The orange might as well have been hanging in mid-air, motionless. That’s how easy it was for him to catch it.

      “I’m used to caterers cutting up the fruit before they serve it to me,” he said. The crowd around him laughed. “But I have to commend you on your serving style. Actually throwing the food, very bold!” More laughs from his personal peanut gallery.

      The cutting insult wasn’t in his words. It wasn’t even in his tone of voice. I couldn’t put a finger on how he was doing it, but the you’re-flea-dirt-and-I’m-not message was definitely there. What had initially seemed like charm when I first saw him and heard him speak now blasted me with a holier-than-thou arrogance. He was laughing at me, and he was using his cronies to do it. Like a puppet master pulling strings.

      The guy was vile! Zoey was right. It had to be him. Except he was about to get away with it. I could see Jack out of the corner of my eye. He was in the process of turning away. We were losing our chance to prove to him that Gary was behind the anonymous threats.

      I had to think fast.

      “Sorry,” I said to Gary and joined in with the group’s laughter. “I—” I what? That’s when I spotted the fancy gold tipped pen peeking out of Gary’s lapel pocket. “I need you to sign something for me.”

      He was still holding the orange in his right hand. Feeling bold, I stepped forward and plucked the pen from his pocket, offering it to him. With his right hand occupied, I naturally offered the pen to his left.

      He took it!

      Hurrying, I dug into my pockets. Earlier in the day, I had several items delivered directly to the bank. There had been fancy cheese with names I couldn’t pronounce and an express delivery of fresh caviar. And there’d been crab cakes flown in from Maine. Of course, the crab cakes were long gone, only a few people appreciated the caviar, and just a few crumbs of cheese remained. But all of that was beside the point because the real benefit was what those items had given me.

      Invoices!

      I tugged one of those bad boys out of my pocket, unfolded it, and flattened it across the back of an abandoned glass snack plate. The words “Grandmoore Crab Cakes” stretched across the top of the page.

      “Is it necessary to do this now?” Gary asked, but with more amusement than annoyance.

      “I was able to shanghai another delivery of crab cakes en route to somewhere else. This invoice is actually for the new incoming batch.”

      “Oh!” Gary said, his expression brightening. He’d eaten three of the savory cakes all on his own. “I call dibs on the first five.” With the orange still in his right hand, he scrawled his name with his left. He was ambidextrous. But that still didn’t actually prove anything.

      Gary’s group had shifted into talking amongst themselves and they were no longer paying any attention to us.

      “Isn’t it just nuts what’s happening to Jack?” I asked, keeping my voice low. I wanted him to feel as if we were sharing some tidbit that no one else was privy to.

      “What’s happening to Jack?” he asked.

      “Oh, haven’t you heard? He’s been getting these really threatening notes. Whoever’s sending them is demented, though not very smart.”

      Gary’s eye twitched. He’d caught the insult, and it had bothered him.

      “How’s that?” he asked.

      “It’s the paper. It’s custom made. I heard that some tech genius Jack knows was able to identify who the seller was by analyzing signature ingredients used in the paper.” This was actually true, and the tech genius was of course Zoey.

      I paused and glanced around us. “Oh, but I really shouldn’t be telling you this. I could mess up their plans.”

      “Plans?” He looked at me like I was five years old, and for a second, I thought he might actually reach out a hand to pat me on the head. “I’m sure sharing whatever you know would be the best for everyone involved.”

      A smug smile tried to pull at my lips. Sharing what I knew would be best… best for everyone but him.

      I stepped in a little closer and lowered my voice a little more. “They got ahold of the papermaker and had them add a chemical to their most recent shipment. It’ll rub off on the fingers of whoever handles the paper and will show up under blacklight. It sinks right into the skin! Can’t even wash the stuff off.” None of that was true.

      Gary’s eye twitched again, though his expression remained unchanged. There was a short moment where he seemed frozen, but then he blinked before his expression animated with a huge smile and a laugh. “That’s brilliant.” Then he sobered. “Thank you for trusting me. Jack deserves more friends like you.”

      Score one for Gary throwing some complimentary shade at me. It was definitely an insult designed to sound like a compliment.

      I retrieved the invoice. “Thanks,” I told him before folding it and tucking it back in my pocket. “I’d better get back to the food.”

      I turned away and started walking, but I stopped to glance over my shoulder after a few steps. Gary was no longer where I’d left him. Only his retreating back was visible as he made his way through the crowd.

      I hurried over to Jack, who was standing a short distance away.

      “Did you see that?” I asked.

      “Did I see you throw fruit at my vice president? Yes, I did,” he answered, deadpan.

      “And did you see what he did after I threw the fruit?” When Jack didn’t respond right away, I filled in the blank for him. “He signed his name with his left hand.”

      Jack’s jaw tightened. “I’ve known the man for over a decade. Tell me you have more to go on than that.”

      “Where’s the nearest men’s bathroom?” I asked.

      Jack’s brows went up. “Don’t you mean ladies’ room?”

      “Nope, I mean men’s. Show me.”

      He pointed and I led the way, making sure that Jack was following, and we rounded a corner into a small alcove. There we found the men’s and ladies’ room doors tucked away out of sight.

      I pushed through the door marked with the silhouette of a man. Jack was close behind me.

      Inside, Gary was bent over the middle sink of a row of three. He was scrubbing his hands with a vigor rarely seen by someone who hasn’t been dumpster diving through a mound of used baby diapers to retrieve their car keys that fell into the trash.

      Gary stopped scrubbing, turning off the water as he stood up straight. “This isn’t the first place I’d take a lady,” he said, throwing a suggestive look between the two of us, “but I guess to each their own.” He followed the comment up with a lascivious wink. “I’ll get out of your way. Give you two kids some privacy.”

      “Don’t bother,” I shot back. Then to Jack, I asked, “Did you bring the blacklight?”

      As usual, Jack’s expression remained completely neutral even though I knew he didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. But then, to my surprise, he answered with a simple, “Yes.”

      “Kinky,” Gary said before attempting to escape by ducking between us. The effort failed when Jack and I leaned our shoulders together to create a united front to block his exit.

      “Why did you do it, Gary?” I asked. “Why did you send Jack those threatening notes?”

      Gary’s eyes went wide and his brow creased. “You’ve lost your mind! Jack, are you going to stand there and listen to this?”

      “I am,” he answered simply with no inflection.

      “Well, I’m not,” Gary shot back.

      “You are,” Jack said flatly.

      The three of us fell into a staring match, with Jack and me versus Gary. Once he realized there was no way out, Gary’s fake mask fell away and the real him came out to play. It was like watching Batman’s Joker materialize before our very eyes. His lips stretched in the biggest—slightly insane—smile, and his whole demeanor changed. Even his posture was different as he hunched his shoulders slightly forward, a little like a predator waiting for their moment to attack.

      “Why’d you do it, Gary?” I asked again, this time in a softer voice. There was no need to push. The man was no longer hiding who he was.

      “Life is boring, don’t you think? Sometimes you have to make your own entertainment.” He locked his gaze on Jack. “And you—you were amazing! You did not disappoint, old friend.” He gasped and slapped his chest. “When you sent your family off! Bliss… I kept waiting for the cracks in the veneer to show, but you kept it all together like the uptight ramrod you are. I had a wager with myself that I could turn you into a raging alcoholic within the next four months, and that I could get you to kill yourself in seven.”

      I felt ill. Literally, physically ill.

      But if I was feeling ill, Jack was feeling something altogether different. I glanced up at him but then edged away.

      Jack was about to go nuclear.
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      The bathroom door didn’t so much slam open as it did explode. Jack and Gary tumbled out in a mass of grappling arms and swinging legs. Shrieks of shock filled the room beyond as the longtime friends, employees, and clients of the two men witnessed their full out attempt to dismember each other.

      I ran out of the bathroom, close on their heels. The two men cut through the screaming crowd like a wrecking ball that had broken loose from its chains. Rushing after them, I was nothing more than a gnat next to their combined fury. But just as fast as the two had gone at each other, they broke apart. They both stumbled backward as if repelled from one another as violently as they had previously bashed together.

      Gary stretched out a long arm and pointed a finger at Jack. “He attacked me!”

      Jack lunged forward with his fist raised high but five men from the party plastered themselves to him and held him back. In contrast, Gary threw his arm up as if to shield his face and shrank away.

      When it became clear that Jack wasn’t going to wrench himself free from five men to rip Gary’s head from his shoulders, Gary redoubled his claims. “There! There! He did it again! He tried to attack me. He wants to kill me!”

      A murmur grew throughout the crowd, and a host of eyes turned on Jack. Some were distrustful, some angry, and others still wide with shock.

      Jack yanked his arms free and then stood up and straightened his clothes. He once more resembled the gentleman he was. Rather than rush at Gary again, Jack went for Gary’s jugular with one singular statement. “You’re fired.”

      Another murmur washed over the crowd.

      “No problem,” Gary said, his smarmy smile back. “Just pay me my golden parachute and I’ll be gone. What’s it up to now? Twenty-eight million?”

      I gulped. That was a lot of money.

      “You won’t see a penny of it,” Jack vowed. “I’m going to have my lawyers crawl so far up your butt that by the time they’re done with you, you won’t have anything left. I don’t care how much it costs me, as long as it leaves you with nothing.”

      It was Gary’s turn to gulp, although he did his best to cover it with a laugh. Too bad his voice cracked mid-laugh, betraying his nerves. “I’ll whip my lawyers out and you’ll whip yours out and we’ll see who’s is bigger?” he said with a scoffing tsk. “Consider it on. I know where you’ve buried your skeletons, Jack. You’ll come out of this more ruined than me.”

      He then turned to the crowd. “Now if you’ll excuse me ladies and gentleman, I have my lawyers to call and an office to pack up.”

      Everyone remained in stunned silence as Gary walked through the parting crowd to the curving stairs beyond. No one spoke until he was nearly at the top, the sound of murmuring and whispering voices growing in a crescendo that eventually filled the room with conversation again.

      “Is Jack okay?” Zoey asked in my ear.

      I sidled up to him to find out. Everyone else was giving him a wide berth.

      “Zoey’s asking about you,” I said. “You okay?”

      “Mmm, I will be, and I have the two of you to thank. I’m in your debt. Thank you.”

      “It was our honor,” I told him and meant it.

      Behind him, Paula—Jack’s secretary—had managed to punch a hole through the crowd and she rushed to Jack’s side. Lara, Gary’s secretary, had done the same, but she stopped at the crowd’s edge.

      “Are you okay? Should I call the police? What’s going on?” The questions tumbled from her mouth without a pause between.

      “I’m fine, Paula. We will be calling the police, but not yet.”

      “And what’s going on?” she asked, pushing for an answer to that question a second time.

      “Gary has been sending me death threats. We didn’t know who was doing it until tonight.”

      Paula stumbled back a step. “Death threats?”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Jack said. “It’s not that I thought you were doing it, but we thought it best to keep the information to a purely need-to-know.”

      “And I didn’t need to know?” The hurt in her voice was palpable.

      “I am sorry,” Jack said again before he turned to me. “If you’ll excuse us. Looks like I’ve got some explaining to do.”

      He and Paula forged their way through the voluntarily parting sea.

      Lara was left behind to watch them go, and her husband knocked a few people aside to emerge through the crowd next to her. They spoke with their heads close together in a hushed, heated whisper before he loudly announced it was time for them to go home. His display of dominance over Lara didn’t seem to get him far, because she stomped off in a direction other than the bank’s front doors.

      Their exchange made me wonder how Jack’s future conversation with his wife was going to go. He hadn’t told Paula about the notes, and I suspected he hadn’t told his wife either. I didn’t envy him that conversation. Whatever acts of torment those notes had been threatening, his wife might actually make good on them after finding out she was left so long in the dark.

      In the middle of the crowd, someone held their empty champagne flute high into the air and wagged it back and forth. I sighed. We might’ve caught Jack’s tormentor, but my night was far from over.

      “People are still demanding food and drinks,” I complained to Zoey. “They’re not leaving.”

      “Want me to come help?”

      I considered it, then said, “No, you do your thing. I’ll finish up here. And Jonathan”—my right-hand man at the café—“said he’d come in with the bank’s custodial staff in the morning to clear all the food stuff out.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll sign off. You’re on your own.”

      “Goodnight,” I said distractedly. I’d spotted Agatha heading for the stairs leading to the upstairs offices—the same place Gary had gone. Rushing across the room, I managed to catch her stepping up onto the first step.

      “Sweetheart,” she said with a lovely smile. “How nice it is to see you again.”

      “Don’t play coy with me. You got a gun on you?” I asked. “A crowbar? You planning to do something to Gary? Don’t make me frisk you.”

      “Dear, you should know by now that a lady never tells.” She took another step up the stairs, and I took one with her.

      “Agatha, Jack’s got this handled. You heard him. He’s going to ruin Gary. The cops’ll be brought up to speed about the notes. We’ll give them all the evidence, and Jack’s lawyers will destroy Gary in court.”

      “And your point?”

      I took a deep breath and blew it out. “Give it a day at least. For me. Gary will still be Gary. You’ll still get to do… whatever it is you’re going to do. Just wait until tomorrow, after you’ve had the chance to visit with Jack a little.” I hoped that he’d be able to talk the vengeance vinegar out of her blood.

      The look she gave me was deceitfully appeasing, but she said, “Okay, dear. For you.” She patted my hand, then her brows knitted in concern. “Have you been sleeping, dear? You look tired.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I had a lot on my mind lately, to the point where I’d been having trouble sleeping. This wasn’t the time or the place to get into it, but apparently my mouth had other plans. “Agatha, have you ever wanted someone you didn’t want to want?” A certain someone had landed a surprise kiss less than a week ago, and my lips were still tingling. But I didn’t want them to tingle!

      Though Agatha’s smile was slow to grow, it eventually lit her whole face. “Only with my best and worst loves, dear.”

      I guess that meant I had a fifty-fifty chance at either happiness or misery.

      “Of course,” Agatha continued, “those best and worst loves were usually one in the same.”

      My heart sank. Make that a one hundred percent chance of misery.

      “Want to talk about it, dear?”

      “Not yet—but soon. That’d be nice.” Agatha had so much more life experience than me. I really could use her guidance, but for now I’d settle on just being able to keep an eye on her. “Mind helping me get rid of what’s left of all this food?”

      “Sure.”

      Agatha filled champagne glasses, and I carted out trays of food until there was almost nothing left. Then we both hit up our phones to call in as many cabs as we could. Still, people didn’t get the hint that it was time to go until the bubbly ran dry.

      “Thank you again for all your help,” I told Agatha as the crowd began to thin and conversations turned to what an early day everyone had tomorrow. “And thank you for, you know, not killing Gary.”

      “All in due time,” she said with a wink before wrapping a lace-knit shawl around her shoulders. I was sure that she’d made it herself, and it was nothing short of exquisite. “I’ll see you at the café in the morning.”

      “See you then.” I watched her go before turning to the remaining crowd. I was tempted to climb on top of the banquet table and tell everyone it was time to get out. I wondered if I needed to stay until everyone was gone in order to oversee the security of the bank, but the realistic side of my brain told me that was silly. It wasn’t my bank, and I sure as heck had no authority over the place. But at the very least I needed to tell Jack I was going.

      I looked around. I was sure he wouldn’t have left without giving me a heads up, but I hadn’t seen him in a while. He wasn’t anywhere on the ground level, so that meant he had to be upstairs.

      That’s where I headed.

      I practically tiptoed my way past Gary’s office. The light was on and shuffling sounds filled the hallway right outside. In contrast, Jack’s office was pitch black.

      “Jack,” I called from his doorway. Light filtered in through the huge picture window that took up most of the street-side wall. It took a moment, but my eyes soon adjusted to be able to see into the soft darkness.

      Jack was sitting in his high-backed desk chair with his back to me. He had on his hat and his shoulders peeked over the chair’s back. He was staring out his wall-to-wall window at the gently lit night beyond.

      “Jack,” I called again.

      There was no answer.

      “Jack, I’m going to take off. Jonathan will be in with the early morning cleaning crew to clear out all the café items I brought in for the party.”

      He still didn’t answer, and I found myself biting the inside of my lip with worry.

      “You need anything before I go?”

      Nothing. Not a sigh, a huff, or a groan.

      “Jack.” Stepping into his office felt like entering a sacred space.

      “Jack?”

      I laid my hand on his shoulder, and Jack’s entire torso tipped forward as he toppled over, sprawling out on the carpet. That’s when I saw the long, slender stem of a silver letter opener sticking out of his left side.

      I fell to my knees. “Oh, Jack, no…”

      A door that blended into the shadows of Jack’s office opened, and a blinding light filtered past the silhouette of a tall man drying his hands on a towel.

      “Jack?!” I cried out, and he turned his head and offered a silent nod. He was alive!

      But if he was alive, who was lying motionless on Jack’s floor?
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      “It’s a shame you had to see that,” Jack said, laying the towel to the side somewhere out of sight.

      “Huh?” My brain reeled to make sense of the information it was getting. Someone was lying on Jack’s office floor. They weren’t breathing, and they had something that dangerously resembled a dagger jutting out of their side, across from their heart.

      “I pride myself in not losing my temper.”

      Oh boy…

      I managed to stand, but my legs were shaking so badly that I had to press my knees together for extra support. “Jack, what have you done…?”

      “Nothing anyone else wouldn’t have done,” he answered, a defensive edge creeping into his voice.

      “Oh God, Jack.” The room was starting to spin. “You have lawyers,” I said, “lots and lots of lawyers.” My words weren’t meant to reassure him. It was to reassure me.

      Whoever was lying on the floor was doing their best impression of a doormat. The chances that anything was pumping inside his chest was slim to none. But we still had to try to save him. We had to call someone. We needed to do chest compressions.

      Should you give chest compressions to someone with a knife sticking out of their chest? The uncertainty made my head hurt.

      “Jack, we have to call for help.” The 911 operator might know what to do until the ambulance showed up.

      “Help for what?”

      “Help for him!” I exclaimed, waving my hands at the floor. “He could still be alive.”

      Jack took a step closer so that he could see past his desk to the spot of floor I was indicating. “What in…? Call an ambulance!”

      I fumbled in my pockets with trembling hands to find my phone, and Jack rushed to the wall to flip on the office lights. The face of the man on the floor became visible to me for the first time.

      “Gary,” I whispered, staring down at him.

      Jack’s voice reached me from outside his office. He was calling out to see if anyone present was a doctor. But standing where I was, looking down on Gary’s pale face, I knew it wouldn’t do any good. It was too late.

      Footsteps grew into a rumbling thunder as people rushed up the stairs. I turned to the doorway to see several people paused there.

      “Gary,” one said.

      “It’s Gary,” another said.

      His name echoed through the approaching crowd beyond the doorway. I heard a woman’s voice cry out, “No!” That woman burst through those standing in the doorway a moment later, still repeating her initial word as if on autopilot. It was Lara, Gary’s secretary, and if she weren’t on her feet, running across the office to him, I would have thought it was her who was dead instead of Gary. Her face was so pale, her wild eyes consumed with grief.

      I stumbled backward at the same time that she reached Gary and fell to her knees.

      “No, no, no, no, no!” she cried. Her hands darted over Gary’s motionless form as if searching for a reset button to make everything okay again. Her hands finally settled at the spot where the tip of the letter opener disappeared into his chest. She cupped her hands around the spot and pressed, as if doing so would somehow undo the crimson tide that had stained the whole left side of Gary’s shirt.

      “Somebody do something!” she screamed, but no one standing in the doorway moved.

      Jack pushed his way through the gathering crowd and back into his office. He moved to stand over Lara and put his hands on either side of her shoulders. “Lara,” he said gently, “come away.”

      “Noooo,” she moaned and then broke into screams. “No! This is your fault!” She spun in Jack’s arms and clawed at his chest, marking Jack with the lost flow of Gary’s life. “You did this!”

      Jack struggled to hamper her rage, but it only gave Lara more opportunity to strike out at him.

      Another woman’s voice cut through the cacophony of Lara’s unfettered grief. It was Susan, Gary’s wife—or should I say widow.

      Susan took in the sight of her husband lying on the floor then locked her gaze on Jack. His clothes were torn and were splotched and streaked with red, his face and hands marked by Lara’s rage-filled thrashing.

      “You,” Susan said, spitting the word more than saying it. “I’ll kill you!” She lunged, but another person broke through the doorway with a blurred quickness that made me wonder if I were watching a Marvel movie. His arm lassoed her waist and halted her charge. It was the man with the build of a matador from earlier.

      “Kylie,” Jack said, pulling my attention to him.

      “Yes, Jack?”

      “Call the police.”
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        * * *

      

      “Did you see his clothes?” a woman whispered to her companion as I walked past. “He was covered in blood. The desk was overturned and there was glass everywhere. Jack killed Gary!”

      “They got into a huge fight,” her companion said. “It was self-defense. Jack was just doing what he had to.”

      “You’re nuts. Do you know how big Gary’s golden parachute was? Jack would’ve been on the line to pay him millions. The only thing he was defending was the bank’s wallet.”

      It was hard for me to walk past without stopping, but I managed it. But the need to correct them both made me feel like I needed to hold my tongue between my fingers to keep it from wagging. People had started embellishing the events already. The desk wasn’t overturned, there wasn’t glass everywhere, and Jack didn’t kill Gary.

      I didn’t think Jack killed Gary.

      I was pretty sure.

      Almost positive.

      It didn’t matter at all that Jack was in the process of drying his hands after washing them when I found Gary dead.

      “What’s happening?” Zoey asked, once more alive and well within my ear.

      “People are freaking out. They’re starting to add their own spin to what happened. It’s like one person tells the story then the next person tells it a little bigger.”

      “That happens in situations like this. I’d be more surprised if they weren’t,” Zoey said.

      As for me, I just wanted to stay out of the way, so I retreated to my comfort zone: the catering table. There, I retrieved a crate from beneath the table, turned it upside down, and sat down on it. It was the perfect vantage point. No one was paying attention to me, but I could see almost everyone.

      The police had long since arrived, as well as an ambulance. But they hadn’t left with Gary’s body. Instead, they left him where he lay, uncovered and protected him from any further disturbances. They refused to even let his wife near him.

      Eventually, the coroner showed up. He was a pimply-faced skinny kid who didn’t look old enough to be out of high school, but that’s who was up in Jack’s office now. And while he was doing his work, the police were doing theirs.

      I heard the bank’s front doors open before I heard a familiar voice that filled me with relief and hope. It was Joel.

      “I’m with the police. I’m needed upstairs,” he explained to a young officer who must’ve been new on the job. Joel waved his camera. “I’m here to take pictures of the crime scene.” Joel’s 6’5” physique dwarfed the younger man, but the officer stood his ground and refused to let Joel pass.

      “Let ‘em through,” another officer said as he approached the pair. It was Brad, one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen up close and personal.

      For the past several months, I’d been casually dating both Brad and Joel. I adored them both, and they both seemed pretty keen on me too. I wouldn’t say that we were one big happy trio. It was more like Joel and Brad were happy competitors for my affection. I hadn’t meant for my romantic life to become so complicated, but somewhere along the way, both men had managed to steal my heart. Of course, I hadn’t told either one of them that, though. It was way too soon, and I wasn’t ready.

      “What’s the hold up here?” That voice didn’t belong to Brad, Joel, or the young officer. It was someone else entirely, someone who made me suck in a breath of air.

      “Detective Gregson’s here,” I whispered. He wasn’t as tall as Joel or as handsome as Brad, but the man had an effect on me. He’d been the man who had made my lips tingle. He’d burned himself into the synapses of my brain with that kiss. But I didn’t know what to do or think about it. It wasn’t that the man liked me and was pining away for me. It was actually the opposite. He’d told me he hated me—a half-second before he’d kissed me.

      “Makes sense,” Zoey said.

      “Huh?” I asked, startled.

      “Murder—detective. Hard to have one without the other.”

      “Oh, right. Yeah.” I hadn’t told Zoey about the kiss. I hadn’t told anyone. For a second there, I thought Zoey had upped her A-game and had invented mind-reading technology. I wish she would. That sure would make these murder investigations a whole lot easier.

      “Want me to come over?” Zoey asked.

      “No, I don’t think they’ll let you in.” Besides that, I was pretty sure that if Zoey showed up, Brad would launch into a theory about how she had to be the mastermind behind the crime. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that Brad didn’t like Zoey, but he sure didn’t trust her.

      “Do you think Jack did it?” I asked Zoey.

      “Do you?”

      “I don’t know.” And I didn’t like my answer at all.

      I didn’t like it because figuring out who killed who was sort of becoming “my thing,” and I didn’t like it because we were talking about Jack. I should know. I should be certain that Jack was innocent, but I kept reliving that moment when he was walking out of the bathroom after washing his hands. I couldn’t help but wonder if he had been trying to wash away the evidence of his guilt.

      Time ticked on and I answered the questions of four different police officers. There were seven officers in all, and they’d been making the rounds. They asked for each person’s name, address, contact information, and a description of everything they remembered leading up to Gary’s body being found.

      “They all keep wanting to talk to me,” I complained to Zoey.

      “You did discover the body,” Zoey said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means maybe you’re the one who created the body—the vacantness of it, anyway.”

      “Not helping,” I complained.

      “They’re probably taking your statement so many times to compare notes afterward. See if your story changes.”

      As frustrating as it was to repeat myself over and over, that did make a lot of sense.

      My heart skipped a beat when Detective Gregson turned away from Brad and Joel. His gaze swept over me, but it didn’t stop. Not at all. He either didn’t see me, or he didn’t care.

      The guy was giving me emotional whiplash.

      Detective Gregson’s gaze came to rest somewhere above and behind me. Then Brad’s and Joel’s gazes tracked and locked to the same spot.

      I twisted on my crate so that I could see what they were seeing.

      They were looking at Jack, but Jack wasn’t alone. He was coming down the stairs and an officer flanked him on either side. His shirt was ripped and smeared with blood, and his mouth tugged sideways a little when he spoke due to a swollen lip.

      They were at a distance, but I still managed to hear Jack’s deep, resonant voice. “I didn’t kill anyone,” he said, but no one was listening.

      “Zoey,” I whispered, “they’re arresting Jack. They have him in handcuffs.”

      “What do you want to do about it?” she asked. “I could scramble their communications, falsify an order to release him.”

      But that would only make Jack a fugitive. It wouldn’t make him free.

      “No,” I said. “I’ve got a better plan.”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to prove he’s innocent.”
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      I was exhausted when I fell into bed a couple of hours later. Pulling my down comforter up to my neck, I welcomed Sage’s fluffy little paws in the curve of my waist. She turned in a circle several times before she was satisfied that my side was a suitable sleeping perch.

      “You happy?” I asked when she’d finally curled herself into a spiral puffball. I tickled the side of her face, and her already loud purr redoubled to fill the room. The sight and sound of her made me smile. After a tough night, being with my little furball always seemed to make things right—or at least right enough.

      “What are we gonna do?” I asked her. “Jack’s in trouble.”

      Her purr gained a momentary trill as she showed how she wanted to be petted by rubbing her cheek against my fingers. I could just make out her smoky tortoiseshell coat in the soft light that trickled in from the window. Her gold-green eyes seemed to shine all on their own.

      “I didn’t see anyone else leaving Jack’s office when I went up there. Jack was the only one inside—with Gary—and Gary was already dead.”

      Sage gave my finger a little nip.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Totally. Jack was the only one there who could’ve hurt Gary. His executive assistant, Lara, was in the office next to his packing up Gary’s stuff, and you should have seen her when she saw Gary.”

      No, on second thought, I’m glad Sage didn’t see it. Her tortured expression was one I’d be seeing in my dreams for years.

      “She was destroyed, Sage. Utterly and completely destroyed.” Even if Gary had been a jerk who threatened Jack and his family, Lara still felt his loss so keenly.  She didn’t deserve that pain.

      Sage yawned, showing off her long, sharp fangs. I was boring her.

      “Hmph,” I said, ready to tease her for her lack of interest, but my own yawn cut me off. “You’re right,” I told her as I snuggled my head into my pillow and closed my eyes. “Clear mind, clear thoughts. We’ll figure this out tomorrow.”

      But tomorrow came much, much sooner than I’d expected, and it arrived with a loud, rattling pounding that echoed down my hallway and into my bedroom. And then, just in case there was any chance I would have slept through that, Sage leaped high into the air at the sudden sound and came down on my head. She did a kitty-cat-Houdini disappearing act after that.

      My apartment was located on the floor above my café. The only door leading into it was landlocked inside my café, meaning someone had to be inside my place of business to be knocking on my door. That meant something was very, very wrong.

      I slid out of my almost-too-tall antique bed and landed barefoot on the hardwood floor. I then grabbed the afghan that was folded across the foot of the bed and wrapped it around me like an oversized shawl.

      Instead of barging forward into the unknown, I peeked out of my bedroom and down the hall. It was then that I realized that the loud knocking wasn’t coming from my door at all. It was coming from my window!

      Well, I tended to think of it as a window, but I guess it was technically more of a door-window. Tall, slender, and hinged on the left side, it was my access to my fire escape.

      Outside, beyond my fire escape, there were some distant street lights on the far side of the parking lot. They cast a haloed glow around whoever stood on my fire escape now. I’d feared it would be a hulking beast or some kind of ninja, but the person on the other side of my door-window was ethereally slender and lithe.

      The person’s fist pounded again. “Kylie, let me in!”

      “Agatha!” I hurried forward, unlatched the window, and pulled it open. “What are you doing?”

      I offered her my arm to use to steady herself as she climbed inside.

      “I heard the news,” she said when she was once more standing on solid ground instead of metal grating. “I want to know what you’re going to do about it.”

      I didn’t have to ask what she was talking about. We both knew.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let me make you a cup of tea. I’ve got some herbal.” I loved coffee, but I also loved sleep. Given that it was the middle of the night, I was opting for caffeine-free.

      Agatha was still wearing the same gossamer dress she wore to the party. She perched atop one of the kitchen stools, effortlessly retaining a look of elegance. I tended to slouch like a frat boy when I sat on them. For me, it was all about comfort.

      I put my kettle on the stove and lit the burner before sitting down next to Agatha. A question burned on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t know how to go about asking it. Well, I knew how to ask it; I just wasn’t sure how to know if the answer I got was the truth.

      The party had ended hours ago, but here was Agatha still in her evening gown. I wanted to know why. Maybe the party didn’t end for her when she said it was ending. Maybe she snuck back into the party and took matters into her own hands.

      “Agatha, did you kill Gary?”

      “No, but I wish I had. Does that count?”

      Food. We needed food. I stood and got out a collection of plates and bowls then hit the freezer and fridge. When I was done, there was an assortment of cheeses, half a german chocolate cake, butter rum ice cream, and the makings for ham sandwiches.

      The kettle’s whistle let me know that the water was ready. “Earl Grey, mint, lemongrass, or apple cinnamon?” I asked.

      “Earl Grey sounds wonderful.”

      I poured her a cup and then made myself a cup of lemongrass tea. After that, I prepped a generous ham sandwich with all the fixings and cut it in two. I gave her half and kept the other half for myself. I didn’t ask if she wanted cake before cutting her a big wedge and adding an enormous scoop of ice cream. I did the same again for myself.

      It wasn’t until I sat down again that I ventured back into our conversation. I looked her up and down. The oven clock said it was almost two in the morning, but she was looked ready to walk the runway at a fashion show. “Agatha, are you sure you didn’t kill Gary?”

      “Sweetheart, I might feel old age encroaching on what I’ve got left in my brainpan, but I assure you I did not kill that man.”

      “Then why are you still dressed to the nines?”

      Agatha rolled her eyes. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I had a date.”

      “With who?” I challenged. I guesstimated that she’d left the party shortly before ten. I didn’t know of many dates that started so late—unless you wanted to count booty calls.

      “Again, none of your business.” Agatha took a delicate sip of her cup of tea.

      “Jack’s on the hook for murder and you want me to investigate, so you sort of made it my business.” I followed up by taking an unladylike bite of my ham sandwich, followed by a moan with my lids half closed. “Why does food always taste so much better in the middle of the night?” I said as soon as I’d swallowed.

      Agatha grabbed a hunk of cake and a sliver of ice cream on her spoon. Her smile was slow and appreciative after savoring the bite. “Did you make this cake?” she asked with a tinge of surprise in her voice. “It’s very good.”

      I pouted rather than answer. I couldn’t tell if Agatha was throwing shade at me or genuinely wondering if I’d made the cake myself.

      “Patty made it,” I finally answered.

      Patty was my secret weapon when it came to baked goods. Her previous employer couldn’t handle Patty plus the host of voices that took up residence inside her head. As for me, I really didn’t care, not as an employer anyway. Patty could have a trombone parade going on inside her noggin. All I knew was that she made beautiful, decadent five-star pastries. She brought people into my café left and right, despite my unreliable talents in the kitchen.

      “That woman is a wonder.”

      I nodded in agreement, but there was no way Agatha was going to distract me from my original question. “Agatha, who was your date with?”

      “A fellow who works the stockroom at You Name It.” You Name It was the local megastore.

      “Works the stockroom? Isn’t that a young man’s job?” I asked, surprised.

      Agatha arched one impeccable brow. “And your point?”

      I smiled. “You go, Agatha,” I said, earning a smile from her in return. “And his name?”

      Her smile fell. “You aren’t seriously going to follow up with him, are you?”

      “Yeah, I most seriously am.”

      “We go back all this way and you don’t trust me?”

      “We go back less than a year, and I trust you like I trust Zoey.” I trusted Zoey to break into the national treasury, to facilitate the robbery of the Louvre, and to intercede in case of an impending nuclear war. I also trusted her to save my life—which she’s done more than once.

      “Oh,” Agatha said, puzzled, and then followed with a sudden, “Oh! Thank you!”

      But there was more: I didn’t trust Zoey to tell me the truth about something she didn’t want me to know, and I was holding Agatha to that same standard.

      “His name, Agatha.”

      “All right, if you insist. Give me a piece of paper.”

      I fetched a pen and some paper from a drawer and handed it over. Agatha jotted down a young man’s name. I double-checked to make sure it made sense and wasn’t an anagram for “none of your business.” It wasn’t. Adam Pentrell seemed like a safe bet as a real person. I’d get Zoey to check him out to make sure he was an everyday Joe and not part of the Mafia or something nefarious.

      “Are you satisfied?” Agatha asked. “You’ll clear Jack’s name?”

      Asking me to clear Jack’s name wasn’t the same thing as asking me to solve Gary’s murder. But since I didn’t think Jack did it, I’d count them as one in the same.

      “I will,” I told her. “Whatever it takes.”
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      The sound of sizzling bacon had my mouth watering before I even made it out of the kitchen and behind the grill. Jonathan was my right-hand at the café, and he had an amazing spread of ready-to-cook foods laid out for the breakfast crowd. There was even freshly cut fruit that he’d turned into a light fruit and granola salad.

      “Hey, boss!” the old hippie called out as soon as he saw me. “Oh, boss, you don’t look so good.”

      “What’s wrong with how I look?” I’d spent a whole eighteen minutes putting myself together. I had my red hair pulled back into a ponytail at the base of my neck and had a light dusting of powder over my freckled cheeks and nose. I’d even added a swipe or two of mascara. I’d thought I looked pretty good.

      “You look fine,” Jonathan said, “but those dark circles you’ve got under your eyes might need a few more hours of incubation. Some good ol’ fashioned z-time.”

      He was right, and I knew it. I’d noticed them too—I’d just hoped no one else would, but that fantasy was shot.

      “Sit down. I’ll have a plate up for you in a jiffy.”

      I poured myself a cup of coffee, fixed it the way I like, and then sat on the customer side of the counter and watched Jonathan work at the open grill. Every move he made was the picture of efficiency. He had less experience in a kitchen than me, but he’d taken to it like a fish to water. I had to practice recipes over and over for them to be anywhere near edible. Jonathan could nail them after one or two attempts.

      “How did this morning at the bank go?” I asked. “Were you able to get in and get all the leftover food and equipment from the party?” He was supposed to go in with the early morning cleaning crew and retrieve everything.

      “Everything went good, boss. I got nervous at first, seeing all them cops about, but I made it out without gettin’ arrested. I call that a win.” He waved his spatula at me for emphasis. “Were you there when it happened?” he asked as he slid a plate of steaming, fluffy scrambled eggs in front of me. But that wasn’t all. There was buttered toast and crispy bacon, too.

      I piled the eggs and bacon onto the toast, folded it in half, and took a big bite out of its side, taco style. If I hadn’t had enough eggs and bacon plus another piece of toast to make a second one, I’d have been asking for more even after only the first bite.

      “Yep, I was there,” I told him after I swallowed. “Jonathan, this is so good. Only thing that could make it better would be some sausage gravy.”

      “I’ll have it ready in five minutes.”

      “No, you don’t have to,” I hurriedly said.

      “Want to,” Jonathan answered back, already chopping up round slices of sausage as they fried. “You gonna figure out who did it?”

      The bell on the café’s front door chimed and the door opened just as Jonathan asked his question. The man who stepped through was dressed in an expensive suit, minus the jacket.

      “Jack,” I said, surprised.

      “I’d like to hear the answer to Jonathan’s question, too,” he said.

      “Big man!” Jonathan called out. “Pull up a chair. You want pancakes, french toast? I can do it all, thanks to you.”

      Jack had worked at a high-end breakfast bar while in college, and he’d taken it upon himself to teach Jonathan all the tricks he learned in that earlier, humbler life. “Chef’s choice,” he told Jonathan.

      “Woo doggie!” Jonathan exclaimed. “Now no backsies, you promise?”

      “I promise.” Jack walked with a heavy tread to the bar stool next to mine.

      The morning light had barely touched the sky. There were a few cars on the road and some truly early birds running around on foot. Camden Falls was just waking up.

      “Have you been to bed?” I asked.

      “Haven’t been home yet. Got released from the police station a half hour ago.” He turned and looked at me. “But back to Jonathan’s question: will you be investigating Gary Michaels’ murder?”

      “I had a very late night visit from Agatha asking me the same thing.”

      “And?”

      “And yes,” I told both Jack and Jonathan before covering Jack’s hand with mine. I gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I’m gonna figure this out.”

      Jack sighed with relief and sagged a little. It was only then that the fatigue showed on his face.

      “Tell me what happened, Jack.”

      “Nothing. I…” He cleared his throat, straightened his back and adjusted his clothes. “I was in the bathroom with my assistant, Paula.”

      I couldn’t help but frown. Jack was lying; I knew he was. “But you’re the only person I saw come out of your bathroom,” I said.

      “Yes, well,” he said, adjusting his clothes again, “she had been in there mere seconds before you saw me. She left right before you showed up. I even watched her walk out before closing the door again. Neither one of us noticed anything… wrong. The office was dark.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire. I couldn’t believe he was lying to me. I hadn’t seen Paula leave as I approached his office. The space in front of the offices was wide open. I would’ve seen her.

      Instead of confronting his lie head-on, I attacked it from the side. “What was she doing in your bathroom with you?”

      He didn’t meet my gaze when he answered. “We were talking. She was calming me down.”

      “And the cops know?” I asked.

      “Yes. She’s at the police station right now, answering all their questions,” he said.

      “Why didn’t you say anything about this last night?”

      “A woman alone in a bathroom with a man? It draws speculation. I didn’t want to harm her reputation.”

      “Hey, man, aren’t you married?” Jonathan asked.

      Jack nodded.

      “There’s her chastity claim right there. Reputation saved.” It was clear from Jonathan’s smile that he was very pleased with his logic.

      “I don’t think people would care that Jack’s married when it comes to some hanky panky on the side. I mean, I think they’d care that he’s married—I just don’t think they would think that alone would stop the hanky panky.” I couldn’t believe I was giving Jack’s argument actual credence by saying so.

      “But Jack’s a real stand-up guy. Why wouldn't they think it’d stop anything from happening?”

      I looked from Jonathan to Jack. “I don’t know.”

      “People talk, and this is a small town,” Jack said.

      That was true, but it didn’t mean his claim that Paula had been in his office bathroom with him held any more water.

      The café door’s bell chimed again, and the three of us looked in unison to see who was coming in. It was Lara, Gary’s assistant. Scratch that, Gary’s former assistant. With red eyes and a blotchy face, she looked a wreck, even though she was dressed in business attire. She was not wearing what she’d worn last night.

      Lara stopped one step into the café, as soon as she spotted Jack. “You!” she exclaimed.

      I turned in my seat, positioning myself to jump off if need be. I wasn’t sure whether or not Lara would launch herself at Jack. Jack was a big guy and I figured he’d be able to defend himself against her just fine, but I wasn’t so sure his reputation could take the beating. Like Jack had said, Camden Falls was a small town. People loved to talk, and what they said tended to take on a life and slant all its own. If Lara attacked Jack and he defended himself from her, the story could get twisted around to him manhandling and threatening her.

      “Why aren’t you in jail?” she demanded to know. “Why haven’t they thrown away the key?”

      “Because I’m innocent and I’ve proved that to them,” Jack said.

      That he’d been cleared of suspicion was an overstatement, in my opinion, but I didn’t contradict him. This wasn’t the time.

      “Lara, right on time,” Jonathan said. “I ran into Lara when I was leaving the bank, and she asked me to put some food together for everyone,” he told the rest of us. Then, speaking to Lara again, he said, “I got everything you asked for. Well, a few substitutions, but nothing I figure you’ll mind. It’s all good stuff.”

      The news seemed to momentarily placate Lara. She looked at each of us before pulling a handkerchief out of her pocket. She turned to her side, blowing her nose with a big old honk. “I can’t stop crying,” she said, dabbing at her cheeks with the cuffs of her sleeves. As proof of her statement, fresh tears welled over the edge of her lower lids and spilled down her face. She dabbed them away again. “They just keep coming. I can’t stop.”

      I didn’t know what to say other than, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” She glanced at Jack and then back at me. “Everyone will still be reeling from the news this morning, so I decided to get muffins, cookies, and such to help out morale. Comfort food.”

      “That’s very considerate,” Jack said, but Lara’s gaze didn’t so much as flick in his direction. He might as well have been a ghost in the room.

      Jonathan lifted several bags of food onto the counter. I hadn’t even noticed them when I’d gotten my coffee.

      “How much is it?” she asked, reaching into her purse.

      “No,” Jack said. “I’ll take care of the cost.”

      Lara ignored him and continued to dig in her purse, sniffing and wiping away tears the whole time.

      I got up from my stool and went to her. “It’s okay,” I said, slipping an arm around her. “It’s taken care of.”

      When she looked at me, she looked lost with eyes full of pain. “Will you help me carry the food back?”

      “I’ll help,” Jack said, standing.

      “No!” Lara immediately barked. “Not you.”

      “I’ll help,” I reassured. Then to Jack, I said, “I don’t mind at all.”
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      The bags were heavier than I thought they’d be. Who knew that an assortment of muffins, danishes, and brownies could weigh so much? But that couldn’t be everything that was in the bags. I smelled bacon too.

      “What all did you get?” I asked, adjusting the handle of one of the bags so that it could cut into a new spot on my hand. The morning air was brisk but welcome, like a splash of cold water on my face. Cars and trucks passed us by, but the world felt leisurely. Camden Falls had a different energy than Chicago, where I used to live. Life was quieter. It wasn’t any simpler, but the stresses didn’t feel as in your face. A person had more room to breathe here.

      “It’s an assortment,” Lara said in answer to my question. “Pastries plus some of this and that. He told me he could add some quiche and make egg muffins.”

      “Egg muffins?”

      “Mmhmm, like omelets but made in a muffin tin.”

      That had to be why I was smelling the bacon.

      Lara sniffed and managed to swipe her cheeks clean of tears despite the heavy bags she was carrying.

      “I really am sorry to hear about Gary,” I said. I didn’t think I was lying to her, but I really wasn’t sure. Gary had been tormenting Jack out of boredom. Who does that? It was sick, which made me suspect that maybe Gary was sick.

      I silently gasped with a new thought. Maybe Gary killed himself. He could have done it to mess with Jack. Seemed a bit extreme to go that far on a prank, though, even when your pranks were designed to be maliciously life-destroying.

      “You know Jack did it, don’t you?” Lara said, pulling me out of my mental musings.

      “Uh…” I wasn’t convinced Jack had done it, but it felt odd to say so when Lara sounded so certain in her conviction. “He has an alibi,” I finally offered.

      Lara stopped in her tracks. “An alibi? What alibi?”

      “Paula had been with him up until right before I found Gary’s body.”

      Lara made a strangled sound of disbelief. “She was not!”

      My brows rose and my heart skipped a beat. “Where was she then?”

      “Oh, I… I… don’t ask such stupid questions.”

      Not nice of her to say that, but she was grieving. Attacking her when she attacked me wouldn’t get us anywhere. Besides, I was pretty sure she was trying to evade answering me. “Gary was murdered,” I said. “Asking where someone was when the murdered happened is actually a really good question.”

      Lara’s face went long and she broke down into full-blown sobs. She had to put the bags down and blow her nose several times before she got her tears back under control. I’d considered putting my bags down so that I could console her, but I stood there feeling frozen and helpless until she had finished soothing herself. In truth, the whole process didn’t take long. Maybe forty-five seconds. It felt much longer though, and it left me feeling totally inept. Maybe even a bit callous.

      “I am really sorry for your loss,” I said and felt lame for doing so. The words felt trivial and lacking compared to the grief she was grappling with. Saying nothing felt like the wrong option, though.

      “It’s okay,” Lara said, picking the bags up again. Like me, her answer was steeped in societal norms. “I just can’t stand that Jack’s not already locked up. Paula’s loyal to him. She’s been with him for years. I completely understand her wanting to cover for him.”

      We started walking once again down the long, wide sidewalk of Main Street toward the bank.

      “So you think she’s lying?”

      “You don’t?” she asked incredulously. “And that man—Jack—he’s letting her lie for him! He has no scruples. How could he put her through that? The police are going to tear her apart. The woman’s been through enough in her life.”

      “Why are you so sure Paula’s lying?”

      “Because I’d do the same for Gary!” she blurted.

      We walked in silence for a minute after that, and I let her words sink in. She was making a really good point. Loyalty could blind a person to what was wrong or right. I believed that Jack was innocent, and that was mostly because he was my friend and I wanted him to be innocent. Right and wrong wasn’t even part of the equation. In comparison, Paula had been with Jack for years while I’d only known him for close to one. It made sense that her loyalty to Jack would extend my deeper than mine. Who knew how far she could go without factoring in right or wrong?

      Yet there was another side to all of this. Paula could actually be telling the truth.

      My stomach twinged at the thought. Not even I believed that. I was sure Jack was lying about Paula having been with him just prior to me discovering Gary’s body. If Jack was lying, that meant that Paula was lying too.

      Still, none of that meant that Jack had actually killed Gary. If Paula and Jack were lying, then they were lying. It didn’t make either of them guilty of murder.

      “Did Gary have any enemies?” I asked. “Anybody who would want to hurt him?”

      “Oh, so now we’re victim blaming?” Lara snapped.

      I threw her a what-the-heck look, and a new flood of tears started rolling down her cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed before climbing back to the top of her emotional rollercoaster. “I feel raw, you know? I’m lashing out at everybody.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. It wasn’t okay, but she was doing the best she could. I could see that, and my heart went out to her.

      I decided to try again. Gary had been cruel to Jack for no good reason. He’d been so cavalier about it. Surely he’d hurt others, too. Maybe whoever else he’d hurt had done more than simply call their lawyers, as Jack had threatened to do.

      “So, um, was there maybe anybody else who had hard feelings toward Gary?”

      Lara shook her head. “Gary was a good man. He helped everybody he could.”

      “Did he and his wife have a good relationship?”

      “Susan and him had a great relationship. They were a great team. I’ve seen them go into a charity ball together and talk people into donating two and three times more than they’d planned. He always took her calls at the bank, and he bought her presents himself. He didn’t have me do it. He was a good man and, as far as I could tell, a good husband. I never heard either one of them say anything bad about each other.”

      We were getting closer to the bank, and I was going to run out of time. The only suspect we had so far was Jack.

      “Were there any employees unhappy with him?”

      “Not that I know of. Anyone I ever spoke to always had good things to say.”

      Of course they would. Talking to Lara would have been akin to talking directly to Gary. People probably hoped she’d say something good about them to him. On the flip side, people were probably equally careful that she didn’t have anything negative to report about them.

      My pace slowed as the steps of the bank neared. It was clear that Lara recognized that our conversation was coming to an end as well because she stopped and turned to me.

      “You’re the lady who keeps finding dead people, aren’t you?”

      “Huh...” What was I supposed to say? Yes? I hated that her question was an accurate description of my life. “Sometimes,” I admitted, doing my best to ride the fence of vague answers. Maybe other people found dead bodies sometimes. Maybe there were times I didn’t know anything at all.

      My life could be normal.

      No, really, it could!

      “That means the cops know you, right?”

      I nodded. Some of them knew me. Some of them hated me. Some were fond of me. At least one was both fond of me and hated me.

      “Could you go down there and talk to them? Tell them Paula’s a nice woman, a good woman? Did you know she volunteers at a nursing home?”

      I shook my head no.

      “She reads to them, and one of the people she reads to is my grandma. I really like Paula, and I don’t want to see her pulled into all this. She doesn’t deserve it. She’s been through so much. She lost her husband, and her son up and killed himself right in her home.”

      I sucked in a breath of air. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, the woman’s had her share of grief, and I know it’s why she’s doing what she’s doing now.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      Lara looked up and down the street with worried eyes and a pursed mouth. “I don’t like to tell people’s private lives to others, especially about something like this.”

      What could be worse than her finding her son after he’d ended everything?

      “When Paula’s son was at college, he started getting these threatening anonymous notes, but he was getting them ‘cause he was cheating.” She shrugged. “The college finally got wind of what was going on and threw him out.” Her voice lowered, and I had to lean in to hear. “There was even an investigation to find out if her son was sending the threatening letters to himself.”

      “But why would he do that?”

      “To gain sympathy. That boy was a con artist, always playing on someone’s emotions in order to get a free pass in life. He sold drugs or whatever was handy, anything not nailed down. Anything that was easy. Anything that was free. When the free passes dried up, he checked out.”

      “That’s awful!” I said. “But, well, what’s it got to do with her alibi with Jack?”

      “Don’t you see? It’s not connected for us, but it’s got to feel different for her. She was helpless with her son. There wasn’t a thing she could do to save him, but now she gets a do-over with Jack. She’s trying to save him since she couldn’t save her son.”

      That was heavy. I’d have to think on that a while, but still, my BS meter wasn’t going off. Lara believed in the truth of what she was telling me.

      “Will you talk to the police? Put in a good word for Paula? Jack’s going to get found out as the man he really is, and I don’t want it to come back on her.”

      I nodded before I realized my head was moving. I didn’t agree with everything she’d just said, but I could at least put in a supportive word for Paula.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I said. Of course, me putting in a good word for Paula might not have the impact Lara was hoping for.

      I’d go armed with pastries, I decided. Happy tummies could aid in happy conversations.
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      Jack was gone by the time I made it back to the café, but Zoey had taken his place. There was a coffee cup sitting before her, filled to the brim with black coffee. Rather than lift it to her lips, she leaned forward and slurped up a little.

      “You’re up early,” I said, glad to see her, although she was still in her pajamas and fuzzy slippers. She had at least managed to pull on a hoodie.

      She turned her bloodshot eyes in my direction and grunted. Her bare face made her look twelve instead of the early twenties I knew she was.

      Jonathan slid a cheese and mushroom omelet under her nose, and I sat down next to her. Her use of a fork was clumsy at first, but she seemed to have woken up a bit more by the time she’d eaten half of her food.

      “What have you found out about Jack?” she asked in a husky, almost-awake voice.

      “Nothing yet about Jack, but I’m starting to wonder about his assistant, Paula.”

      “She kill Gary?”

      “Don’t know yet, but Lara doesn’t think so. She adores Paula. Also, Paula told the police that she was with Jack up until right before I found Gary.”

      Zoey took the information in with a slow blink and a yawn.

      “Well, I thought it was more interesting than that,” I said.

      “It is. What’s Jack say about it? Was he with her?”

      “He says yes.”

      “Okay, so either Paula or Jack killed Gary whenever she left. My money’s on Paula.”

      None of us wanted it to be Jack. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t think it was Paula? Do I need to start working on a fake passport for Jack?”

      “No, no. I’m not saying I think it was him.”

      Zoey held both hands in front of her, palm up. “Paula,” she said lifting one, and then followed with, “Jack,” lifting the other. “I don’t have a third hand—”

      “And we don’t have a third possible killer.” I frowned and slouched with my chin propped in my hand. “Lara said some stuff about Paula. Did you know her son killed himself?”

      “No. That sucks.”

      “Lara said that she thinks Paula is trying to protect Jack by giving him an alibi.”

      “And?”

      “I wonder if Paula tried to protect Jack by killing Gary.”

      “Extreme… I like her.” Zoey took another sip of her coffee. Enough of it was gone that she was able to lift it to her lips instead of taking her lips to it. “What’s Jack say?”

      “Same as Paula. He says they were together until right before I found Gary.”

      “Mmm, united front. How do we break it?”

      “I don’t know, but I promised Lara that I’d go to the police station and put in a good word about Paula. Maybe I’ll learn something new. Wanna go?” If she didn’t mind that she was in her pajamas and slippers, I didn’t either.

      “Can’t.” She threw me a hefty dose of side-eye. “Got a client coming in.”

      She didn’t say who, and it seemed like a very loud non-reveal. “A client is coming to your home?” I probed. That meant that whoever it was, they were local.

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Anybody I know?”

      She took another sip of coffee. “Jonathan, you got any meatloaf back there?”

      “We’ve got some leftovers,” he said. “Want ‘em?”

      “Could you make me a meatloaf sandwich… to go?”

      “I’m on it!”

      The answer to who was coming to her apartment to hire her had to be pretty juicy if she was sending Jonathan away.

      “I’ll come with you,” Zoey said, hopping down from her stool and heading for the kitchen.

      “Wait a minute,” I instantly complained. Zoey wasn’t sending Jonathan away; she was sending me away! It wasn’t the exact same mechanics, but it was the same result. I was being left out in the cold and kept in the dark. “Who’s coming to hire you?” I called after her, but I should have saved my breath. She ignored me with a wave of the back of her hand as she disappeared inside the kitchen.

      It didn’t seem right to be put over in such a way. It was my kitchen. She could have at least used the excuse that she had to go and rush out of the café altogether.

      I didn’t even say bye when she left with a wrapped plate of food.

      “I hope you choke on it,” I called after her as she walked out. Then guilt flooded in, and I made a mad dash to the door. There, I threw it open and called out into the semi-busy street with all its passersby. “Please don’t choke on it!” I called.

      The effort earned me another backhanded wave, but Zoey didn’t turn around. A pair crossing in front of the café’s front door gave me a look, though, and not a nice one. They even quickened their pace just in case I grabbed them, pulled them in, and made them eat.

      “I’ve got ice cream,” I called half-heartedly after them. It’d be hard to choke on ice cream.
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      I made it to the police station a little before lunch. Jonathan had helped me put together a serving tin of yummies to give the officers, and then he and I put together a tin of baked spaghetti and two lasagnas for the lunch crowd. I made potato leek soup and prepped vegetables for easy-make salads. Jonathan added meatloaf sandwiches to the Daily Menu board, and I grudgingly added the soup to the Oops Board.

      I’d let it burn. Twice. Don’t ask me how I burned soup—I just did. We had to transfer it out of two different pots. That’s when Jonathan took over. We didn’t have a third huge pot in reserve, and the other two pots would require some soaking prior to heavy scrubbing.

      I hadn’t meant to abandon Jonathan right before the lunch crowd was due to come in. It just happened that way.

      Okay, it didn’t just happen that way. HAe begged me to go.

      Okay, so he didn’t beg me to go. He called a cab without me knowing and shoved me out the door when it arrived.

      Point was—I was now at the police station.

      Rather than go straight in, I texted Brad to let him know I was there.

      Have I mentioned how good Brad looks in uniform? The only time he looks better is when he’s in his favorite pair of jeans. I tried to hide the giddy schoolgirl goofiness that flooded all my senses when he walked through the double glass doors to greet me.

      “Hey, you,” he said when he reached me, stopping to give me a brief hug and a kiss. He had a happy gleam in his eye when he turned his attention to the tin of goodies I was balancing out to the side. It was covered with tin foil, but that didn’t seem to deter his suspicions of its contents. “Whatcha got?” he asked with a cheesy smile.

      “Yummies,” I said, purposely not embellishing in order to tease his curiosity.

      He cleared his throat and stood straighter. “And if these yummies were signed by their creator, would that signature start with a K or a P?” he asked.

      I slapped him on what I knew were washboard abs. “Does it matter?”

      “To my heart? No. To my stomach…”

      He let me fill in the rest.

      “Yeah, but my cooking’s so much better for your waistline than Patty’s,” I said.

      “How’s that?”

      I grinned big. “You’ll eat less of it.”

      He laughed and as I giggled, he scooped me into his arms for another quick kiss. Balancing the tray of food on one hand and holding my hand with the other, he led me back inside the station.

      “Kylie brought food,” he announced before taking it into the break room. He didn’t bother to explain who I was. “Kylie” seemed to suffice. Most of the officers knew who I was, either because I’d met them personally or through reputation.

      The break room was longer than it was wide. It had a rectangular table big enough to sit eight and a small kitchenette at the far end, complete with a full-size refrigerator.

      Brad put the tin on the table. I took the foil off the top, revealing the contents within. It was full of muffins and cookies. There were even some deviled eggs for those wanting to limit sweets.

      “Lemon poppyseed,” Brad said with reverence as he picked out a golden yellow muffin. He moaned when he took a big bite.

      I loved watching him eat. He took so much joy in it. But there was something else pulling my attention away from him. There was a whiteboard hung on the wall next to the kitchenette cabinets. There was nothing remarkable about it other than it had my name in big, bold letters at the top. Under my name were two columns with different last names listed in each.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      Brad glanced in the direction I was indicating. “Oh, that’s nothing.”

      He didn’t say anything more.

      “But it has my name at the top.”

      “It’s just something the guys are doing. Not me, though,” he added hurriedly. “But like I said, it’s nothing.”

      “What are they doing?”

      He did his best to look everywhere but me.

      “Brad!”

      “Okay… Some of the guys are placing bets.”

      “On…?”

      “On whether or not you’re a serial killer.”

      My mouth fell open and my eyes went wide. “No,” I mouthed.

      Brad grinned and shrugged. “Hey, where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

      I guessed that all the dead bodies I’d found were the smoke and I was supposed to be the fire.

      I walked over to take a closer look at the board. Detective Gregson’s name was in the “Yes” column, as in yes, I was a serial killer. The man had kissed someone he suspected of being a homicidal maniac. I couldn’t help but feel disturbed and flattered, though I wasn’t sure which one I felt more.

      I turned to Brad and gave him my best coy smile. “Where’s your name?”

      He smiled a lopsided grin that made me wish I could freeze the moment in time. “I know who you are, babe. I don’t gotta put my name on a board to prove it.”

      Oh my, the boy was good. Why didn’t he have a harem of women chasing him?

      My thoughts shifted to the real reason I’d come, and it must have shown on my face because Brad noticed.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I sat down at the table, and Brad sat down next to me. A tall uniformed female officer with blonde hair pulled into a tight bun wandered in, selected a raisin oatmeal cookie with candied pecans, and wandered back out. I waited for her to clear the room before answering Brad.

      “You know I found Gary Michaels’ body at the bank,” I said.

      “Of course. I’d be more suspicious about the situation if you hadn’t.”

      First thing was first: I had to find out his thoughts about our mutual friend. “Do you think Jack killed him?”

      Brad glanced around us like there might be somebody else in the otherwise empty room to overhear before answering. “Now you know I’m not lead on that investigation. Detective Gregson is.”

      I nodded. “Still, I want to know what you think. Did Jack do it?”

      “Everybody’s capable of anything—that’s my motto,” Brad answered. “A person just needs the right moment with the right push, and there you go. But…” He shrugged. “If Jack killed that guy, I’ll chop up my badge into little bits and eat the thing. Metal shards and all.”

      That was a pretty solid vote of confidence in Jack’s innocence. Knowing Brad felt that way eased a stress within me I hadn’t known I’d been carrying.

      “I heard he was with someone right before Gary died,” I said.

      “Well, the timeline’s fuzzy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it. You came up the stairs, walked past the offices to Jack’s, and then went inside Jack’s office. Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you didn’t see nobody when you did that.”

      “No one,” I agreed.

      “You went inside Jack’s office and found Gary there, stabbed and dead.”

      I nodded. “He was sitting in Jack’s desk chair. The lights were off, so the only light was coming in was through the window overlooking Main Street and from the open office door. I thought it was Jack.” I choked up as the emotions flooded back in. Thinking I was finding Jack dead had been one of the worst moments of my life.

      We were sitting at an angle facing each other, and Brad put a reassuring hand on my knee and squeezed. “Is it hard being you?”

      “What?” His question surprised me, followed by a pinch of heartache. It came with a sadness that I’d been doing my best to ignore for a while. I considered lying and telling him things were fine, but he deserved my honesty. I nodded. “Sometimes, yeah, but working through the situation makes it easier. I don’t feel so lost to circumstances if I make some choices for myself.”

      “Like figuring out who did it,” he said.

      I nodded again. He understood it. There wasn’t any need to explain more.

      “Can you tell me what you know about what happened?”

      “Well, like I said, the timeline is fuzzy. You didn’t see anyone come out of Jack’s office and Jack was in his bathroom and his assistant Paula had just left. Yet Gary was sitting in Jack’s desk chair and he was dead.”

      “Could the murder have happened between the time when Paula left and I got there?” I asked.

      “We’ve got a guess that it’s a window of about forty-five seconds. You said Jack was drying his hands when you showed up.”

      I nodded.

      “That means that Gary would have needed to come to Jack’s office, someone had to stab him, he had to die, and that person had to leave again in time not to be seen by you.”

      “Wow…”

      “Yeah.”

      “Could Gary have already been in Jack’s office when Paula showed up to talk to Jack? Could he have already been there and dead and they just didn’t spot him?”

      Brad was slow to nod, but then he said, “It’s an alternative scenario that’s being considered.”

      “How… How was he killed? I mean, I know he had a letter opener stuck into the side of his chest, but do you know any more than that?”

      “There’s no coroner’s report yet, but they’ve checked the weapon for fingerprints. Jack’s fingerprints are all over it.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Anybody else’s?”

      He shook his head.

      “Was it Jack’s letter opener?”

      “He said it was, which could explain the presence of his fingerprints.”

      A despondency settled over me. I wasn’t learning anything I could use to figure out who had killed Gary. I was sure the police were feeling equally frustrated… or maybe not. They—not including Brad—didn’t have as much of a personal stake in the outcome.

      “Does Gregson think it was Jack?” I asked.

      “He keeps that sort of opinion close to his chest. He doesn’t tend to share his suspicions.”

      Could it be that Gregson was actually keeping an open mind about who the killer might be? The thought gave me hope.

      “Was there anything else?” I asked.

      “Yeah, a drug residue on his the vic’s—I mean, Gary’s—face.”

      “Drug residue? You mean, like he’d been snorting cocaine or something?”

      “No, like something had been put over his nose and mouth to knock him out.”

      “Oh! Do they know what it was?”

      “No, not yet. Everything’s speculation until the final report comes in.”

      An older man with a burr cut stuck his head into the room. “Hey, Calderos. Time to roll.”

      Brad stood, leaning in for a goodbye kiss when the other officer left the room. “Gotta go. Come by and make you dinner later?” he asked.

      I smiled. “Don’t you want me to cook for you?”

      His smile grew bigger than mine. “Not in a million years.” He kissed me again, and then I got the fun of watching him walk away. I resisted fanning myself afterward, even though I felt flush with heat.

      A myriad of voices drifted into the break room from outside before they faded. I was alone, but I still had questions. Brad said that Detective Gregson was lead on the case, which I’d already suspected. I don’t know how I’d hoped to avoid it, but it was time to talk to him.

      I rubbed my sweaty palms on the thighs of my jeans. That’s what the thought of the man did to me, but there was nothing for it other than to face my fears head-on. Still, that didn’t stop butterflies from taking flight within my belly.

      I stood on shaky legs and headed out into the body of the precinct. A lot of the people I’d seen earlier were now gone. With any luck, Detective Gregson would be among them.

      An officer was nearby at his desk, on the phone. I considered waiting for the call to end so that I could ask for Detective Gregson’s whereabouts but decided against it. I really had no business—not officially—being inside the belly of the police station without a chaperone. I certainly didn’t want any fingers pointed at Brad for leaving me here, and I wanted a chance to corner Gregson if I could. I needed answers, and he was probably the only one who really knew any.

      While trying to look like I belonged, I gave myself a tour looking for Gregson’s office. I didn’t find an office, but I did find a desk bearing his nameplate. The desk was empty.

      “He’s not here,” I mumbled to myself, turning around and walking straight into a chest. The chest didn’t budge, but I bounced back. Arms shot forward to catch me, but I caught the face that belonged with the chest and let myself twist out of reach.

      It was Gregson.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice like tumbling gravel.

      I did my best to play it cool. “You showed up at my place. I figured I’d return the favor.”

      He grunted, stepping past me to his desk. There, he sat down, pulled open a report folder, and started working.

      “We need to talk.”

      I might as well have said nothing. He didn’t look up from his work. He didn’t give any sign that he was aware of my presence. He completely ignored me.

      “Hello?”

      No change from him. I was still invisible.

      Rage began to boil within me. If I’d had a drink, I would have been tempted to pour it over his head.

      “Gregson!” I hissed, keeping my voice low so as to avoid drawing the attention of anyone else in the room. Problem was I still didn’t have Gregson’s attention.

      “Look at me,” I demanded.

      Nothing.

      What would Zoey do in this situation?

      It was just the question I needed to allow my imagination to leapfrog, but I didn’t have a lighter on hand to set his desk on fire.

      I settled for scooting in between him and the desk and sitting down on it.

      Gregson lowered the report to his lap and closed it. What I was doing—interrupting his work and sitting on his desk—was potentially professionally embarrassing, but the man didn’t flinch. He didn’t tell me to get off. He didn’t try to stop me from blowing up his life.

      I hated that I admired that about him.

      “Tell me what you know about Gary’s murder,” I said.

      “That’s my line. How about you go through the academy, spend years as a beat cop, then come back and we’ll talk.”

      My lips stretched into what I imagined was an evil smile. “If I stop being able to catch the killers before you, I’ll consider that my plan B.”

      Gregson’s eye twitched. “God, I hate you,” he said, but his eyes raked me up and down. His expression was dark. He looked like he wanted to tear me apart, but not in any way condoned by any police academy.

      “You kissed me,” I said.

      “So?”

      “You waited for me outside my apartment, told me you loathed me, and then kissed me.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “This how you treat all the girls?”

      He shook his head. “Only you.”

      I felt flattered. Dagnabbit! Why did I feel flattered? I needed my head checked.

      His eyes seemed to see everything about me, and he didn’t look away.

      “I have someone.” I had two someones, actually.

      “Do I look like I care?”

      “You saying you want to be one of three?”

      His brows went up, and he leaned forward. “Do I look like someone who shares?”

      No, he did not. He looked like that kind of guy who left you handcuffed to the bed when he went out for a pack of smokes. Life had battered him hard, but rather than leave him smoother with worn down edges, he’d become jagged and raw.

      “Tell me what you know about Gary’s murder,” I said again.

      He stood, rising to a height that towered over me, and leaned in. “Get off my desk or I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice.” Those were his words, but I got the distinct impression the penalty he wanted me to pay had nothing to do with arresting me.

      “There is seriously something wrong with you,” I said.

      “That we can agree on.” His eyes traveled over my face and lips and he spoke before locking onto my eyes. His eyes had a distant, injured quality, like an animal snared in a trap. “But you are the worst of the worst.”

      There was a strength behind his words. He believed them.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because you’re going to die. Somebody’s going to kill you, snuff your little nosy life right out. And you’re not dumb. You know the odds are against you, that it’ll eventually happen.”

      It was hard to make my breath work enough to speak, but I managed. “Why would that make me the worst of the worst?”

      He leaned even closer. “Because you don’t care who you leave behind. You don’t care who you hurt, how many lives you destroy. You invite people in, ask them to love you, knowing you’re going to rip their hearts right out of their chests. You. Don’t. Care.”

      I gasped and jerked back as tears stung my eyes. “That’s not true.”

      “It is. You know it is. Now get off my desk, and get out of my life.”

      My whole body was shaking. “Tell me something I don’t know about the murder and I’ll go.”

      He sneered at me. “At least you’re true to who you are.” He stood up straighter, putting some distance between us. “Paula’s lying. Your friend Jack doesn’t have an alibi.”

      I was already pretty sure of that, but I didn’t want to further confirm his suspicion. “Are you sure? Do you know it for a fact?”

      “They haven’t backed down from their story yet, but they will. One will turn on the other. The truth will come out, because one of them is guilty of murder.”
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      I was still shaking when I walked out of the police station. I leaned my shoulder against the brick wall, closed my eyes, and focused on breathing. In, out. In, out.

      It took a minute, but I soon felt better. Well enough to walk the short distance to a nearby bench. I sat and slumped before digging in my purse. I needed chocolate. I needed… something. I needed a soothsayer to tell me everything that had just come out of Gregson’s mouth was dead wrong.

      I was alive.

      I’d never die.

      No one who loved me would ever be hurt.

      That’s what I needed to hear right now.

      Instead, what I got was Paula walking out through the same door I’d just exited. She looked as rough as I felt.

      To my surprise, she took one look at me before rushing over and asking, “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, patting the bench next to me.

      She sat.

      “How are you doing?” I asked.

      She laughed as if to make light of things and said, “I’m doing okay. I wouldn’t call it my best morning, but it’s a new day.”

      “Have you been here long?”

      She looked at her wristwatch. “Almost four hours,” she said with surprise in her voice. “Felt like a million years. How many different ways can I tell a person about the same ten minutes of my life?”

      “They were talking to you about last night?”

      “Mmhmm.” She leaned against the high back of the bench, closed her eyes, and lifted her face to the sun. Her silvery white hair fell in long layers to brush against her shoulders and made her look stylish rather than aged.

      “Could I take you to lunch?” I asked.

      “Hmm?” She opened her eyes and glanced at me before looking at her watch again. “It is about that time. I could eat.”

      “Are you in a hurry to get back to work?” I asked.

      “Not today. Do you know how to get to be as old as I am?”

      While older than me, she really wasn’t that old, I was sure. But I played along. “How?” I asked.

      “You learn when to be kind to yourself.”

      Maybe there was a thing or two for me to learn from her after all.

      Paula drove, and we went to a sloppy, saucy rib house called Wyatt’s Pork’n Pie. My stomach growled as soon as we walked in the door, and my hunger leaped from a three to a twenty on a ten-point scale.

      “Holy cow,” I said, in awe of the heavenly aroma.

      “Them’s fightin’ words,” Paula laughed. “It’s holy pig around here.”

      It was still early, and the lunch crowd was trickling in rather than flooding. There were lots of bench table seats with plenty of space between customers. The waitress sat us at a table with a hanging spider fern snuggled against the wall between two enormous picture windows.

      “Is this a favorite place of yours?” I asked Paula after the waitress had taken our drink orders. Paula had requested a zucchini boats appetizer without even looking at the menu.

      “Is it that obvious?” she said, smiling. She looked around with a wistful appreciation in her eyes. “This place used to be a Szechuan restaurant that was a favorite of my husband’s and son’s. I like to think they’d approve of the change to barbeque.”

      “Lara told me that your son was gone.”

      Paula’s expression soured. “Lara’s got a big mouth.”

      Note to self: no love lost between them, at least not by Paula.

      Jack and Gary were the two top dogs at the bank. By extension, that put Lara and Paula at the top as well. Up until everything fell apart last night, I would have guessed that Jack and Gary got along. Seems like the same couldn’t be said of their assistants.

      I fidgeted with the paper napkin in front of me, folding the corners and rolling the edges. I let the silence drag out and then said in an awkward, apologetic tone, “Lara only had good things to say about you.”

      Some of Paula’s ire seemed to leave, and it deflated her somewhat. She slouched and her shoulders drooped. Her body finally seemed to adopt the fatigue that was evidenced by her tired, puffy eyes, and she aged nearly ten years before my very eyes.

      “Are you doing okay?” I asked, my tone sympathetic and gentle. It seemed as though her mask had slipped. I didn’t want her to go on the defensive again and snap it back in place. I was now seeing the unprotected her.

      She took a deep breath and then blew it out, sagging a little more as she did. “It’s been a long night. I barely slept, then I went to the police station as soon as I got up.” Her heavy-lidded eyes studied the laminated tabletop rather than me.

      “I keep thinking about that first moment I saw Gary fall out of the chair and onto the floor. I’d thought he was Jack. I… I thought I was seeing Jack lying on the floor with a handle sticking out of his chest.”

      Paula was a good listener and let me talk. That was both good and bad. I’d asked her to lunch so that I could get her to talk. I had to get her into the mindset to share.

      “I—huh,” I continued. “I felt so relieved when I realized it wasn’t Jack on the floor. I still feel relieved, but then I remind myself: that wasn’t Jack on the floor, but it was somebody. It was Gary, and he had a wife, friends, and family.” I didn’t know whether the man had kids. The thought made my stomach want to crawl up my throat. How could I feel so much relief about finding some poor kid’s dad dead?

      Paula gave me a sympathetic smile but didn’t say anything.

      “Were you close to Gary?” I asked.

      “No, not really.”

      I waited a few seconds, but she didn’t add anything else. Rather than ask her another question that could flop, I switched my attention to my menu. “What’s good here?”

      “Oh, so many things! They do a mean smoked chicken salad. The baby back ribs will make you cry as you eat them. Their smoked brisket is like butter in your mouth, and their pulled pork will make you sing the Hallelujah Chorus.”

      I laughed. “You’re not making choosing any easier.”

      “Why don’t you try their sampler platter?” she suggested.

      “Oooo!” My eyes went wide with excitement. “I’ll do that.”

      After that, we chatted about the weather until the waitress came and went with our orders. She left our drinks and the zucchini boats behind. The boats were zucchini cut longways down the center and then loaded with all kinds of scrumptious goodness. I imagined they could be loaded up with anything, but these were piled high with caramelized onion, sweet peppers, mushrooms, and what looked like the crispy, crunchy burnt brisket ends, finely chopped and sprinkled on.

      Paula was generous enough to share, and my eyes rolled back in my head when I bit into the boat she’d given me. “Oh, wow, why can’t I cook like this?”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. You do good.”

      Jonathan did good.

      Patty did fantastic.

      I did… almost, sort of okay. Sometimes.

      “It’s nice of you to say,” I told her.

      She was looking better than when she’d first walked out of the police station, and I imagined I did too. I know I felt a whole lot better.

      “What are you plans after this?” I asked. She’d said she didn’t plan to go back to work today.

      “I’ve got a lovely little garden that’s overdue for my attention. I figured I take the afternoon for that.”

      She might be a murderer.

      Those were the words I repeated to myself to stay grounded in the reality of the moment. Gary was lying in a morgue. The coroner was doing unspeakable things to his body. He was dead, and he was dead because somebody had killed him. That somebody might be Paula.

      But I didn’t want it to be Paula!

      But if it wasn’t Paula, then chances were Gary’s killer was either me or Jack. I was pretty sure I didn’t have multiple personalities and blackouts that would enable me to kill Gary and not know it. So that left the most likely murderer as Jack. And okay—I was playing favorites. I didn’t want it to be Jack more than I didn’t want it to be Paula.

      I imagined a flashing neon M on Paula’s forehead.

      The waitress came with our food. Good didn’t even begin to describe it. Its tangy, sweet, and smoky aroma literally forced me to have to swipe away some runaway drool. Thankfully I managed it without Paula noticing. I didn’t want to add personal embarrassment to feeling like an absolute and utter leech. This dear, sweet woman had been nothing but kind to me, but I was about to pry any shred of guilt I could out of her in the hopes that she would be the one sent away to prison for a very long time. Not Jack.

      A quiet settled over us as we both savored our first bites of our food. Then, when the moment felt right, I asked, “Had you known Gary long?”

      “Mmm, I’d say so. Maybe ten years or so.”

      “Did you guys get along okay?”

      “Mmhmm. He was dependable. Had good follow-through. Competent. Knew how to do his own work.”

      “His own work?”

      “Oh, yeah. You’d be amazed. Some of these executive positions—not so much at the bank, but at other places I’ve worked—they’re all about perception.”

      “How so?”

      “You know, looking the job. Slender white male with a specific athletic build. You don’t see it so much in technical positions, but you see it a lot in executive jobs. People who’ve been promoted because they look like the ones who’ve come before. It’s rampant. It’s awful, and their executive assistants end up doing most of their job.”

      I knew what she was saying. I’d seen it a lot when I lived in Chicago, but only at businesses financially fat enough to handle the weight of a talking figurehead.

      “But it wasn’t like that with Gary?” He certainly had been one of the chosen few who had the corporate it-boy look.

      “No, Gary was good at his job.”

      “Any ideas on why someone might have killed him?”

      “Oh! That’s easy. Because he was a raging egomaniac. He loved making sure people felt the difference between his position and their position. He didn’t belittle them to their face. No, he’d find other ways to do it. And he’d sabotage people too—set them up for failure. He didn’t care how much they lost. The more the better.”

      “Really?” This was the first I was hearing of this. My brows must’ve been all the way up to my hairline with surprise.

      “Oh, yeah,” Paula said. “It was like he’d sit at the end of a long skinny limb and encourage someone to climb out there with him, to risk everything. Then he’d jump off and leave them there. It was weird. It was like he loved to watch the show of them trying to save themselves after he cut off all avenues of help.”

      Wow… Just wow.

      “Who has he done that to?”

      “I really couldn’t say.” She sighed. “People are funny. I’ve run into folks, knowing full and well that they’ve had to file bankruptcy, only to have them go on and on about how much money they’re making. People are like animals. They hide their wounds.”

      So maybe Paula hadn’t killed Gary. Or maybe she wanted to make it look that way. Here she was, telling me why other people might’ve wanted to kill Gary, but she wasn’t telling me why she might’ve wanted to. Considering everyone present when he died, she was my best option. I wouldn’t enjoy seeing her go to jail, but it’d break my heart to see Jack go to jail.

      Of course, what I wanted had nothing to do with who killed Gary. It just made me look long and hard in directions other than Jack.

      It was time to strip the layers away from whatever wounds Paula might be hiding.

      “I’m really sorry to mention this again, but you mind telling me what happened with your son?” So smooth. So subtle. I might as well have been coming at her with a hammer.

      The age crept back into Paula’s otherwise youthful face once more. “It was years ago. I… I’ve had to make my peace with it.”

      When she stopped talking, I said and did nothing. I just continued to give her my attention. Thankfully, the vacuum of the silence did its trick to get her talking some more.

      “My boy was the sweetest boy. Trusting. Good-hearted. I don’t know what happened, but he got thrown out of college for cheating. He said he didn’t do it, and I believe him. But…”

      Her voice trailed off, and this time, silence wasn’t going to do anything to get her going again. It would have to be me.

      “But… what?” I asked as gently as I could.

      “But the whole thing ruined him anyway. He applied to eight different colleges after he got kicked out. They all turned him down.” Tears shone in her eyes. “He just gave up after that.”

      “Why did the college think he was cheating?”

      She shook her head. A bewildered look haunted her eyes. “I never knew. Henry, my son, said he didn’t know. But allegations were made and then it was like”—she paused, throwing her hands into the air—“a complete avalanche. The school said they found evidence and witnesses.” She was still shaking her head as if in disbelief. “Henry swore the evidence was fake and that he was innocent.” Her voice became choked. “It ruined my boy. He never bounced back.”

      “Paula, I’m so sorry.” But I knew there had to be more.

      Lara mentioned that Paula’s son had gotten threatening letters. I needed to hear the same from Paula before I could trust it. I needed to push a little more, even though I knew where this story was going. Paula’s son had taken the short way out. He’d ended his own life.

      “It’s okay,” Paula said with a tear-filled chuckle and a smile. She dabbed at her cheeks and eyes to dry them. “It was a long time ago. He’s got his dad with him now, and I’ll get there eventually. We’ll be together again.”

      My chest tightened. Paula was moving past the pain of telling me her son’s story, but I needed her to dip a toe back in.

      “Paula, was there more that happened to Henry?”

      She looked at me blankly. “What do you mean?”

      Ugh. How to say it?

      “Did he get mean letters or anything like that?” I asked.

      Paula rolled her eyes and waved a hand. “Oh, those. Yes,” she said, her lips pursed tightly together. “I don’t even know why Henry kept them. He should have thrown them away.”

      “What were they?”

      “Just like you said. They were letters.” She scrunched her brow. “Well, notes really. I found them years after the fact.” She looked down at her plate and pushed her savory mashed potatoes around with the tip of her fork. “I didn’t go through Henry’s things for a long time. Too long. I should have done it years sooner. Well, when I got around to it, I found a stack of notes in with his school stuff. They were mean, taunting. Stuff like” —she held up her hands to curl her fingers in air quotes— “‘I know what you did,’ and ‘Everyone’s going to find out,’ and ‘Right will be done.’ The worst one was, ‘I’m watching you.’ Creepy, but I guess that’s tame by today’s social media standards.”

      Well, crud. I’ve sounded more upset after burning toast than Paula sounded about the notes her Henry had gotten. Of course, I’d been upset in the moment. I couldn’t care less now, and it was clear Paula still cared. She just wasn’t consumed with anger; she wasn’t filled with the need to plunge a letter opener five inches deep into somebody’s chest.

      Maybe she wasn’t the killer. But if she wasn’t the killer and I wasn’t the killer, that left the most likely suspect as Jack. That was a possibility my brain absolutely refused to even comprehend. I couldn’t picture it. Couldn’t imagine it. Couldn’t accept it.

      “Paula, can you think of anyone—anyone at all—who had a grudge against Gary?”

      “Oh, hun, like I said, there are too many to count. Half the people in this town probably had reason to kill Gary, whether they realized it or not…” Her focus seemed to drift away and she lost her near perpetual smile.

      “What?” I asked, hopeful for a new breadcrumb to follow.

      “Darren Cooper.”

      I almost gasped with elation. She’d given me a name. An actual name!

      “Darren Cooper?” I prompted.

      “Yes, I can’t say for sure now, but I think that they may have had some goings-on with each other.”

      I was leaning forward with both my palms pressing into the edge of the table. “Goings-on?”

      “Mmhmm.” Her face was scrunched in concentration like she was working through a difficult math problem. “I think maybe they were getting into bed with each other.”

      “Gary was having an affair with a man?” So many more possible killers popped into my head.

      “Oh, no! Sorry. I just mean got into bed from a business standpoint. Shared interests, that sort of thing.”

      “Ohhhh.” Now I felt foolish. My brain did its best to unjumble itself and return to the truth of the situation I’d known a moment before. “Okay, not having an affair with Darren Cooper, but maybe…” I let my voice trail off. Thankfully, Paula finished the thought.

      “But maybe Gary was involved in some business dealings with Darren Cooper.”

      The likelihood that Darren Cooper was the killer was as good as finding a needle in a haystack on a first dive. But considering the alternative, I’d take those odds.
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      Paula dropped me back off at the café in time for me to help Jonathan with after-lunch cleanup. I took out trash, cleared and cleaned counters, and then dried pots, pans, and dishes that Jonathan washed. We then set to work prepping for dinner. Customer flow was slow, and Melanie was able to fill most of the orders that came in by putting together salads and dipping into the last of the baked spaghetti from lunch.

      “What’s for dinner, boss?” Jonathan asked when we were close to restoring the kitchen to the gleaming state with which it had started its day.

      I’d been wracking my brain about that very question since we’d started cleaning. The Berry Home café was a small operation, so I tended to only offer a few menu options for each meal. It kept the meal preps manageable and helped control costs since we didn’t need to stock the variety of a whole grocery store. I made dishes that used up what we had in stock.

      “Let me think.”

      It took me standing in the walk-in cooler for ten minutes, staring at the mishmash of foodstuffs, to come up with the glimmer of an idea. It took another ten minutes of Googling on my phone to figure out how to pull it off.

      “Jonathan,” I called, “you ever worked with puff pastry?”

      “Nope! But it sounds like a first time waiting to happen,” the old hippie called back.

      We had chicken, goat cheese, dried tomatoes, spinach, and artichokes, as well as plenty of puff pastry. We also had a beautiful assortment of mushrooms.

      Outside the chill of the cooler, I said, “Let’s make individual puff pastry pies. We can cut and stuff the pastry, then chill them until someone orders. We can even pre-cook the stuffing so that it’s mostly done. Two kinds. One with chicken, and one vegetarian.”

      I told him the ingredients I was thinking of.

      “Oooo, I like the sound of that! We got any wild rice or quinoa? We could add a little in.”

      “Or make a side dish with it?”

      I checked the pantry. “We have couscous,” I called. “Will that do?”

      “Let’s make the side dish with it,” Jonathan said. “I learned this great black olive, lemon, and garlic couscous recipe from a girl I used to date.”

      “Oh my gosh.” My mouth was watering. “What if we added bacon?”

      “Everything’s better with bacon!”

      With our plan in place, we got to work. We made trays of mini-puff pies in the shape of a square, their corners folded up to meet at the center of each pie. They looked amazing. The best part was tucking them away in the cooler so that they could be pulled out later and baked at the time of order. Fresh, succulent, and piping hot.

      I used the rest of the puff pastry for dessert too. Combining fresh raspberries, sweet apples, tart rhubarb, and plump blueberries in a baking dish, I topped it with puff pastry to make a cobbler. I even cut little leaf shapes into the pastry to make it more elegant. Jonathan used the ice cream churn to make port wine ice cream to pair with it.

      Nothing—I say nothing—went on the Oops Board.

      Of course, that was probably because I didn’t cook any of it. I worked my tush off getting everything ready but then left the final baking to Jonathan. I flew the coop and headed over to Zoey’s. I had a murder to solve, after all.

      I’d like to say I took the stairs two at a time up to Zoey’s second-floor apartment, but it was more of a heavy plod. I’d been on my feet for over five hours straight, and this girl was tired. Still, I perked up considerably when I reached her floor and saw a man standing outside her door.

      His knuckles were raised to knock, but my arrival must’ve been an intrusion on his plans. Instead of knocking, he dropped his hand to his side and headed for the stairs—straight toward me.

      My mouth fell open and I pointed a finger at him as we passed. I recognized him! He was the guy I’d seen at the bank party just last night. The slender-built matador guy. He’d cut through that crowd as fast as lightning and as graceful as a butterfly. I imagined he could walk through rain without getting wet.

      Regardless of my obvious interest in him, he completely ignored me as he passed by. I wanted to call after him, but I would have been calling out to his back. In the end, he disappeared through the stairwell door before I got the gumption up to do anything about seeing him here. At Zoey’s.

      I turned and spied in the direction of Zoey’s door before taking up the spot the mystery man had vacated. Zoey answered a second after my first knock. Gone were the pajamas, replaced with a charcoal gray tunic dress and flat calf-hugging gladiator sandals, sparkling with silvery gems all the way to her knees. Her previously wild hair was now thickly braided and curled into a bun, and her eyes wore the colors of a Key West sunset—mesmerizingly melded layers of orange, red, and purple.

      “Hey,” she said, abandoning the open door to head into the heart of her apartment.

      I followed, closing the door and locking it behind me. That might not seem like the most incredible thing to do in places like Chicago or New York, but Camden Falls was a speck of dust on a map in comparison to those places. People didn’t tend to lock their doors here.

      “Did your client stand you up?” I asked knowingly and with a touch of smugness as I followed Zoey into the main living space of her apartment. She had a collection of monitors against the far wall, and some huge cozy pillows in the middle of the floor.

      “No,” she answered succinctly.

      “Oh.” I looked back in the direction of her door as if the guy who’d walked away could still be there. But Zoey’s next question distracted me.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked.

      “No.” It was my turn to be succinct and not entirely accurate. Sure, I’d nibbled and tasted as I cooked, but I hadn’t eaten a meal since my lunch with Paula.

      Zoey detoured to her galley-style kitchen. It was long and narrow, which was perfect for her apartment. There, Zoey opened a jar of peanut butter and looked inside it.

      “I’ve got M&M bits in this. That okay?”

      “More than okay,” I laughed.

      “You want it with jelly or bananas?”

      “Bananas. You got marshmallow fluff?” I asked hopefully.

      “Yep.”

      I grinned like a lunatic. “Can I have all of it? Jelly, bananas, peanut butter, and fluff?”

      Zoey laughed. “I’ve got bacon in the fridge. Want that, too?”

      “Can I?” I asked, way more excited than I should have been.

      Zoey laughed harder. “Coming right up!”

      We sat on the pillows in her living room. I moaned when I bit into the PB&Stuff before taking a sip from my tall glass of iced milk.

      “Why’d you ask if my client didn’t show?” Zoey asked.

      “Oh!” I’d forgotten all about it. “There was this guy right outside your door when I came up the stairs. He was going to knock, but he stopped when he saw me.”

      “No idea,” Zoey said, taking a bite of her own PB&Stuff. “Mmm, this is good,” she said, surprised.

      “Everything with bacon is good,” I murmured before taking another big bite.

      “You figured out who did Gary in?”

      “Not yet.” I filled Zoey in about my lunch with Paula. “She said there were too many people whose lives were ruined by Gary to count, but she did give one name. Darren Cooper. She said she thought Gary and Darren might be in business together.”

      Zoey took another big bite of her sandwich before getting to her feet. She stood by simply unfolding her legs and without using her hands. In contrast, I stifled a groan as my body creaked and cracked as I got up off the floor.

      Zoey was already sitting in her desk chair before her wall of computer screens by the time I got up. Her fingers flew across her keyboard. She was a tech genius with skills the Pentagon envied—and maybe wanted to crush. But in this instance, she did a good ol’ fashioned Google search.

      An image of a slim built man with dark hair blipped into existence on her center screen.

      “Hey!” I exclaimed. “That was the guy at your door.”

      “That,” Zoey said, “is Darren Cooper.”

      “Huh… Darren Cooper. I saw him at the party last night, but I’d had no idea who he was at the time.”

      “So he was at the party… where Gary was murdered… and he was named by Paula as someone to look into.”

      “This is getting better and better. Now if only we can get a picture of him holding a letter opener.”

      “Want me to photoshop one in?”

      “Only if it’s in a video with him standing over Gary’s body saying, ‘I did it.’” I immediately backtracked when I remembered who I was talking to. “Scratch that. Don’t do that. Like, seriously. Don’t. Do. That.”

      Zoey’s fingers went still over her keyboard. But it was a charged still, ready to surge into action. “You sure?” she asked.

      “Definitely sure. Don’t. Frame. Darren.”

      Zoey shrugged. “Okay, but it’s not really framing if he did it. It’s just expediting.”

      Phew. Crisis averted.

      “So you have no idea why he was coming to see you?” I asked.

      “Nope. None at all.”

      Zoey’s huge blue bouncy exercise ball was in the corner. Rolling it over, I sat down next to Zoey and couldn’t stop myself from bouncing. It was kind of like a rocking chair, except instead of moving back and forth, I was going up and down. Soothing.

      “Are you able to find a business link between Darren and Gary?”

      Zoey’s fingers flew, and this time she wasn’t searching Google. I didn’t recognize anything that was coming up.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “The deep web. I’ve got some back doors set up. This is how I access them.”

      I watched images flash across her screen, doing my best to keep up and understand what was happening, but my eyeballs glazed over ten seconds in. Another five seconds later and I was studying my fingernails. Ten seconds after that, I was lying flat on the floor with my legs sticking into the air, propped atop the bouncy ball.

      “I’m okay!” I’d bounced too hard and lost my balance.

      Zoey’s tap tapping never faltered, and she didn’t say a word. So I stayed where I was on the floor of the dim room and lost myself in the swirling pattern of glow stars Zoey had on her ceiling.

      A string of foul words came out of Zoey’s mouth.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m not finding anything. No connection at all.”

      I didn’t say them, but I thought some foul words myself.

      “What about Paula?” I asked after a moment. “Can you see what you can find on her?” I filled Zoey in about her son and the notes she’d found in his belongings. She hadn’t seemed upset when talking about them. If anything, she’d seemed dismissive. But maybe she was covering the truth. “I’m wondering if she snapped, had a psychological break or something. Maybe hearing about the threatening notes Gary had been sending Jack broke her and she, you know…”

      I imagined myself stabbing Gary through the eyeball if I’d been her and had lost a child the way she had. She’d already known he was a terrible person. There wouldn’t have been much there emotionally to hold her back.

      Zoey’s fingers flew into their tip tapping, and I remained where I was. My feet throbbed from having been on them for so many hours, and it felt good to have them elevated.

      I was halfway into a daydream about Brad in the kitchen cooking dinner while Joel gave me a full body massage. His hands were huge and his thumbs were strong, working out every single knot in my muscles…

      “Boring.”

      “Huh?” I asked, lifting my head to spy past the tips of my toes at Zoey. How could she have known about my daydream? The very serious question about whether or not she’d put a chip in my head to monitor my thoughts sat on the tip of my tongue.

      “Paula’s run of the mill.”

      “Oh…” The question about the brain chip still wanted to leap off my tongue, but I swallowed it back down.

      “No priors. Doesn’t do anything with her life.”

      I was sure that wasn’t how Paula would describe herself.

      “Just work. Home. Some gardening,” Zoey continued. “It’s like she’s waiting to die.”

      I reflected on my own life and how many times death had come knocking on my door. Maybe waiting to die was a lot healthier than daring death to date you. Me and death were practically going steady.

      Paula’s life was sounding pretty good.

      Of course, Paula had had her own run-ins with the Grim Reaper. She’d lost two important people to the guy.

      But maybe the Grim Reaper wasn’t the common factor. Maybe Paula was. It was a terrible thing to consider, but there were people in the world who had done the unspeakable and killed those nearest and dearest to them.

      “Anything suspicious about her husband’s or son’s death?” I asked.

      More tip tapping followed, and my daydream about Joel and Brad transitioned to a tropical beach. One where it was just us to frolic in the sand and surf—first with our swimsuits on, then with them off…

      “Nothing suspicious in her husband’s medical records,” Zoey said.

      “You’re looking at his medical records? His official medical records?” I asked, stunned.

      “I had to do some cleanup for a celeb once. Left some pathways in place to get back in easy.”

      “Do I want to know who?”

      Zoey shook her head. “Nope.”

      “Would you tell me if I asked?”

      “Nope.”

      “How’d they even know to come to you?” I couldn’t imagine where or how Zoey advertised her specific set of talents.

      “I’d already done some work for them. Scrubbed the internet of an early porn career.”

      Now I really wanted to know who, but I kept my curiosity to myself.

      “So Paula’s husband died of unsuspicious causes?”

      “They were on a road trip, and their car got T plowed. Her husband took most of the damage and died a few days later.” More tapping. “The other driver sustained only minor injuries. Went to prison for driving under the influence.”

      Poor Paula. That woman couldn’t catch a break. But it definitely left her free and clear of any suspicion regarding her husband.

      “What about her son?” I already knew he’d taken his own life, or allegedly had. But it was better to check than to assume.

      Zoey’s fingers flew, then began to slow with intermittent spurts of typing. “What an idiot,” she finally said. But her voice wasn’t filled with derision. It was filled with sadness.

      “He did it to himself?” I asked softly.

      “Yeah. Paula was on a business trip at the time. She was notified by the police after a neighbor raised concerns. She didn’t do it.”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes before I asked, “Any clues as to why he did it? Paula said he got kicked out of college for cheating but that he swore he was innocent.”

      Zoey’s fingers got to work, and I retrieved my PB&Stuff plus glass of milk. I took a big bite of the sinfully good sandwich but almost choked on it when Zoey said, “Gary was her son’s college dorm resident advisor.”

      “His what?” I managed to ask once I’d forced down the food in my throat.

      “Essentially Henry’s floor monitor. The guy who would make sure everything was functioning smoothly in his dorm. Gary lived”—she paused as she searched for the answer—“three doors down from Henry.”

      Tingles traveled over my skin. “There’s a connection between Paula and Gary through Paula’s deceased son, and another connection between her and him through Jack.”

      “And both Jack and Henry received anonymous threatening notes.”

      “Notes we’ve proven Jack got from Gary,” I said.

      “And Henry most likely got from Gary,” Zoey added.

      “Holy cow. Paula had a reason to kill Gary!”

      But did she know it? It’d been years, and she’d done nothing.

      But like they say, vengeance was a dish best served cold.
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      I made it back to the café in time to help with the second wave of dinner customers. I couldn't say that we had a lot of customers, but what we did have was a nice buzz of chatter about how amazing the dinner was.

      “Look at these,” Jonathan said, showing me a small stack of napkins. “Sam brought them back to me.”

      Sam was half of the café’s wait staff and had been with me from the start.

      I took a look at the top napkin. There was something written on it. It read, “Loved the pies!”

      I flipped to the next napkin. It read, “Did the red-headed lady die? I know she didn’t make these. They’re too delicious!”

      Okay, so that comment trolled me at the same time it complimented me. I could deal, though.

      Flipping through the rest of the napkins, it was much of the same, although generally nicer.

      “This was all you, boss,” Jonathan said.

      “Nooo,” I laughed. “You did this. I left, remember?”

      “Nuh-uh. Okay, I made the ice cream, but it was your idea to make it port wine ice cream. You came up with the dinners. I mostly just tossed everything in the oven to get it heated up at the last second.”

      I laughed harder. “You’re crazy.”

      “Just followin’ your lead, boss,” he said, smiling ear to ear.

      “Go on. Take off. I’ve got it from here,” I told him.

      “You sure? There’s a whole lot left to do.”

      Ugh, didn’t I know it. But he’d been here since before I even came down from my apartment.

      “Yep,” I told him. “You’ve put in your day and then some.”

      I regretted sending him on his way the second he walked out the door. I burnt three dinner plates, somehow managed to turn the couscous into something akin to porridge, and had to give deep discounts to seven different customers.

      Nobody left any more happy napkin notes.

      I let Sam go home about the same time Agatha and her crew arrived. They were a hard-edged bunch of knitting fiends with tongues tipped in silver. Of course, Agatha knew that—and I was sure she’d brought them here tonight.

      They settled themselves into the sitting nook near the fireplace, and I put together a platter of on-the-house yummies. I knew the ladies would be fastidious about keeping their hands free and clean as much as possible in order not to disrupt the flow of their knitting. That’s why I selected finger foods that were easy to gobble down in ten seconds or less.

      As it had so many times in the past, Patty’s leftover frozen cookie dough came to the rescue.

      From it, I was able to make a few of a large variety of cookies. There were pecan sandies, sugar, ginger snaps, oatmeal raisin, old fashioned chocolate chip, toffee coffee, shortbread, and the most aromatic and delicious almond cookies I’d ever had.

      To avoid putting the ladies into a sugar coma, I also made finger sandwiches, some with cucumber and cream cheese, others with leftover Waldorf chicken salad, and a few with chopped up deviled eggs turned into a quick egg salad.

      The ladies oohed and ahhed with delight as I slid two platters piled high onto the coffee table that sat conveniently in the middle of the group. I put a stack of snack plates and utensils butt-end up in a cup to the side, coming back with the various drinks I knew they liked best.

      After that, I made fast work serving warmed up baked spaghetti from lunch to a couple of late night college students looking for a quiet place to study. I gave them a hefty discount and told them to wave me down if they needed anything else. That’s when I finally grabbed a chair and joined Agatha’s knitting crew.

      The ladies went quiet when I sat down, but I grabbed a few bites to nibble on didn’t say a word. Soon, the girls were back in good form, sharing all they knew about everyone they knew.

      God, I loved Agatha. She always knew just what I needed when I needed it.

      “Fred Mirens left his wife again,” Nancy said. She was sitting next to her sister, Shelly. They were both in their late sixties or early seventies, slender with impressively long legs. I imagined they were both quite athletic in their day. I could see them excelling at swimming or marathon running.

      Nancy’s long fingers deftly worked four tiny knitting needles in the creation of a circular tube. I guessed it was going to be a thick woolen sock.

      “No!” Shelly exclaimed without missing a stitch. Her creation looked to be a scarf with an incredible interlocking weave running down its center.

      “Did everyone hear about Gary Michaels from the bank?” Agatha asked. She was knitting what looked to be a lace pullover sweater. The thin yarn was a mesmerizing blue that seemed to somehow change color as it caught the light.

      All eyes of the ladies present swiveled to look at Agatha. Silence fell until Chloe spoke. She was new to the group, but I’d met her a few times.

      “We’re so sorry to hear about Jack,” Chloe said. The others murmured their agreement.

      There was no mention of Gary, which seemed super odd, considering he was the guy toe-up in the morgue.

      “Did any of you know Gary?” I asked.

      There was a lot of hemming and hawing. Nobody claimed to have known him directly.

      “We know he put our Agatha’s Jack through hell,” Nora said. She was gently plump with librarian glasses. She was knitting a square, and her canvas tote brimmed with similar squares of various colors. I assumed she’d combine them later into a blanket, possibly.

      The rest of the group nodded their sage and wizened heads in agreement at Nora’s summation of Gary’s character.

      “How is Jack doing?” Shelly asked Agatha.

      “They haven’t locked him up yet,” Agatha said. “So there’s that.”

      Nancy tsked, shaking her head. “Such a good man, that Jack. So handsome.”

      “So tall,” Shelly giggled, a light rosy blush tinting her otherwise pale cheeks.

      “And so married,” Agatha intoned.

      “Yes, yes,” Shelly said, “but a girl can look.”

      “Do any of you think that Jack killed Gary?” I asked. The look that question earned me from Agatha had me wondering if I should invite Brad to come spend the night, just to be safe.

      “No,” Chloe, Nancy, and Shelly said at the same time that Nora answered, “Maybe.”

      All eyes settled on her.

      Nora fidgeted in her seat before going on the defensive. “Well, he could have. It’d make sense. He sent his family to another continent, for pity’s sake. All just to keep them safe. Of course it might’ve been Jack.”

      That was what a jury would be thinking if Jack ever found himself on trial for Gary’s murder. I had to make sure that situation never came to pass.

      The knitting group’s collective mind was a treasure trove of information, that much I knew from experience. But figuring out what to look for was like diving blind. The best I could do was feel around in the dark and hope I grabbed hold of something valuable.

      I fell silent as they chattered away once more. The conversation went from Jack to rose bushes to cocaine addiction to how apple cider was made. The segue from one topic to the next all seemed to have seamless connections for the ladies, but I was lost.

      I thought about the party and what I’d seen there.

      “Do any of you know Paula Bison?” I asked.

      “Sweet woman,” Nora said. “She used to sing in the local choir during the Christmas season each year.”

      “Do you think she would be capable of murder?” I asked.

      “Darling, don’t you know anybody and everybody is capable of murder?” Agatha said. “Put a person in the perfect situation, twist ‘em up, give ‘em a push at just the right spot—then help them bury the body later.”

      But there hadn’t been anywhere to bury Gary’s body and he’d been killed during a party with dozens of people milling around. It had to have been someone other than Jack. He’d taken the steps to oust Gary from his life. He’d fired him. Jack hadn’t needed to kill Gary.

      But Paula had a reason to kill Gary. Jack was going to be able to make his family whole again. His wife and kids would come back from France and they’d be reunited. Paula would never see her son again.

      “Does anyone know of any reasons why Paula would have killed Gary?” I asked, coming at the problem from a different direction.

      The ladies considered the question as their knitting needles clacked and slid. Their sound was a soothing rhythm, easy to get lost in.

      “I can’t think of a thing,” Shelly finally said.

      “She doesn’t strike me as the angry type,” Nancy said.

      She didn’t seem angry to me either. She’d had a long time to come to peace with the losses in her life. Still, maybe her calm had cracked and she’d killed Gary in a short-lived fit of rage.

      It didn’t look like the ladies could offer any guidance about Paula. But Paula had given me another name, someone else to check out.

      “Do any of you know Darren Cooper?” I asked.

      “Mmm, slender fellow?” Chloe asked. “Moves like he’s gliding on ice?”

      I’d never thought of his movements in that way, but now that she’d pointed it out, I’d have to say yes. “Yeah,” I said. “Dark hair. Maybe in his late thirties.”

      “I’ve got a sweetheart at The Dusty Wheel,” she said.

      “Is that the steakhouse out toward the park?” I asked.

      “That’s the one,” she said. “I eat lunch out there a lot because Ralf gets me a good discount and it gives us a chance to spend time together.”

      “And it keeps him from flirting with other women,” Shelly chirped, wearing a grin.

      Chloe threw her a dirty look but didn’t respond. Instead, she continued with her story. “I saw Gary’s picture in your boy’s paper, so I know who he is.”

      “Joel’s newspaper?” He was the owner-operator of the Camden Falls Herald. He was its lead reporter, chief editor, top photographer, and all the rest.

      “Yes, that’s the one. Today’s paper had a picture of Gary, and that’s when I realized I’d seen him before. He would come out to eat lunch at The Dusty Wheel a lot, and he annoyed Ralf because he’d always order alcohol-free drinks.”

      “Huh?” She’d lost me.

      “Something about an alcohol allergy. Meanwhile, the guy he was always with would drink like a fish—that Darren Cooper fellow. I know him because my niece—she’s single with a baby and she fancied him for a while. The way she talked, I thought they were going to make a go of it.”

      I had to think through what she’d said to pick out the important bits. She’d seen Gary with Darren Cooper. Paula had said Darren and Gary had business together. And I’d seen Darren at the party where Gary had died.

      All roads led to Darren.

      “Sweetheart, is there… something wrong?” Agatha asked, concern wrinkling her normally smooth forehead.

      “Umm, why?” I asked.

      It was Nancy who spoke up with a reply. “Because you’re smiling like a crazy person.” She leaned forward. “Are you off your meds? Do you need us to call someone for you?”

      My fingers felt my face. I hadn’t even realized I was smiling, but I couldn’t hide my joy at finding a connection to the murder that didn’t implicate either Jack or Paula. I wanted to dance and sing.

      But then my smile faltered. I was forgetting something. Something from the party. Something I’d seen. Something I’d sent Agatha to spy about.

      “Agatha, there was a woman who stopped Gary at the party. They were talking, and they didn’t look happy. You went to go listen in on them, and I went upstairs to the executive offices. Do you remember that?”

      “Yesss, I do,” she said. Her knitting needles went click-clack as she thought and never once paused as she started to talk again. “Yes,” she said, her gaze distant in memory. “The woman told him she’d take away everything he held dear.”

      My mouth fell open. “What? Like his life?” How could she have not mentioned this sooner?

      “Oh, I suppose she could have meant it that way. She’d rubbed her fingers together when she said it, so I assumed she meant money. Told him to pay up or else.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “He told her to drop dead.”

      Oh, wow. Maybe she’d decided to turn the tables on him. Get him before he got her.

      “Can you think of any reason she wouldn’t have been the one to kill Gary?”

      Agatha thought a moment, then her brows rose. “They’d planned to meet the next day. He said he’d meet her at four. She said she wouldn’t put up with any more delays, and that he’d better be there or else.”

      I could see why Agatha hadn’t linked her to the murder.

      “Do you know her name?” I asked.

      Agatha thought a moment more. “Neve. I think Gary called her Neve.”

      I thought about what little I’d seen of the couple. “Do you think it could’ve been a lover’s quarrel?”

      “I didn’t get that vibe,” Agatha said, then paused. “But I suppose they could’ve been ex-lovers. Yes, I could see that.”

      A memory flashed in my mind from the talk about lovers. “Does anybody know how long Susan and Rubin have been having an affair? Susan is Gary’s widow, and Rubin is the husband of Gary’s assistant, Lara.”

      The group of ladies all gave me blank stares, but the unnerving part was that their knitting needles stopped moving.

      “What?” I asked, afraid that Nancy would tell me I’d grown a second head this time.

      “Susan and Rubin aren’t having an affair,” Agatha said. “Lara and Gary were having an affair!”
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      “Wait,” I said, “Gary and Gary’s assistant, Lara, were having an affair?” It was evident that the knowledge had been plain and clear for every single face looking at me. “And no one thought to mention this sooner?”

      “It’s a little like mentioning water’s wet, dear,” Chloe said.

      The rest of the group nodded their heads.

      Slumping down into my chair to sulk, I ate one of the chicken salad finger sandwiches. It was delicious, like really delicious, and it made me happy. I hated that it made me happy. I was supposed to be mad.

      I followed up with a chocolate chip cookie stacked on an almond cookie on top of a butter cookie.

      Again utterly delicious, decadent, and all the rest. I had crumbs decorating the whole front of my shirt, and I didn’t even care. I mentally dared someone to say something to me about it so that I could say something snarky and mean in return. Though if I did, I knew it wouldn’t actually be about cookies. It’d be about feeling foolish, because I felt foolish for having been the only one standing in the dark about Gary and Lara.

      I needed to get over it.

      It was hard to force myself to stop pouting, but my twenty-nine years of self-management kicked in and I got the job done. I sat up straighter in my chair.

      “So tell me about this big affair Gary’s been having with Lara. And why can’t their spouses be having an affair with each other too? They could be doing this whole crisscross thing.”

      “They’re not,” Chloe said, shaking her head.

      “How do you know?” I challenged.

      She shrugged. “I don’t… But they’re still not.”

      “They’re just not,” agreed Nora.

      The others nodded their heads.

      I caved to the influence of their combined belief and let the question slide without demanding more proof.

      “But Gary and Lara are?”

      Again everybody nodded.

      “For years,” Shelly said.

      “And everybody knew? Do the spouses know?” I asked.

      “Can’t see how they couldn’t,” Nora said. “Gary and Lara even went on vacations together sometimes.”

      Wow… That was a pretty brazen affair.

      “And if they’ve been having an affair for years,” Nora said, “why kill one of them over it now?”

      She had a point, I had to admit.

      “That’s why I didn’t mention it,” she continued. “It didn’t seem important.”

      “Aren’t their spouses upset about it?” A pot could only boil for so long before bubbling up out from under the lid and over the sides to the naked flame below. It could be an explosive moment.

      Everyone shrugged, but no one commented.

      Their situation was blowing my mind. Who could knowingly share like that? But then, a little imp inside my mind did me the not-so-great favor of holding a mirror up so that I could look at my own life—the one I shared with two men. Or was it three? No, it definitely wasn’t three. Gregson was psycho. Demented. Tortured… Handsome. Strong.

      Grrrr. I needed to get him out of my head!

      But if I had to pick only one out of the three, who would it be? Could I pick? Brad and Joel weren’t intent on making me choose between them. Gregson would probably set my café on fire to watch it burn and to get my attention on him and only him.

      And for a split second, I missed my ex, Dan. He was a cheating, lying sack of garbage, but I never knew that for most of my marriage. Life had seemed so simple.

      But those days were long gone.

      And my list of potential killers was getting longer.

      Paula could have done it because Gary might’ve had something to do with her son’s downfall.

      Susan Michaels could’ve done it because a woman scorned and all that.

      Rubin could have killed Gary because of the affair Gary was having with his wife.

      But I was overlooking someone. The lover, Lara. What do they say—always look at the spouse? Susan was the spouse, but there was for all practical purposes a second spouse.

      Lara could’ve killed Gary. Maybe he’d wanted to end the relationship, and she couldn’t handle that. Maybe she’d wanted out, but he wouldn’t let her go.

      Whatever the case might be, I’d find it out… but not tonight.

      Tonight, I had an entire kitchen to scrub and tables to restock with sugar, salt, and pepper. The floors needed vacuuming, and I needed to find time to sleep.

      Gary’s killer would have to wait until tomorrow. I had a good feeling Gary wouldn’t mind.
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      I went to bed with a weary, aching body, but snuggling with Sage curled under my chin had me drifting off with a smile. I woke to her standing on my chest with her golden-green eyes staring into mine. As soon as my eyes opened, the volume of her purring quadrupled and she rubbed her cheek into my chin.

      “I love you,” I told her, tickling her behind her ear. She rewarded me by nipping my finger before demanding more snuggles. I, of course, complied.

      I’d taken a shower last night, but I woke up early enough to fit in a bath this morning. Luxuriating in the warm, inviting water, I let the heat soak into my muscles. I had a little tabletop hooked over the edge of the tub, and Sage perched on it. There, she gave herself a bath while watching over me.

      On the way down the stairs to the café from my apartment, my furry bestie trotted proudly ahead of me. When she reached the bottom, she stretched her body and front paws toward the doorknob before twisting her head to look behind her. She mewed her impatience.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” I told her.

      She scuttled through the opening as soon as I cracked the door.

      “Well, good morning to you, young miss!” I heard Jonathan’s happy voice call out from the grill area. I had no doubt as to who the ‘young miss’ was. Sage adored him.

      “Good morning,” I told him when I stepped through from the kitchen to the open grill.

      “Just in time, boss! The coffee’s all done.”

      “I made it myself,” a warm tenor said from behind me.

      I twirled around to see a smiling Brad sitting at the table. His sandy brown hair was a little mussed. His eyes teetered somewhere between green and blue and spoke of desires that had little to do with the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” I said, hopping up on my hands atop the counter and leaning forward to give him a kiss.

      “Hey, where’s my kiss?” Jonathan asked.

      I planted one on his cheek as well before going around the end of the grill’s counter to the customer side to sit next to Brad.

      “Someone’s in a good mood this morning,” Brad said.

      His lips were irresistibly kissable, and since willpower comes in finite quantities, I didn’t hold back.

      Jonathan slid a cup of coffee in front of me, and I doctored it up the way I liked it.

      “How’s your investigation going?” Brad asked.

      I shot him a quick look. “Who said I was investigating?”

      He laughed. “Don’t play dumb with me, Red. It doesn’t suit you.”

      I dropped my attempt to play innocent. “It’s going okay.” I turned to eye him again. “Do you still think that Jack didn’t kill Gary?”

      “Yup.”

      “What about Paula?” I asked.

      “Paula Bison, his executive assistant?” Brad asked.

      I nodded, and he followed with a nod of his own.

      “There’s a chance. Women usually kill by poison. They don’t tend to be into bloody outcomes. But it’s possible. But we can’t rely on means for solving this case. Everybody at that party had a means, so that just leaves motive. Paula didn’t have a motive.”

      I went still. Too still.

      “What?” he asked, eyes locked on me. His shoulders stiffened as if readying to launch into action.

      “Paula’s son died several years back.”

      “Murdered?”

      “Not directly. Maybe somewhat indirectly? He was accused of cheating at college and got kicked out. His life went downhill from there.”

      “How’d he die?”

      “Took his own life,” I said.

      Brad grimaced before asking, “What’s that got to do with Paula having a reason to kill Gary?”

      “Paula found notes written to her son, Henry, mixed in with the stuff he brought home from college.”

      Brad’s brows shot up. “Threats like Jack got?”

      I bobbed my head from side to side in a hem-haw. “Less threatening. More… taunting. ‘I know what you did last summer,’ that kind of stuff.”

      “And you think Gary was connected?”

      “He was the student in charge of Henry’s dorm floor.”

      “Ohhhhh,” Brad said. “Wow. And you think that Gary sending Jack threatening notes tipped Paula off that he was the same person who’d harassed her boy?”

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Brad shrugged. “Sounds like Paula’s got a motive after all.” He took a sip of his coffee.

      Jonathan said, “You know, I saw a guy stuck once. I was living under this big underpass. It was a bit of a hobo city. Well, this guy, see, he’d been into it with ol’ Stinky Johnson, and you didn’t want to mess with ol’ Stinky Johnson unless you could sleep with one eye open—which this guy couldn’t.”

      I was utterly mesmerized. I had no idea where Jonathan was going with this, but I just didn’t care. Jonathan’s stories were always a ride.

      “What happened?” Brad asked.

      “Well, ol’ Stinky Johnson stabbed the guy through the back. He put an ice pick right through the guy’s ribs. Sunk it in where the guy couldn’t reach it.”

      “That’s awful!” I exclaimed.

      “Yeah, it was. I couldn’t get to sleep for hours after that.”

      “Afraid ol’ Stinky Johnson would come after you next?”

      “No, the guy with the ice pick in his back wouldn’t stop yelling. He kept on and on and on until someone called the cops and we all skedaddled.”

      My mouth was hanging open. There were so many disturbing things in Jonathan’s story I couldn’t focus on just one. I’d do a mental dive on one thought only to be yanked out of it by another.

      “But that’s just the thing, see?” Jonathan continued. “I don’t get how the guy in Jack’s office died without a peep? That guy in the hobo camp wouldn’t shut up and he was loud enough for people miles away to hear.”

      So much wrong… Sooooo much wrong and yet a brilliant observation.

      I turned to Brad. “How did he die without a peep?”

      Brad studied his coffee and held the cup with both hands. He didn’t look at either me or Jonathan.

      It was a definite tell.

      “Brad,” I prodded.

      “Nothing’s official yet,” he said, finally looking at us instead of the hot brew he’d made.

      “But…?” I prompted again.

      “But the coroner thinks Gary was drugged.”

      Heat traveled up my neck and into my face. “Somebody put something in the food I made?” I’d been down this road before, sort of. There was an unfortunate incident with some over baked brownies soon after I first moved to town. It was an incident that had led to a woman’s death... and me being blamed for her murder.

      “The coroner suspects an inhalant,” Brad said. “Whatever the drug was, he doesn’t think it was ingested.”

      Relief flooded through me. It was a selfish relief, but I didn’t care. Fueling hysteria that I was serving poisoned food was not a road I wanted to travel down a second time.

      “Was Gary a junkie? A glue sniffer?” Jonathan asked.

      “Don’t know. You guys know as much as I do now, but chances are the murderer used it to subdue the vic… I mean, Gary, at the time of the stabbing.”

      “But still, how’d he die so fast?”

      “Heart attack. The tip of the blade nicked his heart and triggered one.”

      My mind raced to figure out what drug might have been used to keep Gary quiet, but to no avail. I’d get Zoey to help figure it out. If nothing else, she could hack into the coroner’s report.

      The bell on the café door dinged, and I turned to see Jack walk through.

      “Jack,” I called out in greeting. He was as tall, handsome, and dapper as ever. His tailored suit made him look like a million bucks, a figure probably not quite as high as his actual net worth.

      Jack tipped his fedora in a hello before taking it off his head. He looked worlds better than he had yesterday morning.

      I patted the stool next to me and Jack sat down. Jonathan had a steaming cup of coffee sitting in front of him a moment later.

      “I’ll get you an omelet going,” Jonathan said.

      “Make it pancakes this morning, if it’s not too much trouble,” Jack said in a deep reverberation that could give him a second career on radio if he ever wanted it. “I’ve decided to splurge with the carbs.”

      “Can do!” Jonathan said, excited that he could show off for his pancake sensei.

      Meanwhile, I focused on Jack. This was my chance to get some answers in a moment that was otherwise casual and relaxed.

      “Agatha brought her knitting group in last night,” I told him.

      Jack looked at me with piqued interest. “And? Did they instill the insights of the oracles?”

      I considered his question with a nod. “Actually, they might have.”
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      I wanted so badly to ask Jack about Paula. I wanted to point a finger at her and raise overwhelming suspicion that she was Gary’s killer. But if Jack was half as loyal to Paula as I suspected her to be of him, pointing a finger at her would only get pushback from him.

      Instead, I stuck to a safe topic: infidelity.

      “Do you know if Gary was having an affair with his assistant, Lara?”

      “Hmm, it’s nothing we ever spoke of, but I did suspect it.”

      “But you don’t know for sure?”

      “No.”

      I sat with that a few minutes and watched Jonathan’s back as he worked. The man was efficient. There wasn’t a movement wasted, yet he never seemed rushed. He always seemed laid back, and I admired that about him.

      “Did Gary and Lara take their vacations at the same time?” I eventually asked.

      “Yes, almost always, but that’s common. I’d be lost if Paula took a vacation and left me at work without her. She’s the grease that keeps things operating without a hitch. She anticipates what I need before I know I need it.”

      My stomach knotted. I wondered if that anticipation included recognizing Jack needed Gary dead. But why do it in Jack’s chair, in Jack’s office? If a person was trying to make life easier on Jack, seems like they’d pick another way to get the job done.

      “Were Gary and Lara as good a team as you and Paula?” I asked.

      Jack was still contemplating this when he said, “Thank you,” to Jonathan. Jack now had a plate with three perfectly round and fluffy blueberry pancakes in front of him.

      Jonathan stood anxiously nearby as Jack cut into them and then took his first bite. I wasn’t even sure Jonathan was breathing as Jack chewed, but he released a loud exhale when Jack nodded and gave high praise.

      “Excellent.” Jack didn’t say more than that. Instead, he got back to the important matter at hand—enjoying those amazing pancakes.

      “I’ll have what he’s having,” I said, my mouth already watering.

      Jonathan leaned forward with his elbows on the counter. “You want a little brandy and apples in yours?” he asked conspiratorially.

      I melted. “Ohhh, I do!” The man was going to make me cry.

      “You still want scrambled eggs,” he asked Brad, “or are you game to change it up?”

      Brad was wearing his officer’s uniform, and I knew he’d have a long day ahead of him. Protein would keep him chugging along longer than the pancakes, but… come on. They were Jonathan’s pancakes! Good didn’t begin to describe them.

      “Do I have to choose one or the other?” Brad asked. “Can I have both?”

      Jonathan’s expression looked distant for a moment and he scratched his chin. “Scrambled egg pancakes… I can work with that!”

      A whimper of concern escaped me, but Brad’s exuberant, “Bring it on!” kept me from saying anything.

      In the end, when my pancakes and Brad’s pancakes were done, we stole a nibble from each other’s plates. The dishes Jonathan had made us were different but equally incredible. Mine was bursting with the tangy sweetness of the apples and brandy while Brad’s was saucy with buttered maple syrup and the perfect marriage of—if you can believe it—eggs, chopped bacon, and pancakes.

      “I think you should add both of these to today’s menu,” I told Jonathan.

      “We could do an all-day breakfast menu,” Jonathan said, excited.

      “Oooo, I could make eggs benedict,” I said before quickly amending that to, “You could make eggs benedict,” when he gave me a worried look.

      “We’ll tackle it together,” Jonathan said, and we shook on it.

      When Jack got up to go, I walked him out.

      “Jack, I’m really sorry about everything you’re going through.”

      “And I am thankful for your efforts to make everything in my life right again. But I’m worried.”

      My heart leaped into my throat. Fear filled me that he was about to admit some level of guilt. Or maybe it wasn’t guilt at all. Maybe he was concerned I wasn’t up to the task and he didn’t trust that I could catch the killer, that I’d leave his life and future in terrible jeopardy.

      That was everything that went through my head, but I couldn’t say any of it. Instead, I gave a little laugh with the hope of bringing lightness to a heavy situation and asked, “What’s there to worry about?”

      “You,” Jack said.

      His earnest answer caught me completely off-guard.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. I know you. A bad thing happens to someone you care about and you obsess. You will stomp on toes. Make enemies. Burn people’s lives down. Sometimes you get hurt. How will I live with myself if something happens to you while you’re trying to save me?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but I didn’t know what to say. Telling him I wouldn’t get hurt seemed like too much of a platitude in the face of such honest sharing.

      “I have a lot of people around me,” I finally said. “People who care about me, people like you. I know that things don’t always go well and that there are risks, but it’s you guys—all of you—who keep my feet above ground.”

      “Just promise me you’ll keep it that way,” he said, concern in his ebony eyes.

      I smiled. “I promise.”

      Seemingly satisfied, he put his new hat back on. “And with regard to your earlier question of whether or not Lara and Gary were a good team, the answer is that I have never seen better.”

      “Any reason for her to kill him?”

      “None that I know of.”

      “Do you think that either of their spouses, Susan or Rubin, could have done it?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “Do you know if Gary was in business with a guy named Darren Cooper?”

      “I’ve never heard the name. I’m sorry. I don’t know again. It pains me that I am of such little help to you. Is there anything I can do to aid you in your investigation process? Are there any resources that I can provide?”

      Oh, my very own Q! Or was Zoey my very own Q? The offer was definitely something to think about.

      “I’ll let you know. And thank you, Jack.”

      He tipped his hat with a goodbye nod before turning and heading off in the direction of the bank. The only thing missing to complete his image of the perfect gentleman was a cane on his arm.

      I headed back inside the café and helped Jonathan prep for an all-day breakfast offering. I made sausage gravy and biscuits from scratch. It was a recipe I was actually good at, but only because I’d made it over and over and over again until I could reliably get it right.

      Jonathan made a huge batch of plain pancake batter and listed a bunch of pancake variations on the menu. He’d add the extras per order, when it was time to fry up the fluffy cakes.

      On the menu, he listed all the pancake classics like blueberry, chocolate chip, and banana, but he also listed the apple brandy version he’d made for me and the saucy maple scrambled egg version he’d made for Brad. He was a genius with flavor combinations, and the list he created had me wishing I had room in my belly for all of them.

      For the eggs benedict, we cheated and used the same biscuits I’d made for the biscuits and gravy. I knew it was a lot different than the traditional English muffin, but we got no complaints.

      Then, per Jonathan’s suggestion, we prepped all the fixings for easy-make salads and dry-coated chicken for quick frying, and I topped off the menu options with ham and potato soup. It was fast, easy, and—best of all—delicious.

      “You’re sure you don’t mind if I take off again?” I asked Jonathan once we’d gotten everything prepped. The lunch crowd—as modest as it was for The Berry Home—was approaching its peak. It didn’t seem right to abandon him.

      “Yeah, boss. You doin’ what you’re doin’ for Jack is more important. You go on. I got Melanie and Sam here to help me out. We’ll be fine.”

      I didn’t argue. I put together a tin of freshly fried chicken with a side of maple butter-infused bacon pancakes, adding a container of salad in hopes of staving off coronary disease. The salad was topped with red onion, freshly toasted garlic and parsley croutons, garden-grown tomato, creamy avocado, enormous black olives, and tangy, salty feta cheese.

      My arms were stacked three tins high when I climbed the stairs to Zoey’s, and I almost dropped it all when I saw who was walking out of her apartment door.

      “Gregson,” I murmured, too stunned to feign indifference.

      He had his trench coat on and walked toward me with it pulled back and his hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks.

      Dread filled me.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded to know.

      I knew that Brad hated Zoey. Well, hate was a strong word. It was more that he didn’t trust her, sort of like you wouldn’t trust a rabid hyena when you had a big bloody gash on your arm. He felt that socializing with Zoey was an invitation to trouble.

      But Brad never really did anything about his distrust of Zoey. Sure, he made a lot of noise. Maybe he even lodged a few complaints with the FBI, but I suspected Zoey had connections with the CIA. Her connections likely squashed any of the FBI’s concerns.

      It was the cycle of life. The law of the land.

      Except I wasn’t so sure Gregson operated within any law anymore, not if it didn’t suit him. While both Brad and Gregson had teeth, Gregson might actually chomp down and rip a piece out of Zoey without bothering to call anybody about it first. To heck with the consequences.

      But I’d contend with the what ifs later. Right now, Gregson was standing right in front of me, looking me up and down with his smoky eyes.

      “Berry,” he said in greeting. His thick near-black hair had its usual slightly unkempt look and his jawline had its perpetual five o’clock shadow, even though it wasn’t even noon.

      “Is Zoey okay?” That’s not what I should have asked. It showed my hand. Showed my weak spot. Now he knew where to apply pressure, should he want to.

      Something about his expression changed. His lips didn’t quirk up but I got the impression of a smile. “She’s fine.” He looked me up and down again but this time licked his lips. I remembered those lips. “I see you’ve survived another day,” he said.

      I adjusted the tins of food in my arms. They’d gotten five pounds heavier while we were standing there.

      “Why wouldn’t I survive?”

      “Because you’re a walking death wish.” He reached out a hand and tucked an errant lock of hair behind my ear. The touch left my entire body tingling with frazzled nerves, yet he looked bored. Except for his eyes. His eyes looked amused.

      “What do you want? Why are you here?” I asked, letting all pretenses of playing it cool slip away without a fight.

      His amusement left him, replaced by a weary sadness. “What every man should want—to survive you.” He brushed past me on his way to the stairs. “Say hello to your boy toys,” he said without looking back. Then he was gone.

      I hurried the remaining few feet to Zoey’s door. My hands were full, so I knocked with my toe. Okay, I kicked, and my anxiety had me kicking too hard.

      “Zoey!” I cried out, panicked, when the door didn’t instantly open.

      I kicked harder.

      The door jerked open. This time, Zoey was dressed in dancing Snoopy pajamas and a thigh-length silk robe. Her hair was a beehive gone wrong. It looked fresh from a mattress. “Have you gone nuts?” she demanded to know.

      I narrowed my eyes. “No, have you?” I challenged. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Had Zoey and Gregson been getting jiggy with a nooner? “I just saw Gregson leaving your apartment.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “So why was he here?” My voice was flat. One could say it was even a tad dead.

      “What’s wrong with you? Stop channeling Norman Bates. You’re creeping me out.” She grabbed the top two tiers of tins from my arms before turning and walking back into the apartment.

      I followed, shutting the door with a swing of my elbow when I stepped through. I caught up with her in the kitchen. We used glass pie plates as plates and loaded ourselves up high from the tins before migrating to the huge floor pillows in the living room.

      “What’s wrong with your eye?” Zoey asked. “It’s twitching.” She mimicked the spasmodic movement my eye and cheek seemed locked in.

      “Are you and Gregson together… like, together together? As in today, just now?”

      “What? Ew! No!” The look of disgust on Zoey’s face said the rest. “Gross!”

      Now I felt offended. Gregson wasn’t gross. The thought of being with Gregson wasn’t gross. It was maybe a little demented, and possibly a whole heap of Lady Gaga’s “Bad Romance,” but it wasn’t gross.

      Wait. What was I doing? I shook my head. What was wrong with me? Gregson had a way of playing ping-pong with my emotions. He was an insipid virus that had snuck inside my cells, and I didn’t know how to get him out.

      “I’m sorry,” I told Zoey. I needed a mental health professional, a life coach, something.

      She grunted an incoherent acceptance of my apology, though it was heavily laced with annoyance. “Why would you even think that?”

      “He was leaving your apartment.”

      “So.”

      “And you look…” My voice trailed off.

      “What? Rested?”

      .

      “I’m sorry,” I said again. But unwilling—or unable—to let it go, I followed up with an insistent, “What was he doing here?”

      Zoey’s expression was deadpan. “That’s not something I can talk about.”

      It was my turn to say an irate, “What?”

      “It’s none of your concern,” she said, her voice even.

      “Zoey, if he’s threatening you, I need to know. I could—I don’t know—break his kneecaps or something.”

      She gave me an as-if look. We both knew I’d scream like the bat had bitten me sooner than hit someone with it.

      “Leave it alone,” Zoey said.

      But I couldn’t. Jack was right. Someone in my life had been threatened and I obsessed. I felt like a thirsty terrier with a bone. I wanted a drink, but I just couldn’t drop that awful bone.

      Zoey leaned closer, squinting. “Is that your vein in your forehead throbbing or did a worm crawl under your skin?”

      My hand slapped itself over my forehead. “It’s nothing. Go away. Shut up.”

      Her eyes narrowed some more. “What’s up with you about Gregson? Why all the sudden interest in him?”

      “It’s nothing! Go away! Shut up!”

      Zoey’s lips stretched in a slow, lopsided smile. “You like him,” she sing-songed.

      “I do not.”

      “Do Brad and Joel know?” She sucked in a gasp and bounced up and down on her floor cushion. “Can I be there when you tell Brad?” she asked, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

      “You’re really mean, do you know that?”

      “Mmm, I have a suspicion that it won’t be me being called mean when Bra-Joel find out about Gregson.” She forked a huge bite of pancake into her mouth. “Needs marshmallows.”

      “Gregson doesn’t like me,” I said. “He hates me.”

      “You just described some of my best relationships.”

      I needed a change of topic. That of murder was infinitely more welcome.

      “Brad said the coroner suspects Gary was drugged when he was killed, to keep him quiet. An inhalant.”

      Zoey was quiet a moment. “Did you tell me Paula’s son got into drugs after college?”

      “I’m not sure, but I think he did.”

      She got up from the floor and headed for her wall of computers. I followed and perched on the huge blue exercise ball.

      I let my mind drift as she worked, but Zoey’s search didn’t take long. “Check it. You can make chloroform at home.”

      “No,” I said, paying closer attention.

      She brought up a how-to video and we watched it together. The video was short, and the process was relatively simple.

      “Holy cow,” I said. “That’s got to be it.”
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      “That stuff’s addictive,” Zoey said of the chloroform. “If Paula’s son got addicted to drugs, he might’ve dabbled in inhalants. He could’ve made this.”

      “And Paula might’ve known about it,” I said in awe of the magically materializing connection. Things were looking worse and worse for her, but we still didn’t have anything to directly prove she’d done it.

      “We need to go talk to her,” Zoey said.

      I agreed.

      Zoey traded her pajamas for knee-high stiletto boots, snug jeans, and a belted white peasant blouse. Today, she did her eyes up in a deep blue that sparkled like a twinkling starry night and accented it with a strong cat’s eye curl of black liner.

      I don’t know how she put herself together so fast. We left her apartment a half hour later. We were on a mission. I felt fueled with the knowledge that not only did Paula have a reason to kill Gary, she also potentially had a way to do it.

      “Jack said he hated to be at work without Paula there too. She could be at the bank. Jack went back to work today,” I said once we’d gotten outside.

      “Okay, let’s go there first.”

      Zoey’s apartment building was across the street from The Berry Home, which put the bank in walking distance. So we stuck to the sidewalks rather than drive. Once at the bank, we strolled through the lobby and up the curving stairs to the executive floor. We walked as though we belonged, and nobody stopped us.

      “She’s here,” I said when her desk came into sight. She was busy at work right outside Jack’s office.

      At a slight distance away, Lara’s desk was empty and Gary’s office door was closed. The light within was turned off.

      “Yes, we’ll have that settled by the day after tomorrow,” Paula said into the phone as we approached. “I’ll let you know as soon as the details have been locked in. Thank you.”

      She hung up and gave us her full attention with a practiced smile on her lips that didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Good afternoon,” she said. “Jack’s in all-day meetings today, but if this is important, I’m sure he’d be able to fit you in.”

      I bristled at the idea of there being a gatekeeper between Jack and myself, but that was just my ego getting the better of me.

      “We’re actually here to see you,” Zoey said.

      “Oh?” Paula’s smile brightened. “How can I be of service?”

      “You can tell us if your son was ever addicted to chloroform,” Zoey said.

      Right for the jugular. That was my girl.

      The business-polite demeanor Paula had adopted fell away as she jerked back. “Excuse me?”

      I did a tag team move by jumping in next. “We know that Gary went to college with your son, Henry.”

      “So what? A lot of people here went to that college at the same time as Henry.”

      “Were all of them Henry’s RA as well?” I asked.

      Rather than look shocked, Paula’s expression went flat. She’d known about Gary being closely associated with her son at college.

      Watching her, I decided to run with a hunch. “Is that how Henry got addicted to drugs? Did Gary get him addicted?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said with her chin lifted in defiance.

      “It’s why you killed Gary, isn’t it?” Zoey said.

      Paula slammed her palms down against her desk with a bang as she shot up out of her chair. “I did not kill Gary!”

      Jack’s office door jerked open, and Jack filled the doorway. He looked from Zoey and me to Paula and back again. His eyes were wide and wild. I thought he might drag Zoey and me into his office for a tearing down, but instead, he said in a calm yet bellowing voice that seemed to bounce off the walls to fill the entire space, “You done here?”

      Paula wasn’t going to do us the favor of admitting any guilt of killing Gary, and we didn’t have any proof, so we were in fact done.

      I gave Jack a nod, and Zoey and I left without saying a word to Paula. I glanced behind us to see Paula disappear into Jack’s office and the door close behind her.

      A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. I thought the world of Jack. Even though he was dear to me, I might have just napalmed my friendship with him. It looked as though I hadn’t been able to keep my unspoken promise to him after all. I had gotten hurt. But then, I was sure he had as well.

      “Where to next?” I asked Zoey when we got back out to the sidewalk in front of the bank. We fell into step together in the direction of Zoey’s apartment building. Her car was parked out back.

      “I was going to ask you the same,” she said.

      I thought for a few minutes. “I want to talk to Lara, and we should talk to Lara and Gary’s spouses.”

      “Do you know where to find Lara?”

      I shook my head.

      “I should be able to find her home address.”

      I didn’t ask how, since I knew the method wouldn’t be legal, but my moral compass had drifted from true North since I’d first met Zoey. It no longer bothered me that her methods were outside those available for use by Brad or the others who wore his same uniform.

      It wasn’t much later when we pulled up in front of a picturesque powder blue home with white trim and a two-door garage. Bright yellow tulips were in bloom in clumps near the corners of the yard and around a majestic oak tree that must have been a hundred years old. The yard was perfectly manicured, and the house belonged on the cover of a cozy living magazine. Someone had put a lot of love and care into making this house a home.

      With the garage doors closed and no windows on them, it was impossible to see if any cars were home. The best we could do was walk to the door of the silent, still home, ring the bell, and hope for the best.

      “I don’t think anyone’s here,” I said. That was the moment someone opened the front door. But it wasn’t Lara. It was Lara’s husband, Rubin.

      He gave us a not unfriendly, expectant what’s-this-about look.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling. “My name’s Kylie Berry. I’m the owner of The Berry Home on Main Street.”

      “Oh, hello,” he said, smiling back.

      “I catered the food at the bank party the other night.”

      “Oh.” Rubin’s smile fell. He took a step back from the door’s swinging path, and I knew he was on the verge of closing it.

      “We were sent to speak to Lara,” I added hurriedly.

      “Oh?”

      I’d purposely made it sound as though we’d been directed to his and his wife’s home. I figured it was less threatening than the truth—that Zoey had hacked the bank’s HR database to get their home address and that we wanted to ask his wife if she was a murderer.

      “Lara’s not home right now,” Rubin said. “Would you like to leave your number? I can pass it along for her to call you back.”

      Zoey and I spared a glance for each other before Zoey said, “That’s all right. Mind if we talk to you?”

      His head pulled back as if surprised. “Don’t know what I can do for you. I don’t have anything to do with the bank. I do housing developments.”

      That explained the curbside perfection of their home. I guessed it was their real life advertisement of his skills.

      “What we need to talk to you about actually has more to do with your wife… and her lover, Gary,” I said. It was taking a risk to put the information out there so boldly, but Agatha’s knitting group had been certain that he’d known.

      Rubin flinched. He didn’t storm off, deny, or make excuses. He just flinched. He had known.

      “Come in,” he said, moving once more out of the pathway of the door.

      But this time, I had doubts. He was inviting us to step into the heart of his territory. His home. The place he’d be most prepared to defend.

      I wondered if he was inviting us into our doom.

      None of that seemed to occur to Zoey, though. She stepped through the open door without any hesitation.

      There wasn’t much left to do but follow.
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      “What a lovely home,” I said as Zoey and I followed Rubin through the house and into the living room. Zoey and I sat on the long teal sofa and Rubin sat in an off-gold armchair.

      Rubin was a slender, tall man with long legs, fit and trim with gray at his temples. He crossed his ankle over his knee and leaned comfortably back in his chair. If the man was fifty, he was a handsome fifty, full of vitality.

      I couldn’t help but compare him to his wife’s lover, Gary. Gary had been heftier, tall and fit but with a football player’s build. Gary had been handsome, but Rubin was no slouch.

      I’d like to say I didn’t understand how his wife’s loyalties could be divided between the two men, but that would be a lie. I knew what it meant to have deep feelings for more than one person at a time.

      Or possibly Rubin and Lara’s relationship had turned into a partnership while her partnership with Gary had turned into a love affair. But husbands had a nasty habit of killing their wives and sometimes their wife’s lover. Maybe Rubin had opted to get rid of the lover while keeping his wife in order to maintain the life they’d built together. It did look like a very nice life.

      Whatever the case, statistically speaking, there was a really good chance Zoey and I were sitting in the presence of a killer—even if no one who knew him thought so.

      We all sat and stared at each other in uncomfortable silence until Rubin asked, “What’s this really about?”

      “It’s about trying to figure out who killed Gary Michaels.”

      “As far as I know, Gary killed Gary Michaels,” Rubin said.

      Zoey nodded like she understood his cryptic answer, but I was feeling slow today. I needed someone to explain it to me.

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      Rubin’s arms were on the arms of the chair, and his fingers drummed on the arm rest’s end. “You reap what you sow,” he finally said. “I… I did know about Lara’s affair with him. You’re right. I could have let what they had with each other blow up with I have with Lara, or I could compartmentalize it. I chose the latter.”

      “Okay…” I was still at a loss about his earlier rhetoric. “What’s that got to do with reaping and sowing?”

      “A man like Gary, he took what he wanted and the world let him.”

      “That sort of describes a lot of men… many behind bars.”

      “Yeah, but you see, where Gary was different was in his ability to convince the world that it wanted him to have whatever it was that he wanted.”

      “Are you saying you wanted your wife to sleep around on you?” Zoey asked.

      Rubin bristled. His whole body tensed and the muscles of his jaw bunched. “My wife does not sleep around on me.”

      “I’m not meaning to be insensitive here, but…” I shrugged my shoulders to let him fill in the rest. I mean, come on. Tomayto, tomawto. They were both the same on a salad. His wife sleeping around with Gary was her definitely sleeping around on him.

      Rubin’s drumming fingers tapped faster. “I’m not an idiot, and I’m not a weak man. I know how it looks. I’m the guy on the side. In my own marriage, I’m the guy on the side. Where’s the fairness in that? It’s not the way I wanted it, but it’s the way Lara wanted it. And it’s the way Lara wanted it because it’s the way Gary wanted it. Like I said, Gary was good at getting what he wanted. He was better at it than me. It wasn’t a game I could fight him at and win. If I fought at all, I’d lose Lara. And if I lost Lara, I lost.”

      “But now you don’t have to share Lara,” Zoey pointed out.

      Rubin smiled, and the longer we sat there the bigger his smile got. “I know. It’s great.”

      I wondered if I should try to covertly dial 911 now or if we could make it back out to Zoey’s car first. I really needed to get a big dog or something.

      Sage. I could tip her whiskers in a sleeping potion. When things got dicey, she could snuggle a person unconscious.

      “Did you kill Gary?” I asked.

      Rubin shook his head no, but his grin grew even bigger still. “No,” he laughed. “I didn’t.”

      “Did your wife?”

      All the gleeful humor drained from Rubin’s face. “Hey, now,” he said, lifting a finger to point my way. “She had nothing to do with that.”

      “Then who did?” I asked.

      “How should I know? I was talking with Susan. She knew about the affair too, but we were together in front of everyone at the party when Gary was killed.”

      “Where was Lara?” Zoey asked.

      “She was getting chatted up by some kiss-up trying to get in good with Gary. People were always trying to get to him through her.”

      Paula and Lara, the gatekeepers of the bank’s movers and shakers.

      “How did Susan feel about Gary cheating on her?” Zoey asked.

      Rubin looked between the two of us before he said, “Why am I even talking to you two?” He stood. “Get out.”

      Zoey and I didn’t stand; we stayed where we were. Who knew that sitting doing nothing could be a real power move?

      “I’ve talked to the cops until I’m blue in the face. I don’t even know who you two are,” he said.

      “This is Kylie, and I’m Zoey.”

      Not helpful, but it was factual.

      Rubin took a step toward us, and Zoey lifted one leg to point her stiletto heel at his chest. She waggled her other foot in the air to make sure he understood that there was more where that the first had come from. The girl had been walking around on her own personal arsenal.

      Rubin took a step back. “Do I need to call the police on you or are you going to leave?”

      I was at a loss. Rubin, Susan, and Lara were at the party when Gary was killed. That brought us right back to Paula, which was super inconvenient. Why couldn’t the murderer be some crazed lunatic who had left a swath of blood and gore in their path? Why’d it have to be someone I could see myself being friends with.

      “Do you have any idea at all who might’ve killed Gary?” I asked, hoping against hope. I even sounded a tad whiny.

      “You. You killed him,” he said. He shook his finger at me. “I get it now. I hadn’t heard much about what happened, but I’d heard a little. You were the one who found Gary. Everyone else saw him alive, then you found him dead. And you find a lot of people dead ‘cause you’re that… that… lady. That everybody-dies lady. I’m gettin’ it now. You killed Gary!”
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      I couldn’t get out of Rubin’s house fast enough. He might’ve well have turned the hose on us.

      “As if,” I said, indignant when we’d reached Zoey’s car. “Thinking I killed Gary,” I said with a scoff.

      Zoey’s smile was full of unspoken snark.

      “Shut up already!” I fumed.

      “You’re just mad ‘cause he’s right.”

      I gaped at her. “I did not kill Gary!”

      “I don’t know,” she said, a big smile on her face. “It’s not looking good.”

      Once we’d gotten in her car, I sat in stunned silence, staring out the window.

      “Hey, I was kidding,” Zoey said.

      “It’s not that,” I told her, turning to look at her. “I found Gary dead.”

      “Yeah…” Her brow creased in worry.

      “And I was completely alone when I found him.”

      “Yeah… You feelin’ okay?”

      “Why aren’t the cops breathing down my neck? Why aren’t they grilling me about killing Gary?”

      “Wait a minute. You did kill Gary?”

      “No. Keep up.” I paused my sass because of the look she gave me. I thought she might hit me. When she didn’t, I continued but with a wee bit less attitude. “I didn’t kill Gary, but why don’t the cops think I killed Gary? I’m the most likely suspect!”

      Zoey’s smile returned, and she shook her head. “You cannot be that clueless and clever at the same time.” She had a gleam that danced in her eyes.

      I twisted in my seat to better face her. “What do you know that you’re not telling me?”

      “Nothing you don’t already know.”

      I thought, running through everything at warp speed. Still, I was clueless. “Zoey,” I complained.

      She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Who’s in charge of the investigation?”

      I paused, wondering if this was some kind of a trick question. “Detective Gregson,” I finally said.

      Zoey didn’t say anything. She just windmilled her hand as if telling me to follow my own train of thought.

      My head hurt as I pulled the pieces together. While Gregson might’ve kissed me, he’d been completely straightforward with the fact that he hated me. He didn’t want to like me. And I had no doubts—none whatsoever—that he’d enjoy getting me out of his hair by sending me off to rot in some jail cell.

      But… if that were true… why wasn’t I in an interrogation room this very second getting hounded into confessing?

      The lightbulb went on, and it was so bright the demons in my skull scurried away and hid.

      “Gregson’s protecting me.” I couldn’t believe it. I was dumbfounded. “Why would he do that?”

      Zoey shrugged and started the car. “Why does anyone do anything?”

      A total Yoda answer if I ever heard one.

      “Why was he in your apartment?” I asked. I hadn’t gotten an answer earlier, but maybe now.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      Can’t… She “can’t” tell me.

      If she were being blackmailed, she wouldn’t be able to tell me why Gregson was there. But Zoey didn’t get blackmailed. She was the one who did the blackmailing.

      Can’t… I turned the word over and over in my head. Can’t.

      It was a sign of loyalty, but why would she be loyal to him?

      Or… it was a sign of loyalty to herself, to her own personal code of ethics. I knew that deep down in there, somewhere, she had one.

      I gasped as the answer came to me, and I turned to her and stared before whispering, “He hired you.”

      Zoey didn’t look at me. She didn’t say anything.

      “That’s it! He hired you!” I finally had my answer, or rather part of it. Gregson had hired Zoey, but for what?
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      It was well after lunch by the time Zoey dropped me off in the back parking lot of The Berry Home. I went in through the kitchen’s back door and Zoey headed home.

      I hadn’t been able to get her to tell me why Gregson had hired her. I’d tried every trick I knew, which mostly consisted of me asking her over and over again like a four-year-old.

      It worked about as well for me as it does a four-year-old.

      She told me nothing. I only hoped I hadn’t damaged our relationship. Zoey was the best friend I had, and that was saying something. I’d made some really amazing friends since moving to Camden Falls.

      But all of that worry left me when I stepped through the kitchen door. Not because it was home sweet home where all was well in the world. No, the worry left me because of the enormous tower of flame reaching from the stovetop almost all the way to the ceiling. It was incredibly loud, yet with no fire alarms. No nothing. Just the flame itself, roaring like mad.

      Jonathan slid to a running stop at the far end of the kitchen when he spotted me.

      “Hi, boss!” he called, his usual happy and excited self. “It’s all under control. Much better than it looks.” He didn’t wait for me to respond before he was off and running again. He grabbed a fire extinguisher off the wall and ran to the stove. I cringed when he pointed it at the flame. I already knew what was going to happen.

      A splutter of white foam and a lot of air vented out of the fire extinguisher’s black funnel-shaped nozzle. The fire didn’t go out, and it might’ve even grown.

      Jonathan staggered back, clutching the fire extinguisher to his chest. A blackened, blistered spot was forming on the ceiling above the fire.

      “Boss? Boss!”

      “I’m on it!” I yelled and leaped into action, fighting a smile.

      A tiny bit of happiness had crept its way into my heart that my kitchen was in full-blown disaster mode, and I wasn’t the cause of it.

      Tucking that knowledge away, I ran to the sink to grab a bowl of soapy dishwater, ran at the flame, and threw the water.

      “No!” screamed Jonathan.

      We both hit the ground as a fireball exploded from the flaming tower, turning the entire thing into an inferno.

      On our hands and knees facing each other, Jonathan yelled over the din, “Why is the extinguisher empty?”

      I stared at him. I would sooner admit to leprechauns breaking into the café at night to use the fire extinguisher to create Christmas decorations than I would the truth. It included getting drunk, writing a letter to my ex-husband, and a line reading, “Enjoy your anthrax.” I’d dried the foam from the fire extinguisher before turning it into a powder. Not one of my finer moments.

      The gliding step of slender legs and billowing fabric caught my eye through the shelving below the center island. I watched them circle the island to reveal a calm and serene Agatha.

      She paused inches away from us, standing straight and tall as if nothing in the world were amiss. Bending, she gracefully plucked an enormous soup pot half her size from beneath the island, then casually but quickly walked to the out of control flame. She stopped two feet shy of it. There, she squared her stance, stuck out her butt, held the mouth-down pot between her hands, and lobbed the thing. It was a little like watching someone toss a basketball from the free-throw line.

      The pot landed perfectly and snuffed the flame out.

      Jonathan and I were still on our hands and knees facing each other when she turned to us and did a mid-air slapping swipe of her hands, the deed done and her hands clean. “Come along, dear. We’ll be late.”

      “Late?” I squeaked.

      “Yes. Jack told me about your little foray to the bank this morning. He also told me what a complete failure it was.”

      Ouch. The woman did not hold back.

      “Agatha—”

      She cut me off with one hand held up. “It’s time to escalate,” she said before wiggling magic fingers. “Up, up.”

      “Escalate how?” I asked, climbing to my feet.

      “By talking to the one person in this town who knows more than my knitting circle—something you should’ve already done.”

      I wracked my brain as to who she might mean, and then it hit me. “Joel?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. Joel,” she said, sounding more than a little bit flabbergasted. “I’m sorry. All this with Jack, it’s breaking my heart. I can’t stand to see him hurt this way. It’s…”

      Her voice trailed off to end in a sigh as she shook her head. Jack and Agatha were the best of best friends. I knew this must be hard on her.

      And Agatha was right.

      I should’ve already talked to Joel.

      I would’ve loved to, in fact. The truth was I’d barely had a chance to see him since we’d gotten back from our romantic weekend away. We’d even made several late night and early morning dates trying to fit each other in, but there was always something. He had to cancel twice and I had to cancel once. After that, I was scrambling to set up for the bank party, and he went on a five-day tour of town hall debates.

      We were trying; we just couldn’t get in sync. But he’d gotten back last night, I think. At least I hoped. I really needed his help. And… I missed him.

      “Agatha, you mind if I go see him on my own?”

      Her eyes went round and her brows went up. “I wanted to be there.”

      “I know. Jack’s important to you. It’s just that I haven’t had any alone time with Joel in a while. I’ll tell you everything after the fact. I promise.”

      Her lips thinned with her frustrated acceptance. “All right, but take the poor boy some food. He’s an incurable workaholic until you put a plate of something tasty in front of him. At least then you’ll only have to share part of his attention. I’m sure you can manage to be more interesting than a plate of mashed potatoes.”

      I could be more interesting than a plate of mashed potatoes, though I wasn’t sure I could be more interesting than a medley of Jonathan’s pancakes. I’d sure try, though.

      I put together a big tin of pancakes, including butter maple-scrambled egg, blueberry, and banana with chocolate chips. I also put together a couple of salads with sliced crispy fried chicken and all the veggie fixings I could fit into it. Lastly, I added a bowl of mixed fruit with lightly whipped sugared cream poured over top.

      I sent Joel a text to make sure he was at the office before I headed out. It was a short walk, but the food made it feel longer. His office was a couple of streets behind my café.

      Joel was at the Camden Falls Herald’s front door waiting on me with a big goofy grin that made my belly do happy somersaults.

      “Hi, baby,” he said, giving me a kiss. He took the large covered tin from my arms and we headed inside. The place was empty except for him. That was common. Most of his people telecommuted with only occasional on-site group meetings.

      He gave me an assisted hop onto the wall-to-wall counter that acted as a barrier between the walk-in customers and the paper’s inner sanctum. But for our purposes, the counter wasn’t a barrier. It was our favorite picnic spot.

      “Ohhhh, yeahhh,” Joel said, grinning when he took the lid off the tin. He hopped up on the counter as well, and we faced each other sitting cross-legged. I felt like I was in that movie Sixteen Candles. All that was missing were candles and a birthday cake.

      “These are eggy pancakes—better than they sound, I promise,” I said, pointing out and explaining the contents of my modern day picnic basket. “These are blueberry, and these, banana and chocolate chip. There’s salad with chicken and then fruit for dessert.”

      “I love this,” Joel said, but when I glanced up at him, he was looking intently at me. My stomach did another flip flop. “I love you,” he said.

      I blinked. I gulped. My heart raced like a flurry of butterflies. “I love you too,” I said, smiling shyly.

      Joel reached across the food and took my hands in his. “I want this,” he said. “You and me.”

      My heart soared.

      Joel kissed my hand. “I want marriage and children. I want a life that we share every step of the way.”

      My heart sank, and it gutted me as it fell. I’d heard that line before—share every step of the way. Not those exact words, but that sentiment. And so, I’d made my now ex-husband’s life my life. And it had been a good life. A great life, even. But even with the struggles I’ve faced since then, I can’t deny that I’m happier living my own life.

      “What… What would that look like?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “Whatever we wanted it to look like. You could come work with me or keep running the café. Maybe you could hire a manager after we started a family. Let someone else run the show.”

      A family… We’d never even talked about kids before. And he already had us starting a family. An assumption. An assumption based on what he wanted, without thinking to ask me what I wanted.

      His expression grew uncomfortable and he glanced down at the food before looking back up at me.

      “What?” I asked. I needed to know where his thoughts had gone, what had brought about that look on his face.

      His eyes softened and warmed and he kissed my hand again, but his fingers squeezed mine a little too hard in his nervousness. “Things would need to change,” he finally said.

      I gulped again. “What things?” He’d already had me pregnant with babies and giving up the café. What else was there?

      “I know it can be hard to turn your back on things shoved under your nose. I know it’s not your fault, but…” His voice trailed away.

      “But you need me to not solve any more murders,” I finished for him.

      He chuckled. “It’s not the solving I mind,” he said. “It’s all the life-risking that comes before that.” He lost his gentle smile. “I just need to know that when you leave me at the beginning of the day that I’ll be getting you back at the end of the day.”

      Detective Gregson’s accusation came back to me. He’d claimed I was selfishly willing to hurt those who care about me by risking my life. Did mountain climbers face that accusation? Motorbike racers? What about presidents? They were all dangerous things to do and usually done by men. Did people point out their selfishness?

      But here I was, staring into the eyes of someone I loved, and he was telling me what Gregson had told me, but in a much gentler, kinder way.

      “Joel, I…” I hesitated, unsure how to say what I needed to say. “Joel, I…” I gulped.

      Joel’s fingers slipped free of my hands. The loss of connection made my hands feel the cold more harshly than they ever have in my life.

      “It’s not the life you want,” Joel said for me.

      I nodded and did my best to blink away my tears without spilling them. “I do love you,” I said with a choked voice.

      He smiled. “But not enough to walk to my drum.”

      I nodded. He did get me—he really did.

      “You’ll always have me,” he said then, collecting my hands back in his. “I’ll always be here, one call away.”

      “And I’ll always feed you,” I laughed but couldn’t suppress my sniffles. I had to free a hand to swipe a tear away.

      “Now,” Joel said, “for the really important stuff.”

      I perked up, my attention on him one hundred percent.

      “Whose insane idea was it to combine scrambled eggs and pancakes?”

      I burst out laughing. “Brad’s.”

      “I should’ve known.” But despite his complaints, he gathered up one of the maple butter-infused scrambled egg pancakes and then loaded it up with some of the crispy fried chicken.

      I stared in disbelief as he folded it like a taco before taking a bite.

      His eyes got big and round.

      “What?” I asked, concerned.

      “It’s delicious!” he managed to get out around his mouthful.

      That was all I needed to hear. I put together the same combo and took a bite as well. “I think we’ve found a new menu item,” I laughed, surprised at how good it was.

      “How are things going with the murder case?” he asked as we explored the rest of the tin’s contents.

      The murder case!

      It all flooded back to me. The image of Agatha’s unhappy face flooded in with it. I couldn’t go back without having something to tell—something Jack related.

      I brought Joel up to speed on everything I knew.

      “Oof,” he said. “That’s not looking good for Jack.”

      “Right?” I leaned back on my hands. We’d made fine work of foraging through the food and were now on the fruit bowl. It was the perfect ending to a sad—yet somehow perfect—meal. “But it can’t have been Jack,” which of course translated to that I didn’t want it to be Jack.

      Joel nodded with understanding. “You think it could have been Paula?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “She had a reason. A really good reason. But I’m convinced that she and Jack are lying about where they were when Gary died.”

      Joel’s brows lifted with surprise. “You don’t think Jack was in the bathroom?”

      I thought back through the events that I’d experienced firsthand. “No, I think he was where he said he was, but I don’t think Paula was in the bathroom with him. And I think they’re both lying about her having been in there. She claims she was in there but then she left and presumably walked right past Gary sitting dead in Jack’s office chair without her seeing him.”

      “Yeah, that’s weak.”

      “Welllll,” I hedged. “The chair was turned around facing that enormous window that overlooks Main Street. If she was focused on walking to the office door and out, I can see how she could’ve missed it.”

      “Then why do you think they’re lying?”

      I shrugged. “I just do. It just doesn’t feel… right.”

      “What do the cops think?”

      “I don’t know. Brad hasn’t said. I’m not sure he’s in the loop with whatever’s going on inside Detective Gregson’s head.”

      “I hate to admit this,” Joel said, “but I’m kind of at a loss on how I can help with this one.”

      I bit my lip and thought. “Paula says she thinks Gary was doing business with someone named Darren Cooper. And one of the knitting ladies saw Gary and Darren eating together at a restaurant more than once.”

      “Darren Cooper,” Joel said. “That name’s familiar. I should know it.”

      “Zoey wasn’t able to find any business connections between Gary and Darren.”

      Joel’s brows went up even higher than they had before. “Zoey couldn’t? Kylie…” He shook his head. “If she couldn’t find the connection, I don’t see how there could be a connection.”

      I frowned. There had to be something. Why else would the two men have been seen eating lunch together? Could they be friends? Still, I’d seen Darren at the bank. He’d moved through the crowd like it wasn’t even there. He could have slipped upstairs, killed Gary, and been gone without disturbing a speck of dust.

      “He’s got to have something to do with this,” I said. “I can… feel it.”

      A goofy grin spread on Joel’s face.

      “What?”

      “You. I’m gonna miss you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I countered. “And you said you weren’t going anywhere.” His words had filled me with a pang of sadness I couldn’t shake. Suddenly, I thrust my hand out, fist closed but my pinky curled out. “Pinky pals forever?”

      Joel’s grin turned into a toothy smile as he linked his pinky with mine. “Forever,” he said.

      We pinky shook on it, and I felt good again.

      Then Joel’s expression turned contemplative with a furrowed brow as he stared off to the side, seemingly at nothing. “I might not be able to tell you what Gary and Darren were up to, but I think I can connect you with Darren’s business.”

      “His business? You know what he does?”

      “No, not exactly, but he has an advertising account with the paper.”

      Though I tried to keep up with reading Joel’s paper, I’d never paid much attention to the ads.

      “It’s not exactly an ad account,” Joel went on. “He wanted to be able to post some finance articles. I told him I’d rent him the page space and that we’d talk about turning it around to me paying him for content if it becomes appropriate.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be appropriate?”

      Joel shrugged. “He wants to write what he wants to write without input from me. I need to make sure they aren’t propaganda pieces designed to funnel people into his business.”

      “So a finance business,” I said.

      “Looks like that might be the case.”

      Joel disappeared into his office and came back a few minutes later with a hand-scrawled note. “I think this is Darren’s business address.”

      “Thanks!” I leaned forward to kiss him, and he almost leaned in to kiss me before we stopped. Instead, we opted for a great big warm hug.

      The best hug ever.
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      I had a little snuffling cry on the way back to the café. It felt good to get it out. And I didn’t really have that much to be sad about. While Joel and I wouldn’t be spending a happily ever after with each other, we still had a chance to be in each other’s lives. With any luck, I’d have the honor of being his children’s godmother. I’d spoil them rotten and then send them home to their mommy and daddy.

      Before I knew it, my tears were gone and I was smiling again. I had a friend for the rest of my life.

      I found Agatha back in the cozy cave of the café, next to the fireplace. She didn’t have her knitting with her, but she was reading on her phone. She wore slim rectangular reading glasses on the end of her nose.

      “You should put a bookshelf back here, darling,” she said when she saw me. “Put together a little loaning library. Old eyes like mine aren’t fond of reading from a tiny little screen.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I said. I’d heard that some millennials preferred paper books over screens too.

      Agatha laid her phone in her lap. “So what did you learn, sweetheart?”

      I pulled out Joel’s handwritten note and handed it over. “Joel thinks that might be Darren Cooper’s business address.”

      “And this is important why?” she asked, looking at me over the top of her glasses.

      “I saw Darren at the party that night—at least I think it was him. Others think that Gary and Darren were in some kind of business together, but nobody knows what. Maybe something went wrong.”

      “Maybe Darren killed Gary,” Agatha finished for me. “You should lead with that next time, darling. It’s the important bit.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a cheeky smile.

      “Do you have a car yet?” Agatha asked.

      I shook my head. It wasn’t an expense I felt ready to take on just yet.

      “There’s nothing for it then. You can ride with me.” She gave me a look up and down. “I think I have some extra headgear.”

      “Do I need to be afraid?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s really up to you, dear, isn’t it? I can’t tell you how you should feel.”

      I followed Agatha outside and up the street. I thought she was heading for a vintage VW Beetle, but we walked right past it and stopped in front of a shiny black motorcycle. It was sleek as sin.

      “Is this yours?” I asked, dumbly.

      “Mmhmm. I’ve got a…” She gave me a little mischievous side-eye. “We’ll call him a friend. He decided I needed a bike, so he up and sent me one. I told him not to, but it’s all the rage in England for ladies of my endurable quality to take it up.”

      Endurable quality… I liked that! Great way to say someone was old as the hills without getting slapped.

      “So he sent you a motorcycle?” I asked. That was some “friend.” I was pretty sure Joel and Brad weren’t that good of “friends.”

      “Mmhmm,” she said, looking at the thing adoringly. “This one’s a Sportster Iron 883. A Harley.” She was beaming.

      I think the lady doth protest too much, I thought to myself, enjoying the sight of a happy Agatha. But I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be happy. She was expecting me to climb onto the back of it. Behind her.

      “You been driving it long?” I asked, hopeful. Maybe I’d be okay. Maybe she knew what she was doing.

      “A few days,” she said.

      I was gonna die.

      “Do you have your license yet?” I asked.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’ve had my license for longer than you’ve been alive.”

      “For what, a horse and buggy?” I muttered.

      “Watch yourself there, girl,” Agatha said. “I’ll pop a wheelie and dump you right into the street.”

      “You know how to pop wheelies?” I asked, hopeful again. That took skill.

      “Oh, all the time. I’ve almost figured out how to stop doing it,” she said, pride in her voice.

      I pulled out the address Joel had written down. “This is close, isn’t it?” I croaked. “I could walk. I’m sure I could walk.”

      Agatha snatched the address out of my hands and replaced it with a helmet. It’d been hanging off the rear of the bike, where it had been locked in place with a strap reaching under the seat.

      I sighed. I didn’t need to reach my next birthday, anyway.

      After I put the helmet on, I climbed onto the bike behind Agatha. She had her gossamer skirt gathered around her shins and wrapped in place by straps. They temporarily turned her skirt into a pair of pants.

      I cried out, startled, when Agatha started the engine, and then said a prayer when she rocked the bike off its kickstand. But when the bike sped forward without a stutter—or a wheelie—and we smoothly tilted into a curve that had us joining with traffic, I felt a thrill for life instead of a fear of death.

      The ride to the address Joel had given me took less than ten minutes, but I found myself wishing it had lasted sooo much longer.

      I hugged Agatha when we got off the bike. “Can your friend send me one too?” I asked excitedly.

      Agatha shrugged. “Don’t know, but I can ask.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised.

      “Really,” she answered, smiling.

      My sense of propriety told me to tell her not to, but my sense of adventure told me to keep my big mouth shut. In the end, I merely nodded and smiled, happy to see how things played out.

      “You think this looks like an office?” Agatha asked as she took her helmet off.

      “Can’t say it does.” I took my helmet off too before backing up a few steps, hoping to get a good look at the whole place. The address Joel had given us looked to be an abandoned strip mall. Not a large one. It looked like it once housed five or six businesses.

      Agatha went up to one of the many windows and cupped her hand to cut the sun’s glare.

      “Can you see anything?” I asked.

      “It’s empty.”

      I walked to the front of another store. It was empty too, except it looked as though one of its walls had been blown out. There were scattered pieces of drywall, boards, and other debris.

      Walking a little further down to the next storefront, I peeked in. “Agatha,” I called. “This one’s got a desk in it. There’s papers and books on it. Someone’s been working here.”

      Agatha came to stand beside me, and we both stood peering through the window. “There are drop cloths along the walls and plaster that hasn’t been painted over.”

      She was right. This place hadn’t been left an abandoned and vandalized relic. It was being remodeled. It was actively in use—except that right now it was empty.

      “Looks like the place is being turned into one long office building,” Agatha said.

      “Want to wait a while?” I asked. “Maybe Darren will show up.”

      “No,” Agatha said. “I want to head to the bank.”

      “To do business?” I wasn’t sure of her plans, but I hoped they didn’t include me. I wasn’t likely to be welcome inside the bank anytime soon.

      “No, to talk to Lara.”

      “She wasn’t there when Zoey and I went earlier.”

      “She’s there now,” Agatha said, wagging her phone at me.

      “Jack told you?”

      “I texted. He texted.”

      “You’re getting all techie on me, Agatha,” I teased. “Will that put you at risk of being thrown out of the knitters group?” Knitting was a pretty old fashioned past time, after all.

      Agatha scoffed. “Have you seen the software we have to use to design our knitting projects? Pattern size conversions are a nightmare, especially if you want to change yarn size. It all gets very complicated.”

      I’d have to take her word for it. To heck with the technology. I was in awe of the knitting group’s ability to essentially tie one enormous complex knot that took the shape of… well, anything! Cozy afghans, sweaters, washcloths, gloves, hats, scarves and socks. It simply amazed me.

      The bike ride to the bank was as fun as the ride to Darren’s office had been. I could feel Agatha’s cool quotient rubbing off on me. We zipped in and out of traffic and found an almost-legal parking spot right in front of the bank. It was the best.

      When we got off the bike, I was mesmerized by Agatha’s effortless transformation from Harley riding momma into the timeless sage I’d grown to know and love. Her short silvery white pixie cut gave no hint that she’d just been wearing a snug fitting helmet, and her dangling earrings and copious bracelets were as elegant as always. As for me, I wasn’t sure I’d fared as well. My often unruly red hair felt both flattened and disfigured. And I thought I might have a bug in my teeth.

      We headed inside the bank, and I half expected the security guard to stop me and escort me right back out, but it didn’t happen. In fact, no one so much as blinked in our direction.

      Upstairs, we headed straight for the executive offices. Agatha had been leading the way the whole time, but as we neared Lara’s desk, she slowed so that I took the lead.

      As promised, Lara was sitting at her desk. But she wasn’t alone. Darren Cooper was there too. We’d managed to find him where we weren’t even looking. Paula’s desk was empty.

      “No, sir. I’m sorry,” Lara said. “If you’ll let me know what you’re looking for, I can call you if I find it, but I can’t allow you to search his office.” Lara’s tone was professional, but her eyes were bloodshot and wet from crying. Her nose was even raw, making her look like she was dealing with a cold rather than overwhelming grief.

      “I won’t disturb a thing. I promise. I’ll only be a second.” Darren reached for the office’s doorknob, but it wouldn’t turn. It was locked.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Lara said again. There was an exhaustion behind her tone, but also a growing annoyance. “The office and its contents are bank property and confidential.”

      “But I already told you,” Darren said, his voice going softer but growing in intensity, “what I’m looking for isn’t bank property. It’s something of mine that Gary had and I need it back.” When Lara didn’t waver, he added, “I’d rather not get the police involved, but I will if necessary.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket to give his words more weight.

      Lara still didn’t waver. “I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you to search his office.” His threat about calling the cops didn’t sway her at all.

      Darren stiffened and put his phone back in his pocket. Undialed. Him calling the cops had been a bluff. Maybe he didn’t want them scrutinizing him too closely. Maybe he had something to hide.

      Murder was a pretty good thing to hide, you know, if you’re the murderer.
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      Darren turned like he was going to leave but stopped and laid into Lara. “This is inexcusable.” He wasn’t quite yelling, but he was close. “All I ask for is a little common decency.” Then he lost it, his face turning beet red. “Let me in that office!”

      Jack’s office door opened and he stepped out. “There a problem here?”

      It was Lara’s turn to snap. “The only problem here is you!” she yelled at Jack, her tear-swollen eyes letting the dam go once more. “How could you let Paula, that poor woman, be badgered by the police again? Be a man! Stop being a coward. You killed him! Take responsibility. You killed him!”

      “The man killed himself with the choices he made,” Jack snarled back.

      And that was apparently Darren’s exit cue. The man simply turned and walked away. He didn’t rush, yet he seemed to cover a lot of ground effortlessly.

      “Follow him,” I whispered to Agatha after he’d passed us. “Stall him.”

      Without asking me why, Agatha was on Darren’s trail. She had to jog to catch up, but when she did, she slipped her arm through his. She beamed a pleasant smile up at him when he looked at her with surprise.

      The effect of her presence was instant. He slowed his gait, and he didn’t try to shake the octogenarian off.

      “Assist an old lady down the stairs?” Agatha asked.

      I almost snickered. No way, no how was Agatha diminished by her age. And no way, no how would I ever want to find myself pitted against her. Surviving this world as many years as she had took skills. I would be outdone by her for sure.

      They’d gotten too far away from me to hear Darren’s reply, but they headed down the stairs together. Arm in arm.

      I turned my attention back to Lara. She had her face in her hands, and Jack had retreated back into his office. I couldn’t blame him. He was in a no-win situation with Lara. She thought he’d killed her longtime lover, boss and, I assumed, friend. Now, by way of the nature of business hierarchy, Jack was her boss—and he needed her to help wrap up the loose ends of Gary’s business life. She’d know the details of his work better than anybody.

      They were stuck with each other, though I doubted either one of them wanted to be.

      “Excuse me,” Laura murmured, her voice close to tears. Getting up from her chair, she headed around her desk and unlocked Gary’s office door. She made it a full three steps inside before her face was in her hands, sobbing.

      Rather than leave, I waited. It didn’t take long for her to regain control of her emotions. She sniffed, wiped her nose, and then turned to me. “I’m sorry,” she said. It just overwhelms me sometimes.”

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      Rather than come back out of Gary’s office, she went to his desk and gingerly sat down in his chair. Her fingers trailed the edge of his desk, and her face held a lost expression that only hopelessness was privy to.

      There was a box on Gary’s desk full of random items. There were some personalized plaques that I imagined had recently hung from his wall. There was an ornate flask, the kind a person might tuck inside their suit jacket to keep a nip of whiskey close at hand. There were a few exquisite pens. There was a stunning geode paperweight with a rock shell but an inside of brilliant purple crystals. And a few cream-colored pillar candles.

      Lara lifted the ornamental flask from the box and cupped it in both her hands against her chest. With tears glittering in her eyes, she said, “I miss him so much.”

      I didn’t know what to say other than to ask, “Are you okay?” Seeing her so destroyed—seeing anybody so destroyed—wasn’t easy. Her pain was palpable. It ebbed off of her in waves, and I felt uncomfortable even being near her.

      “I’m fine,” she said with a wobbly smile. An obvious lie. “Have you made any progress?”

      “About Gary?”

      With her lips pressed tightly together, she nodded.

      “No,” I said softly. “Actually, there was something I needed to ask you about.”

      “Anything. As long as it helps. His murderer has to be caught.” Her eyes flicked a glare out the door, and I was sure it was intended for Jack.

      At least she was being cooperative.

      “Lara, I heard that you and Gary were having an affair.”

      Her lips were pressed into such a hard line that I couldn’t see how they had any room to tremble, but they did. The tears fell from her eyes next, and she put her face in one of her hands. Sobbing, she nodded in confirmation before snuffling long and hard, willing her anguish down enough to speak.

      “We became lovers years ago. It was a fling at first. Something we never intended to continue, but then we never stopped.”

      “I also heard that your husband knows,” I said as gently as I could.

      She flinched. “I… I’d suspected. We never talked about it. But I couldn’t imagine how he wouldn’t figure it out eventually.”

      “Any chance he thought you might leave him for Gary?”

      She gasped and pulled back. “You think that my Rubin could have something to do with Gary’s death?” She looked appalled. “First off, I would have never left Rubin for Gary. Gary and I were great… companions. We wouldn’t have lasted a year as husband and wife.”

      “Why not?”

      “We both liked to lead, to have the biggest say in the relationship. I loved Gary more than I thought I ever could, but Rubin is the man who’s my everything. Gary could’ve never been that. It’s not who we were to each other, and it’s not who we wanted to be to each other.”

      “Does Rubin know that?”

      Lara shrugged and her gaze grew distant. “I think so. We talk about growing old together all the time. Where we want to live. Where we want to travel. We have plans.” She smiled, love in her eyes. “We’ve even talked about when we get old and frail and being in a nursing home together.” She focused on me. “It’s all about being together. The rest is window dressing.”

      There wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t believe her.

      “You said first?” I prompted, referencing how she’d started out what she wanted to say.

      “Huh?”

      “‘First off’…? Was there more?”

      She sagged in her seat as she thought. I watched as a heavy fatigue crept over her, making her look as though a slight breeze could blow her over.

      “I don’t know,” she finally said.

      I nodded. “I’ve got to run.” I hoped Agatha was still with Darren.

      Wait? Did I hope Agatha was still with a person I suspected of murdering someone?

      What was wrong with me?

      “Thank you,” I told Lara as turned away.

      “Let me know what you find out,” she called after me, an edge of desperation in her voice.

      “I will!” I called back.

      Of course, I wouldn’t though. But I wasn’t going to tell her that. Not right now.

      I hurried down the stairs to catch up with Agatha. They weren’t in the bank lobby, so I rushed outside. The security guard eyed me suspiciously as I hurried through his domain, but he thankfully didn’t try to stop me. Or pull his gun and shoot me. All was still well when I got outside to the street. That’s when I panicked a little. Darren was nowhere in sight, and Agatha was nowhere in sight.

      “She’s okay. She’s okay,” I muttered to myself over and over as my brain raced to figure out what to do. “The side street!” There was parking there.

      I rushed to the bank’s corner and glanced down the sloping hill. There was Agatha, alive and well, gesticulating wildly with her arms. As for Darren, he looked desperate to escape.

      I turned my hurried steps into a saunter as I headed their way. I didn’t want him to think that I was stressed or that there was anything amiss.

      Agatha’s words reached my ears as I drew closer. “That’s when my Uncle Jester set the house on fire, all because he couldn’t get a spot out of a rug.”

      I wondered if her story was true. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if it were—or if it wasn’t. Either way, burning a house down to get rid of a spot in the rug did seem pretty extreme.

      “Ah, your friend is here!” Darren exclaimed, suddenly smiling. He looked like a drowning man who’d just been rescued. “Wonderful to meet you, but I’d better be on my way.”

      He already had his car door open, moving to slide into the driver’s seat. Agatha’s hip chose that moment to bump into the door, ending his effort before it really had a chance to begin.

      “Sweetheart,” Agatha said as she turned to me, covering the fact that she’d hit his door on purpose. “Get on over here. I was just telling this fine young gentleman about my Uncle Jester.”

      “I really need to go,” Darren said again, but Agatha ignored him. He might as well have not been talking at all.

      “Hi,” I said, when I reached them. “Uh, do I know you?” As in, why were you skulking around outside my best friend’s apartment? Why were you at the bank’s party that night? What did Gary have that was yours? And, why did you kill Gary?

      I know that was a lot of questions to fit into a simple “Do I know you?” but a girl’s got to have her talents.

      Unfortunately, Darren must not have been in tune with my subtle genius, because he simply answered, “Not sure. Hey, I’m running late. Nice meeting you both.”

      He started to open his car door, but this time it was me who stopped him. I put my hand on the door, blocking its swing and bringing his full attention to me.

      “Thing is—I was really hoping to get the chance to talk to you,” I said.

      “About what?” His full guard was up and his suspicion was rampant. I could see the high-alert signals firing inside his eyes. He was freaked.

      “About Gary.”

      Whatever it was I’d been seeing in his eyes before, it turned to a fierce anger now. “What is this? Some kind of shakedown?”

      “Shakedown?” Did he think I was trying to extort money from him?

      “Don’t play dumb with me.”

      “Let’s pretend she’s dumb, dear,” Agatha said. Helpful as ever.

      “What do you want?” Gary asked.

      “She wants to know why you killed your ex-partner, Gary Michaels,” Agatha told him.

      Darren’s eyes grew wide and his face turned red. “You listen here—” Darren said at the same time he lunged for Agatha.

      It was instinct, pure and simple. I pushed Darren in the chest and I pushed hard. He fell back against his car.

      If a person was willing to hurt an eighty-something woman in public and in broad daylight, I’d imagine a knife in the heart in a private moment wouldn’t be out of the question.

      “Did you kill Gary?” I asked. He opened his mouth to speak, but I held up my hand to stop him. “You were at the party two nights ago. I saw you. And I saw you lurking in the apartment building down the street yesterday.” I didn’t mention Zoey. If by some miracle he didn’t already know her name, I didn’t want to give it to him. “I also know you were doing business with Gary. Did something go wrong? Did you want him out but he wouldn’t agree? Why’d you do it?”

      A malice overcame him, so intense it practically leaked out of his pores. I found myself leaning back, but I refused to step away.

      “Yeah, I killed him.”

      Cold chills ran up my spine.

      “I killed the Easter Bunny, too.”

      Oh.

      My cold chills stopped.

      “I’ve got a hit planned on the Pope next week.” He held his wrists together in front of him. “Wanna make a citizen’s arrest? You wanna be the big hero? You want everybody chanting your name as you walk down the street? Go ahead. Do it! Take me in.”

      I didn’t move. Yep, I was freaked. He’d turned the tables.

      “No? Then get out of my face!” he screamed, doing a fake out lurch forward. But just as fast, he doubled over in pain. It happened so fast and I’d only seen her move out of the corner of my eye, but Agatha’s knee just hit two fly balls for a home run.

      “Come on, dear,” Agatha said, linking her arm with mine to guide me away. “We have better places to be.”

      Behind us, Darren lay writhing on the dirty pavement next to his car, groaning in pain. His car door was open and waiting on him for whenever he decided to crawl in to drive away.

      Agatha’s knee-to-groin move had been so impressive. I was pretty sure she’d even put a little hop into it to give it a tad more height. I had to ask. “Agatha, did you ever dance with the Rockettes?”

      “No, but I did spend a very lovely summer traveling with a cancan troupe in a burlesque tour.”

      All righty then.
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      The short walk back to the café did me good. It gave me the chance to think about what I’d learned as well as shake off talking with Darren.

      The guy was something else, but I wasn’t sure that something else was a killer.

      But still, what man would be willing to put hands on Agatha? He’d reached for her—then for me. The guy had an incredibly short fuse. I could see him killing Gary.

      Actually, I could see him turning Gary into a puddle of pulp by way of a sledgehammer. But Gary’s death had been quiet and quick. No fuss.

      Darren had seemed like the kind of guy willing to make a fuss.

      The bell above the café’s door chimed as I walked in.

      “There’s my girl,” Brad said. He got off his bar stool and greeted me with a kiss.

      My heart was in my stomach as I kissed him back. Seeing him brought all the emotions of my breakup with Joel flooding back in.

      Brad pulled away, concern in his beautiful blue-green eyes. “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I lied. On instinct, I put distance between us by heading behind the grill counter and pouring myself a cup of coffee. “Want a top off?” I asked him.

      “Sure,” he said, already sitting on the stool he’d left when I walked in. He had a half-eaten toasted turkey sandwich that Jonathan must’ve made special for him, given that it wasn’t on today’s menu. “You been out talking to people?” he asked.

      I nodded. I was still grappling to get my emotions in check, but I was close.

      “Did you learn anything?”

      I nodded again and stalled by taking a sip of my coffee. My hurt at losing Joel had morphed into the uneasy question of whether or not I should tell Brad. No, no… of course I should tell Brad. But when? How? When was the right time to tell your boyfriend that you’ve had a breakup with your other boyfriend?

      Brad was looking at me expectantly, and I focused on his question. “Uh,” I said as I gathered my thoughts, “we found out that Darren Cooper has a violent streak.”

      Brad’s sandwich had been halfway to his mouth, but he put it down. “Did something happen? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, no. Agatha kneed him in the groin.”

      Brad winced and shifted in his seat. I tried not to grin.

      “And,” I continued, “we saw Darren make a big fuss outside Gary’s office at the bank. He wanted to go in it to search for something. When Lara wouldn’t let him in, he threw a fit.”

      “Any idea what it was?” he asked.

      “No, but… well, I’m wondering if it might have something to do with whatever business venture he and Gary had been in together.” I shook my head. “They can’t have been too far along in their business dealings together because we went to his office and it’s an empty strip mall that’s in the very early stages of remodeling. But it looked like the remodeling had stopped.”

      “Does sound odd. I’ll pass the info on to Detective Gregson. And speaking of Detective Gregson, word is he’s transferring out. Heading to the other side of the state.”

      I’d been in the process of putting my coffee cup down, but at the news that Gregson was leaving, my hand started shaking and the coffee cup tinked against the countertop.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Brad asked again, concern furrowing his brow.

      “Mmhmm,” I answered, avoiding using my voice just yet.

      “Is there something I should know about you and Gregson?” Brad took my hand. “Has he made threats against you? I know he, well, hates you. Has he done anything?”

      Hates me… He did, didn’t he? But he had a slew of other emotions mixed in with that hate. Emotions that seemed to be winning out over said hate. I knew he felt passion for me, but I was pretty sure there wasn’t any affection behind it.

      “No,” I told Brad. “He hasn’t threatened me. Everything’s okay, I mean with me and Gregson.” Was that a lie? I didn’t even know. “Joel and I, though…” My voice trailed off, and Brad’s gaze fell to the counter. He nodded, then looked back up with me.

      “Joel called me. Told me.” He smiled. “That’s why I’m here. Wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      My heart leaped in my chest. A happy leap. I smiled, propping myself up on the counter so that I could get him a quick kiss. “You’re the best,” I said.

      “I know,” he said with a smug smile of his own, but he chuckled. He knew he was full of himself.

      I needed to lighten the conversation, so I brought it back to murder. “Do you guys have any idea who might’ve done it?”

      Brad shook his head. “No ideas that have been shared with me. You have any idea?”

      I shook my head. “I think Paula had a good reason to kill Gary. I think that Darren had the temper to kill him. I think Jack—well, I can’t think anything about Jack right now. It just can’t be him.”

      “What about Gary’s wife or that assistant of his?”

      “I haven’t talked to his wife yet, but I don’t think it was his assistant. She was at the party, but I can’t figure out why she’d want him dead. She’s a mess.”

      “But Gary and his assistant were having an affair. Could it have been Lara’s husband?”

      It took me a moment of speculation, but I eventually nodded. “Lara and her husband, Rubin, both talked it up that he’d have no reason to kill Gary, but I don’t know. I’m not buying it. I believe him, but I also don’t believe him.”

      The radio attached to Brad’s uniform squawked. He answered by clicking a wired mic hooked to his shoulder. A quick exchange followed that included the words “domestic disturbance.”

      “Gotta go, beautiful,” Brad said after the radio call was done. He gave me a quick kiss over the countertop and then he was gone.

      I headed in back to the kitchen. Jonathan had the business end of a mop extended toward the ceiling. He bobbed his head this way and that, trying to dodge water droplets that fell from the mop.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Oh, hi, boss! I’m trying to clean the fireball soot off the ceiling.”

      I nodded. It was odd but practical. “Carry on. Need any help?”

      “We got a stepladder tucked away anywhere around here?”

      “No, ‘fraid not.” That was a total lie, but no way was I going to let him climb a ladder. With my luck, he’d fall flat on his back and hurt himself, and I’d be out the café’s best cook. I was a far distant second best. If Sage cooked, there was a chance I’d be the third best.

      “Is the day going okay? The customers say anything about the all-day breakfast menu?”

      Jonathan gave up trying to mop the ceiling and lowered it to the floor to lean against it like a staff instead. “Everyone loves it. They want some options that won’t send ‘em into a diabetic coma, but otherwise it was all good. Some people even asked when we’d be doing it again. They wanted to be sure to catch it.”

      “Huh…” That gave me an idea. “You think we should start posting our daily menus in the newspaper?” It would be impertinent of me to ask Joel for a discount, but I was pretty sure he’d give it to me even if I never brought it up.

      I imagined returning the favor when I someday hosted his rehearsal dinner for his wedding to some other woman.

      My sadness from our breakup sank in a little deeper. There was an ice cream pity party in my future for sure.

      “You doing okay without me?” I asked. I needed to talk to Zoey. I needed to talk to someone, and she was the best someone I had.

      “Yeah, boss. All good. Kinda slow, actually, but not because of the menu. It’s just one of those days.”

      I smiled, feeling grateful for well-timed gifts and for Jonathan.

      “I’m going to head over to Zoey’s for a while, but I’ll have my cell phone with me in case things pick up and you need my help.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      I scooped Sage up before running upstairs, gave her some snuggles and freshened myself up before heading back out. Opening the back door of the kitchen, I stepped out, doing an imitation of a pole dance but with the side of the still swinging door. When I regained my balance and footing, I stared at the ground and the present someone had left me.

      It was a note. A threatening one. The letters on it were big and bold, but they weren’t written by hand. No, these were cut out of a magazine one at a time and then arranged into a new order to tell me what they wanted to say.

      “Die Biscuit Maker!”

      Okay, it didn’t say “Biscuit Maker.” It said another word that starts with B that no one should repeat in polite company.

      But the letter didn’t stop there. It went on to say, “Stick your nose in any deeper and get your nose cut off.”

      “You think they mean snooping?” Jonathan asked. He’d been looking over my shoulder, and I jumped and clutched my chest when he spoke.

      “You’ll kill me and do the job for them, sneaking up on me like that,” I said.

      “Sorry, boss. But maybe you should come back inside.”

      I scowled at the letter. I had to fight the urge to stomp on it, but that would be destroying evidence. Then a thought occurred to me.

      “Gary’s dead,” I said.

      “Yeah, boss. That’s the general consensus.”

      “Yeah, but if he’s dead, who sent this note? Maybe… maybe we got it all wrong. Maybe Gary never sent those notes to begin with.”

      Maybe he just took credit for them to egg Jack on.
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      Things happened fast after we found the note. I called Brad. Brad called Gregson, and Gregson came to the café and ignored a witness as much as an investigator possibly could.

      As in me—he ignored me. He used a couple of pencils like chopsticks, picked up the note, stuck it in a plastic bag, and then left without a word or nod to me. Nothing.

      Made me want to tear his face off. Bet he would’ve looked at me then.

      Yes, yes. I was way overdue to talk to a mental health specialist.

      So of course, the thing that bugged me the most? He seemed fine! The man was driving me crazy, but he seemed fine. Unfazed. I’d go so far as to say he was slightly… happy. That alone was enough to send shivers up my spine. Gregson happy was an anomaly of nature.

      I took the stairs up to Zoey’s apartment floor two at a time. And then I paused.

      “Not again,” I mumbled.

      Zoey’s door was open and someone was coming out of her apartment, but this time it was a woman. She had a thick mane of auburn hair and a serious, no-nonsense expression. It was the woman I’d seen talking with Gary the night of the party. There’d been a heated discussion between the two, and I’d sent Agatha to eavesdrop.

      Neve. I was pretty sure that’s what Agatha had said her name was.

      She had a manila envelope in her hand thicker than a cinderblock. If I had to guess, I’d say it held a giant wad of cash. That’s what it always was in the movies. This wasn’t a movie, but if it walked like a duck and quacked like a duck, I saw no reason for it to be a squirrel.

      Neve didn’t look at me as she walked past, and I didn’t try to stop her. Instead, I headed straight for Zoey’s door. I tapped my knuckles against it before letting myself in.

      “Zoey, it’s me,” I called out. I didn’t want to get pepper sprayed, tasered, or hypodermic needled.

      “Did you bring cake?” she called back.

      “No, but I’ve got some of Patty’s lacy brown butter and ricotta cookies. I also brought some white chocolate, cranberry, and walnut cookies.”

      “I think I might marry that woman,” Zoey said when I reached her and opened the tin of cookies I’d brought. She was sitting at her computer. “Either that or get her to adopt me.”

      Zoey picked out one of the white chocolate cookies and wedged it in her mouth before returning to her work. Every screen in front of her was filled with something different, and she somehow magically jumped from screen to screen to interact with it without ever taking her hands off her keyboard.

      I pulled up the bouncy ball and sat, selecting one of the lace cookies and munching away.

      “So how long’ve you known Neve?” I asked in a conversational tone.

      Zoey’s fingers stopped clacking, and she turned her head to look at me. After a moment’s hesitation, she smiled, one with mirth that reached her eyes.

      “I wondered how long it’d take you to ask. You got radar on my place or something? I swept the hall earlier but didn’t find any bugs.” Her eyes narrowed. “You keep showing up when other people show up.”

      “Coincidence, I swear.” I paused. “So you gonna tell me?”

      Zoey nodded. “She wanted to hire me, but I turned her down. Which means I can talk about her.”

      Oh! I hadn’t been expecting that. I’d figured my request for information would get turned down flat like all the other times.

      “So what’d she want to hire you for?” I asked.

      Please be about Gary. Please be about Gary.

      “It was about Gary.”

      Score!

      “What about him?” I asked. My excitement had me bouncing up and down on the huge exercise ball more than usual. I was even catching some air between me and the big blue blob.

      “She’d sent him some ‘strongly worded email’ that could’ve been ‘misconstrued as threatening.’” Zoey used air quotes to indicate things that Neve had specifically said. “She wanted me to break into his email server and scrub the emails from existence. I told her the emails made her a murder suspect and that I wouldn’t help her cover her tracks.”

      “So Neve sent Gary threatening notes?” It seemed like there was a highly contagious case of sociopathy running rampant in Gary’s social circle.

      I pulled out my cell phone, tapped around on the screen, and then handed it over to Zoey. The screen showed an image of the threatening note that had been left for me. “Found this when I went out the back of the café.”

      Zoey took her time examining it, even magnifying the image with a swipe of her fingers. “A lot of notes,” she said. “Some handwritten. Some emails. Some like this.” The notes had been created by cutting out words from magazines.

      “Think it could all be the same person?” I asked. “I know Gary claimed to have sent Jack the notes, but maybe he lied. Maybe it was like a terrorist claiming the act of another terrorist.”

      Zoey shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Does it read at all like the emails Neve sent Gary?”

      “No idea, but I could find them and check.” Her fingers flew into action without waiting for a response to me.

      I slouched on the ball and bobbed up and down half-heartedly, munching on another cookie as Zoey worked. I’d really wanted to talk to her about Gregson. And then there was the breakup with Joel. That was a big aching wound of its own.

      My feelings were all jumbled. I’d hoped talking to Zoey about them would help sort them out. Or at least soften their impact. But now she was working, and it was about important stuff. Life or death stuff. I didn’t want to interrupt. My imploding and exploding love life would have to sort itself out without her.

      I didn’t realized Zoey was looking at me until it registered that she’d stopped typing.

      “What?” I asked. Her gaze was piercing, and it seemed as though she could see right into my soul. See every pain I carried.

      “I think Jack did it.”

      Ohhh, that was not where I’d thought this conversation would go…
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      “You think Jack did it?” I asked. I needed to be sure I’d heard Zoey right.

      “It’s the most logical explanation. It requires the least variables of all the possibilities.” She paused and then said, “It makes the most sense.”

      She was right; I knew. I hated that.

      I left Zoey’s place feeling glummer than when I’d arrived. I had already known she was right before the words had come out of her mouth. That Jack did it made the most sense. Trying to pin the murder on someone else felt… wrong.

      It was time to talk to Jack.

      I’d already eaten half a dozen times today, but I wasn’t going to go to Jack’s office empty-handed. I was about to accuse him of murder. I could at least bring something yummy as a consolation prize.

      At the café, I discovered Patty had been there and left, leaving a gorgeous golden brown apple pie in her wake. It was perfect. But I wasn’t going to feed Jack just pie.

      I did a quick sear on a steak, slicing it into strips.

      “Oh, shoot.”

      I’d cut the steak too soon. Most of the juices flowed out, which meant it was going to be dry.

      “Put it on a salad,” Jonathan suggested. “With lots of dressing.”

      And that’s what I did. Almost any cooking mistake could be covered up if you added enough of the right sauce.

      The salads and two thick slices of chunky apple pie went into to-go containers, and I was out the door. When I got to Jack’s office, both Lara’s and Paula’s desks were empty.

      Tap, tap.

      I knocked on Jack’s door.

      “Come,” his deep tenor voice called, and so I did. Yet I wasn’t prepared for what I’d see when I did.

      Jack was sitting in his office chair. There wasn’t anything spectacular about it other than I knew who I’d found in that chair previously.

      “I’ve ordered a new one,” Jack said, as if reading my mind. “Until it arrives, though, there’s work to be done.”

      He was right. And like him, I had work to do too. I had a murderer to catch, even if that murderer was someone I didn’t want it to be.

      “Hungry?” I asked. Without waiting for a response, I walked across the office and started unpacking the carryout bag I’d brought with me.

      “Not until you walked in,” he said. His desk was covered from end to end in files, books, and papers. He stacked a bunch of them and moved the stack to the edge of the desk to clear a spot. “Do I smell pie?” he asked.

      “Apple pie,” I said with a smile. “Patty just made it.”

      “I’ll start with that.” He reached for the small pie to-go box as soon as I set it down, and I handed him a fork. A real one.

      Jack closed his eyes as soon as he got the first bite in his mouth. He took a deep breath through his nose as he chewed. Then his shoulders fell at least two inches when he released the breath.

      I pulled a thick cushioned visitor’s chair closer to the front of his desk and sat. I smiled as I watched him eat, his eyes still closed.

      “I think somebody needed that,” I finally said.

      Jack’s eyes opened slowly. With his eyes glazed over and the lids half closed, he nodded. “Mmhmm. My granny made pie like this.”

      “Simpler times,” I said.

      “Truer words never said.”

      I opened one of the boxes of salad, sitting cross-legged in the chair as I dug in. The steak had turned out better than I’d suspected it would. And Jonathan had been right. The creamy salad dressing helped a lot.

      “Things been hard with Gary gone?” I asked between bites. Jack was now carrying the load of two.

      “A lot of dead ends to wrap up.” Jack gave a mirthless chuckle before shaking his head. “I never thought he’d do something like that.”

      “The notes?”

      “Yes…” He looked directly at me then, his eyes filled with a pain I’d never seen in them before. “How could I have been so wrong about him? My family is in France. I sent them to another continent because of that man. I missed my little girl’s birthday. My son lost a tooth and cried himself to sleep because he wanted to give it to me but couldn’t.”

      I had to swallow the lump in my throat before trying to speak again. “They mean everything to you, don’t they?” Enough to kill? That was the question I left unasked.

      “They do,” he said.

      “What about now? What happens now?” I asked.

      Jack glanced around at the stacks of work and references he had piled nearby. “Now I try to figure out what to do. I was going to fire Gary, and I was going to fight to keep him from being paid out his golden parachute.”

      “I think I know what that is, but can you tell me anyway?”

      “It’s severance pay often built into the employment contract for CEOs, CFOs. Executives such as that. The sum tends to be quite huge.”

      “And Gary was going to get one when he was fired by you?” If that was the case, then Gary’s notes might have been a way to get out of the biz plus get rich at the same time.

      “I had no intentions of giving Gary a golden parachute. I was going to fight it all the way to court if I had to.”

      “And now that he’s dead, you won’t need to pay him one.” Or take him to court.

      A motive for killing Gary?

      “On the contrary, now that he’s dead I want to pay one—to his widow. She’s a good woman. I’m certain she had nothing to do with his… troublemaking. I want her to have the payout.”

      “But…?” I prompted, sure there was a “but” in this unspoken thoughts somewhere.

      “But the bank’s board doesn’t want a golden parachute paid out. They say that I verbally fired Gary prior to his death, and that the firing was due to cause, voiding the golden parachute.”

      I was doing my best to follow along without interrupting to ask for explanations. Jack needed the chance to ramble a little if I had any hope of getting more information than he intended to give.

      When I didn’t say anything, he continued.

      “The board’s using that logic to deny Gary’s wife, Susan, the payout Gary would have received under normal circumstances.”

      “They’re being cheap?”

      He nodded. “And I’m doing my best to fight it. I want her to have the money.”

      That was a nice thing to do, but it didn’t make me feel any better about the prospect of Jack’s innocence. Working to give Susan Gary’s golden parachute could have been an attempt by Jack to appease his guilt. Guilt for murdering Gary.

      But those two lines of logic didn’t add up, did they?

      Why kill someone to save a buck only to turn around and pay it to someone else?

      It must not have been about the money, not if Jack killed Gary. That left revenge. Payback of a different nature.

      But Jack loved his family. He missed them.

      I suspected he loved them more than he hated Gary.

      “Will your family be coming back home soon?”

      Jack nodded. He’d moved on to the salad, and he was devouring it like he hadn’t eaten in a week. “You’re getting better at this,” he said between mouthfuls.

      I smiled. “Thank you.” Coming from him, I considered that high praise. He wasn’t one to offer platitudes.

      “They’ll be back at the end of the month,” he went on. “Marla was as shocked as I was about what Gary had done,” he said of his wife. “Then she cried when I told her what happened to him. I hate hearing that woman cry. Worst moments of my life.”

      And if Jack went to prison for murder, there’d probably be a lot of tears from her.

      “Was she close to Gary?”

      “Friendly more than close.”

      “Then why was she so upset?”

      Jack stopped moving and looked at me. His wide-eyed expression said it had been the dumbest question he’d ever heard in his life. “Because a man had died,” he finally said. “A man she’d known and who’d been a part of our lives for over a decade.”

      Jack sat back in his chair, and to my absolute unnerving shock, his eyes reddened with unshed tears. “Gary came to the christening of both my children. He had a storybook commissioned just for our family. My wife read it to the kids almost every night for a year. We saw him through a cancer scare with his wife. We went to his father’s funeral. He… he wasn’t a friend, but he was family.”

      “You didn’t want him to die?” I asked.

      “No.” A tear slipped free from Jack’s eye to glide down his cheek. “I didn’t want him to die.”

      “Were you alone? Or was Paula with you?”

      He hesitated, then answered. “I was alone.”

      Jack could’ve done it, but he didn’t. I was sure of it.

      Paula could’ve done it.

      She did do it.

      I was sure of it.
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      I made it back to the café in time for the dinner crowd. I let Jonathan go home about an hour in, and I handled the rest of the dinner service with the aid of my two best—and only—servers, Sam and Melanie. When things had pretty well died down, Sam helped me clean the kitchen while Melanie got the dining room floor set up for tomorrow.

      A bright-eyed Melanie stuck her head into the kitchen. “Agatha’s here,” she said.

      I stretched to hang a sauté pan from a hook that dangled down over the long center island. “Tell her I’ll be right out.”

      Melanie stepped inside the kitchen, an eager smile on her heart-shaped face. “She’s got the knitters with her. She said they’re here to report.”

      “Report?”

      Melanie nodded.

      I guessed that meant they’d learned something new.

      “Have any idea who the killer is yet?” Melanie asked in a loud whisper.

      “Yeah,” Sam said with a laugh. “It’ll help us know which customers we should only give spoons. No knives.”

      I was mid-stretch to hang up another sauté pan when Sam took it from me and easily hooked it in place. As he did, I noticed Melanie’s cheeks flush with color. Sam was tall, lanky, and cute as anything, and Melanie had the biggest crush on him.

      “Melanie, you mind hanging out in here with Sam to help finish up?” I wasn’t above playing matchmaker.

      If Melanie’s eyes had been bright before, they were sparkling now.

      “No!” she answered in an absolute burst of enthusiasm. It was so over the top that she shrank into herself afterward and her blush deepened.

      She was adorable, and just one glance in Sam’s direction told me he thought the same.

      “I’m gonna head out,” I said, doing my best not to smile too obviously at their growing fondness toward each other. “One of you mind bringing some snacks and drinks out to the group?” I didn’t want to do it myself. I didn’t want to come back and risk interrupting whatever the sparks their mutual attraction happened to set aflame.

      “We’ll take care of it,” Melanie said. Her grin had grown from ear to ear.

      I headed out to the little cozy corner of the café and sat next to Shelly. She was leaning back in her chair with her long legs outstretched in front of her, crossed at the ankles. With her elbows on the armrests and the knitting held in front of her, her needles clacked and slid, clacked and slid.

      Just like Shelly, all the ladies had their knitting totes tucked next to their chairs and their knitting on their laps, a long strand of yarn connecting the two. Together, the swipe and click of their needles was a lullaby I could fall asleep to.

      “About time you showed up,” Prudence said, but she wore a happy grin as she said it.

      “Melanie said you guys had news?” I suppose it wasn’t actually a question, but everybody understood it as such.

      “We do,” Shelly said, her voice confident.

      Prudence’s needles stopped and she leaned forward. “Rubin’s divorcing Lara,” she whispered loud enough for half the café to hear.

      “We don’t know that,” Agatha said.

      “We know he went to see an attorney and that the attorney specializes in divorces,” Nancy countered.

      Agatha nodded. “That’s true,” she conceded.

      “Rubin saw a divorce attorney,” I said mostly to myself to give the information time to sink in.

      Why would Rubin do that? He wasn’t even at risk of losing Lara to Gary anymore, yet he still wanted out. Maybe Lara was grieving for her lost lover a little too hard for him to bear? Or maybe they’d had a fight. Stress could bring words to the surface that’d been buried for years.

      But did that change anything? Did a pending divorce make him more likely to have killed Gary?

      No was the answer that rang in my head.

      Besides that, Rubin had been at the party talking with Susan. To be in two places at once, the man would have to be a magician.

      I was still pondering the relevance of Rubin’s change of heart when Melanie showed up with a tray of food. She’d brought egg salad finger sandwiches made with trimmed and toasted sourdough bread. Sam was right behind her with an assortment of water, tea, and lemonade.

      The pair put the trays on the low coffee table and hurried away, throwing little furtive glances at each other as they went.

      “Three years,” Agatha said.

      “Three years what?” I asked.

      Prudence was the one to answer. “Before those two get married. Me, I give them a year and a half before they tie the knot.”

      “Married?” I exclaimed. “But they’re babies. They’re still in college.” This from the person who never went to college and who’d gotten married right out of high school.

      “Those two are headed for the altar,” Agatha insisted. “Just a matter of when.”

      And here I thought I was just trying not to get in the way of young love. I’d never even considered that there might be a happily ever after attached.

      My mind raced to figure out what to do about it.

      I was itching to rush off to the kitchen to interrupt their growing affections. I could have them work different shifts or always keep them at opposite ends of the café. I could do my best to make it so the two almost never got any chance to spend time together.

      But why? Why would I want to do such a thing?

      When the answer hit, it struck me to my core.

      To protect them…

      So that’s what I now thought of marriage. Something I needed to protect people from doing.

      No wonder I’d practically run away screaming into the night over Joel’s declaration of love and marriage. The idea of it terrified me. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to get married again. I was only just now figuring out who I was. Who I wanted to be. I couldn’t imagine giving that up to become a part of someone else.

      I decided to hide my sudden uneasiness behind one of the finger sandwiches and a glass of lemonade. The lemonade was made fresh from actual lemons. Whoever’d done it achieved the perfect balance between tart and sweet. I’d have to ask the wedded-to-be duo which of them had made it.

      “Did you guys find out anything else?” I asked after a few minutes. My question interrupted Chloe’s vivid and detailed explanation of how to get a dog to cough up a hamster. I was pretty sure no one minded the change in topic.

      The ladies went quiet, but there were a lot of loud glances thrown my way.

      “What?” I asked when no one said anything.

      “We heard a rumor about you,” Prudence said.

      I inwardly groaned. “It’s not one of those weird theories about me being the Grim Reaper reincarnated, is it?”

      Shelly snickered. “That is a good one.”

      I failed to see the humor.

      “But no, dear,” Agatha said. “We heard an entirely new and different rumor.”

      They continued to stare, not saying a word.

      “Tell me,” I finally begged.

      “Is there something going on between you and Detective Gregson?” Nancy asked.

      The blood drained out of my face. “Uh, no. Nothing. A rumor? It’s not true.”

      “Sweetheart,” Agatha said, “you don’t even know what the rumor is yet. How can you know whether or not it’s true?” There was laughter in her eyes as she asked.

      “I don’t know. I just know I’ve got nothing to do with Gregson… I mean, Detective Gregson. So anything you heard about us… I mean him… I mean, me… that you heard about me. Anything you heard, it’s got to be false.”

      The ladies all wore self-important smiles. To them, I had to seem like the world’s most open book.

      “So what was it? What did you hear?” I asked, growing impatient.

      “Just that Detective Gregson is leaving town.”

      I deflated, my shoulders drooping and my chin pointing at the floor. I had to remind myself that I supposedly didn’t care about him to perk back up.

      I nodded. “I’ve already heard.”

      “Did you hear that the reason he’s leaving is you?” Shelly asked.

      The droop was back in full force. “What?”

      “We really don’t know more than that,” Chloe said, “just that he wants to… how was it put? Ah… ‘Never lay eyes on her again.’” She smiled at the group, evidently proud that she’d managed to remember the exact words.

      “He said that?” I asked, my voice high enough to squeak. “Or, uh, did someone say he said that, because people, you know, get things wrong all the time.”

      Chloe’s happiness at remembering what he’d said seemed to drain away as her face grew long with sad concern. It was like she could see right through me. “Ohhh, honey.”

      “No… No. Don’t ‘oh, honey,’ me. I’m fine. Everything is fine.” I had to blink several times to keep the tears from filling my eyes. “So did one of you personally overhear him say that?” They could still be mistaken. One person repeats what another person said, so on and so forth, and pretty soon having dinner at their grandma’s becomes doing vile things to a gherkin pickle.

      But no such luck today.

      Chloe raised her hand. “I heard him. I was dropping some unused old medicine off at the police department. They dispose of it so that people don’t break into your place to get at it.”

      “And?” I needed her to get to it before my nerves unraveled into a very unladylike heap. Ice cream and wine were my medicine, and I was late getting to them.

      “Well…” She gave me a look that said poor, poor, pitiful you.

      “Chloe! You’re killing me.” I was done with the pretense that I was unaffected by Gregson.

      “The detective was walking past me on his way out of the building,” Chloe said. “He was on his phone, and when he said, ‘that crazy redhead,’ well I just knew he had to be talking about you. So I followed him.”

      All I could do was nod as her horror story unfolded in the slow glory of knitting a yarn.

      “The longer I followed, the more he kept talking about you. How he needed to put as much distance as possible between you and him. How he had considered getting you institutionalized.”

      “Institutionalized?” Prudence said. “Like marriage?”

      “I think you’re thinking of an institution, dear,” Agatha said. “But I think the detective was referring to an insane asylum.”

      “Ohhhh,” the group chorused.

      “That makes much more sense,” Nancy added.

      I wanted to groan and bury my face in my hands, but I resisted.

      I hated to ask, but I needed to. “Did he say anything else?”

      Chloe thought for a moment, her eyes searching the ceiling as if her memories were hung there on little signs. “Only that he was sure you’d be dead before the end of the year. Yes,” she nodded, smiling and proud again, “that was it.”

      “Right,” I croaked, clearing my throat.

      I tried to stand, but my legs felt like jelly. So I sat a while longer instead. All eyes were on me. They held a mix of worry, expectation, and even curiosity. Even the ladies’ knitting needles had stopped moving.

      I had to get their focus off of me. Their quiet scrutiny was torture to my raw sensibilities.

      “Anybody hear anything new about Darren?”

      “Only that he’s broke,” Shelly said. “Word is he’s calling anybody and everybody asking for loans.”

      “Instead of going to the bank…” I said, pondering this new information.

      “I think he’s already been to the bank, dear,” Agatha said.

      Of course. Probably through Gary.

      I was pretty sure I could stand now, but I didn’t trust my legs to carry me in a straight line. I continued to stall my inevitable departure.

      “Anybody know anyone named Neve?” I asked. When I realized I didn’t know her last name, I added, “The woman you listened in on at the party, Agatha.”

      “I only know one person named Neve,” Prudence said.

      “That’s the one,” Agatha told her. I didn’t know how Agatha would know if it was the same Neve, but how many Neves could there be in Camden Falls? I figured the odds were in her favor of being right.

      “With the hair?” Prudence asked as she did a finger wave down the back of her head.

      “Mmhmm,” Agatha said.

      “She could cut that hair off and sell it for a wig,” Chloe said.

      “You know her too?” Agatha asked.

      “I do,” Chloe said with a definitive nod. “She’s a pistol. Hardworking. Driven. Not at all like you, Kylie.”

      Everyone in the group looked at her and she seemed to realize what she’d said. Not exactly the nicest thing in the world.

      “Oh! I don’t mean it like that!” Chloe went on. “I just mean that Neve doesn’t know how to slow down and enjoy life a little now and then. It’s always push, push, push with her. Why, she’d never sit with us like you’re doing now.”

      Satisfied with her save, the group nodded agreement with Chloe’s assessment.

      “Does anyone know if Neve knew Gary?” I asked.

      “Half the town knew Gary,” Nancy said. “So somebody knowin’ him doesn’t say much.”

      She had a point.

      I rephrased. “Does anybody know if Neve knew Gary well enough to be mad at him?”

      The ladies looked at each other and then shook their heads no.

      “I did hear she’s going on a cruise,” Nancy offered.

      “A cruise? Do you know to where?”

      “Do you remember?” Nancy asked Shelly. “Was it Mexico?”

      “I think it was,” Shelly answered her sister.

      Neve had plans to leave the country. She was running!

      “I know where she lives,” Chloe offered. “Will that help?”

      “Yes,” I said, though probably not in the way Chloe was thinking. Chloe giving me Neve’s address would save Zoey from having to find it for me. That would leave my cyber freak free to do more important things after finding Neve’s emails to Gary.

      Like save the world… or plunge it into chaos.

      I was never quite sure with her.
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      I thought longingly of my butter brickle ice cream and port wine. But they would have to wait. If Neve had plans to leave the country, I had to talk to her tonight. Tomorrow could be too late.

      “Sure you guys’ll will be fine?” I asked Melanie. She’d seen me to the café’s back door where an Uber was waiting for me. I was leaving the café in her and Sam’s care to close up for the night.

      “We’ll be fine,” Melanie said, positively giddy. She kept throwing half glances over her shoulder in Sam’s direction.

      I stifled a groan. I was failing her! I was playing straight into their practically elopement-ready hands by leaving them there together. All alone. But there was no helping it. I had to figure out who killed Gary. That was more important.

      With that in mind, I got in the Uber and gave them Neve’s address. Her house turned out to be a cute little cottage at the end of a heavily forested cul-de-sac. Except I wasn’t the only one who had found it. As we neared the circular bulb of the dead end, I leaned forward in my seat. I had to be sure I was seeing what—or rather, who—I thought I was seeing.

      “Gregson,” I whispered. He was coming out of Neve’s house.

      “Did you say somethin’, hun?” the Uber driver asked. She was a forty-something woman who looked as though she’d partied hard in her earlier years. She had the dried straw bleached blonde hair with dark roots and aged skin to prove it. She even had a variety of tattoos peeking out the top of her boatneck shirt.

      “Pull over. Pull over,” I hissed as I sank down low in the back seat. Gregson was on his way to his car, and I didn’t want him to spot me.

      The Uber driver pulled off to the side, parked the car, and turned off her lights and engine.

      Bless her.

      She twisted around in her seat to look back at me. “You in some kind of trouble, hun? I got a pistol in the glove compartment. Not registered. You need me to get it out?”

      “No,” I whispered. “But that’s very kind of you. Thank you.”

      “You need me to duck down, too?”

      “That’d be great,” I told her, and she did.

      I didn’t know why I was whispering. It wasn’t like Gregson was going to hear my voice from my Uber all the way over into his car as he drove past. And he did drive past. I didn’t see it happen, but the Uber filled with light as his headlights swept past us.

      Both me and the Uber driver sat slowly back up, twisting around to watch Gregson’s tail lights disappear from sight.

      “We all good?” the Uber driver asked.

      I nodded yes, and she cranked the engine. She had us parked in front of Neve’s house thirty seconds later.

      I got out of the car and then paused. “You mind waiting for me?” I asked.

      “You go on. I’ll give my son a call. He should be finishing up for the night. He’s at MIT,” she said proudly.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, clearing my throat before I tried it again. “Thank you,” I said again, this time in a normal voice.

      She gave me a wink and a smile and whipped out her phone to call her son.

      I headed up the three stairs and sloping sidewalk to Neve’s front door. She had a nice covered front porch with cushioned patio furniture for sitting outside to enjoy the evening air. But they were empty now.

      I gave her windowed, wooden door a knock. The mat under my feet had the word “Welcome” emblazoned on it in big bold white lettering, but no one opened the door. That was a problem. I knew she was home.

      I knocked again and waited. I turned my back, checked that the Uber was still there, when I heard the door jerk open behind me. I turned around to face Neve but nearly fell backward with a scream when I saw her.

      Neve’s face was covered in fluorescent green ooze. It was doing a slow cascade downward, making it look like her face was melting. I hadn’t been sure what she’d been wearing when she’d talked to Detective Gregson, but she now wore a thin white T-shirt over pajama bottoms. The T-shirt’s oval neck had been drastically opened with a big cut down the front, I guess to make it easier to get it on and off over the ooze.

      “What?” Neve asked. Her famously glorious mane of hair was pulled on top of her head in a messy bun, yet it still managed to look better than mine on even a good day.

      “Uh, hi. Uh…”

      “Get to it. I haven’t got all night.” Then she looked at me like I’d just farted and blamed the dog. “Wait a minute,” she said, lifting a hand to point a finger at me. “You’ve got red hair.”

      Okay… Yes… I didn’t know where she was going with that, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Are you Kylie?” she asked.

      “Yes?” My uncertainty about whether or not I should even confirm my name had me answering like I was asking a question.

      To my surprise, Neve bent over in a laugh that had her slapping her thigh. “Get in here,” she said. “You and me gotta talk. What’d you do to that Gregson guy? He asked me five times if you’d already been here, then made me swear not to talk to you if you showed up.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer, grabbing me by the arm and hauling me inside after her. Her small cottage home was charming and cozy, not overstuffed with furniture. That gave it a roomier feel that it wouldn’t have had otherwise. Everything she had in it seemed to add value and purpose to the space.

      Neve dragged me over to a small sitting area just off the front door. She plopped down on a sofa, and I sat across from her on something that looked as though it could pull triple duty as a chair, a footrest, or a small side table. It was surprisingly comfy.

      “Now tell me,” Neve said, picking up a long-stemmed glass of a deep red wine, “why are you here and what do you want?”

      I watched her take a sip of her wine and tried not to sigh at the thought of my port waiting on me at home. Magically, the wine glass remained free from the ooze on her face.

      I appreciated that Neve was to the point, so I took the same approach. “I want to find out who killed Gary. I’m here because I saw you arguing with Gary at the bank party.”

      Neve cocked an eyebrow, her mouth quirked sideways, and there was a twinkle in her eyes. I had amused her. “Anything else?”

      “You sent threatening emails to Gary.”

      The humor left her. “Maybe I shouldn’t have invited you in. This is suddenly less fun.”

      “Why didn’t you like Gary?” I asked.

      She threw her head back with a bark of laughter. “What was there to like? He was a vile creature who now has a promising future as worm food.” She raised her glass as if in a toast. “I couldn’t think of a better outcome.”

      Sounded like she’d wanted him dead. I could at least mark that off my “Is she a killer?” checklist.

      I guessed that made the why no longer that important. Maybe he’d stepped on her big toe or stole a parking spot she’d wanted. Those didn’t seem like reason enough to kill to me, but that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was whether or not she’d found her reasons reason enough to kill.

      But Gregson hadn’t arrested her… That didn’t do much to support my killer theory.

      “What’d you tell Detective Gregson?” I asked.

      Her smirk came back. “That guy has it so bad for you. What’d you do to him?”

      “You first,” I countered. “What’d you tell him?”

      She was going to be sorely disappointed after hearing that I’d done nothing to Gregson. It was best to let her think there was something juicy to hear. Maybe that and the wine she was drinking would keep her tongue loose.

      “Nothing much,” she answered with a dismissive air. “There wasn’t anything to tell.”

      “But there was something to tell. Why try to hire Zoey to delete emails if you thought there was nothing of interest in them?”

      “There wasn’t anything of interest in them,” she quipped. “They had nothing to do with Gary’s death.”

      “Prove it to me.”

      She stared at me with hard, cold eyes. “Drop dead.”

      “You gonna help me with that?” Her front door was maybe twenty feet away. With any luck, the Uber driver would still be outside. I could be gone pretty fast if Neve took a go at me. Of course, I wouldn’t be able to outrun a bullet, but with any luck she’d try to kill me with a knife.

      Oh, how my life had changed.

      Neve’s smile was back. Bigger than ever. “I see why he likes you. You’re a hoot. You and me should go out sometime. I know of some real fun bars. A little off the beaten path, but that’s where you find the people who leave you with interesting memories.”

      “What was in the emails, Neve?” She still hadn’t answered my question. “And don’t lie. Zoey will be able to tell me if you lied.”

      Neve’s eyes narrowed and her mouth tightened in annoyance. “Fine, but this is girl talk. This isn’t me-you-and-that-freak-of-a-detective talk.”

      I gave a slow nod of agreement to her terms.

      “I was blackmailing Gary,” Neve said. “I didn’t tell the cop because… well, he’s a cop. You’re not.”

      “What were you blackmailing him about?”

      “You don’t get it,” Neve said. “The why’s not important. The fact that I was blackmailing Gary is proof that I didn’t kill him. When you blackmail someone, you want to get something from them. It’s hard to get what you want from a corpse.”

      She had a point, though I wasn’t going to concede it to her.

      “I still want to know more about what was going on between you two,” I said.

      “Fine! Whatever! I was blackmailing him for money. I wanted money. The greedy, good-for-nothing jerk robbed me of my financial future and I wanted it back.”

      “He stole from you?”

      “Yes… No, not the way people think of it, but yes, he did steal from me. I’m a real estate developer. A good one. A really good one. I had a project going that was going to make me rich, it went over budget, and I ran out of money. But it wasn’t my fault. I’d paid a contractor who up and went out of business and double sold a bunch of the building materials. Because of that we hit delays, then mother nature stepped in with a freak hail storm that damaged some of the incomplete builds.”

      “How’s any of that Gary’s fault?”

      “None of it, except that when I went to the bank to get an increased loan, Gary denied it and did some mumbo jumbo with the payment dates to make it look like I was delinquent on the existing loan. No bank would touch me. That’s when Gary stepped in with the offer of a personal loan—from him to me, but with an interest rate that would have turned me into his indentured servant for a full decade.” She shook her head in disgust. “I had to sell the project. It made the new owners millionaires, like it would’ve done for me.”

      I now understood what she meant when she said he’d stolen her financial future from her.

      “So you were blackmailing him for money?”

      She nodded. “Hush money.”

      “What’d you have to blackmail him with?”

      Her smile turned evil. “Only his financial future.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Gary was starting his own loan company with this guy…” She snapped her fingers as she tried to recall his name. “Darren Cooper. I talked to Darren myself. Told him I needed a big loan, really big. Let him go through the whole spiel, but when it came time to sign, I got up and walked out.” She laughed. “He followed me out, cussing me up and down.”

      A bit of the green ooze sluggishly dripped off Neve’s chin and onto her shirt, but she didn’t notice.

      “How does any of what you’ve told me hurt Gary?”

      “Don’t you get it?” she asked, blowing out a breath of annoyance when it was clear I didn’t get it. “Gary never does things in a straight line. He’s always got some angle to play.” She cleared her throat and corrected herself. “Always had some angle to play. I don’t know what he was up to, but it had to be something.”

      “But if you didn’t know what he was up to, what were you blackmailing him about?”

      Neve shrugged. “Gary was breaking his non-compete. Places like the Hamilton Bank, they always make their execs sign non-competes. I figured Gary had one and that he was breaking it. If the bank had found out, Gary would’ve been at risk of losing his job and possibly getting sued. He could’ve lost everything. I knew it. He knew I knew it. So I was blackmailing him.”

      “But with him dead…” I said, letting my voice trail off.

      “I get nothing,” she finished before taking a large sip of wine. “Nothing at all,” she added bitterly.

      It was just like she’d said. There was no reason for her to want Gary dead. It actually worked against her.

      I sighed. Another dead end. Sort of. She had told me about Gary’s dealings with Darren Cooper. It could be that there was something more to that—some reason Darren could want Gary dead.

      “Your turn,” Neve said. “What’s Detective Gregson’s beef with you?”

      I thought a moment before answering, but when I spoke, the words fell like anvils in an otherwise silent room.

      “He hates loving me.”
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      I wasn’t sure that Gregson hated loving me was a fair assessment. It was equally possible that it was the other way around. He loved hating me. Either way, I was sure there was love and I was sure there was hate. Both extremely powerful, passionate emotions. Emotions that lent themselves to the unhinged. And when it came to me, Gregson had a habit of coming unhinged.

      “Back to The Berry Home?” the Uber driver asked with the car already pulling away from Neve’s curb.

      “Yeah. Thanks,” I said.

      She dropped me off in front of the café, and I tipped her well before heading inside. The lights were still on, but Sam and Melanie were in the process of shutting everything down before heading out.

      “Thanks guys,” I told them as I held open the front door. “I’ll lock up and finish closing for the night.”

      “Walk you home?” Sam asked Melanie as they headed out.

      “Sure,” she said, her voice as happy as music.

      They both said goodnight to me and I watched them walk down the sidewalk. They weren’t holding hands, but they were walking close, their shoulders almost touching. It would have been the smallest of steps for them to lace their fingers and hold hands.

      I sighed. The knitting ladies were right. Sam and Melanie’s life together was inevitable.

      My cell phone buzzed, and I dug it out of my purse. It was a text from Joel. He was still at the office, and he wanted to see me. Now.

      I text him back. “Be right there.”

      I closed the café door and locked it with me still on the outside. It was a pretty night, with air that was still cool rather than the muggy evenings not long ahead. I took the side street down past the café and cut across the back parking lot. That’s when I heard the soft pad of footsteps that weren’t mine.

      Rather than turn around to look, I picked up my pace. Then listened. Whoever else was there in the darkness of the night, their footsteps hastened too.

      My heartbeat jumped into my throat, making it hard to breathe.

      I desperately wanted to turn around to see who was behind me, but I was afraid. If whoever it was had ill intent toward me, turning around to look at them might move the timetable of their agenda up. If that happened, there would be no one around to help.

      The same was true if I broke into a run. They’d know the gig was up.

      I needed help, and I needed it now.

      I fumbled in my purse and pulled out my phone, immediately dialing Joel.

      “Hi!” I said in an awkwardly loud voice as soon as he answered. “Yep! Yep! I’m almost there!”

      “What’s wrong? You sound weird,” Joel said.

      “I think someone’s following me,” I whispered into the phone—and it was that moment that I heard the footsteps behind me burst into a cannonballing run.

      I screamed, lost control of my phone, and watched it tumble out of my hands at the same time that I broke into a run myself.

      The phone clattered onto the pavement somewhere behind me, but no way was I stopping to pick it up.

      But my body took over and twisted to watch it hit the ground.

      That’s when I saw the person—a man, I was almost sure—charging through the darkness at me.

      They were fast.

      So fast.

      Something long and slender dropped out of the sleeve of their sweatshirt hoodie. I was pretty sure it was metal, and I was pretty sure it was meant to bash me in the head.

      I didn’t even bother to scream.

      I didn’t want to waste the energy that needed to go into my feet.

      I focused forward and ran as hard as I could.

      I cut between buildings to get to the Camden Falls Herald’s street.

      To get to Joel.

      But I knew I wasn’t going to make it.

      The sound of my chaser’s footsteps grew alarmingly loud, and I could even hear their huffing breaths.

      So close.

      Too close.

      Fingers hooked the back of my shirt between my shoulders.

      I screamed and nearly tumbled forward.

      The connection was lost. But then pain exploded in my shoulder followed by a jolt that traveled through my entire body.

      I’d been hit. I knew in a flash it was the long bar I’d seen extending down from my pursuer’s hand. But the bar wasn’t on me anymore, and that meant my chaser was preparing for another swing.

      I rounded the corner of a little dry cleaner with Joel’s name poised on my lips. My lungs were burning. My feet were slowing. I was going to die, but then…

      Someone large flashed past me in a blur.

      Someone big. Very big. Six foot five big.

      Joel landed an ex-professional football player tackle full force against my pursuer.

      The two men went to the ground in a jumble of limbs.

      There were grunts, swear words, and a flurry of fists thrown.

      But then the bar my pursuer had landed solid against Joel’s ribs.

      Joel screamed in pain, and I cried out with him.

      My pursuer scrambled to his feet and fled the scene as fast as his legs would carry him.

      Struggling to his feet, Joel lunged forward to follow.

      He only made it ten feet or so before he was doubled over with his hand pressed hard against his side.

      I hurried to him, but there was nothing I could do.

      He stood up slowly, seemingly in a lot of pain if his expression was anything to go by.

      “I think he cracked a rib,” Joel said through clenched teeth.

      “Do you need an ambulance? I’ll call an ambulance.” I didn’t know how to, though. I didn’t have my phone, and I wasn’t seeing Joel’s phone either.

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?” I still wanted to call an ambulance.

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve cracked ‘em at least eight times before. Wrap ‘em and let ‘em heal. Only thing to do.”

      He started walking slowly, and I walked alongside him. We were headed in the direction of the café. “Let’s get you home,” he said.

      “How’d you find me?”

      “Heard you scream.”

      It must’ve been when whoever was chasing me grabbed my shirt from behind.

      “Shouldn’t we head to the Herald? It’s closer.”

      “Nope. I want you home, where it’s safe.”

      And this is the man I didn’t want to marry. What was wrong with me?

      “Besides,” he went on, “it’ll give us time to talk.”

      That was right. He’d texted that he’d needed to see me tonight.

      “Sure,” I said. “About anything.”

      He glanced at me from the side of his eye. “I don’t know. You might not like me very much after this.”

      “After what?”

      We walked several steps before he answered. “I, uh… I got asked out on a date tonight.”

      “You went out on a date?” It felt like my stomach dropped down into the earth’s crust. We’d only just broken up that afternoon.

      “No, no. I got asked out on a date.”

      “Oh…” I wasn’t looking forward to the words I knew would be coming next.

      “I, uh… I told her yes.”

      I swallowed the lump that emerged in my throat.

      “Do I know her?”

      “Maybe. In fact, yes. I think you do. It’s Susie Prescott.”

      I looked up at Joel, startled. “Susie?”

      Susie had been accused of murder. I’d helped clear her name.

      She’d also been my ex-husband’s girlfriend all through high school. They’d been the it-couple. The couple everyone idolized and adored.

      Wow. Susie and I really shared a type. Tall. Strong. Powerful. And Joel.

      “Isn’t she engaged?” I asked.

      We hadn’t been in touch lately, but last I heard she and her fiancé were completely devoted to each other.

      “She said they went to Alaska on a pre-wedding trip. He fell in love with the Alaska wilderness more than he loved her.”

      Ouch.

      “Susie’s a great girl,” I said, hating myself for saying the words. “I’m really happy for you both.” I was miserable. “I think you guys’ll make a great couple.” Why hadn’t that crazy person hit me on the head instead of the shoulder?

      “You really think so?” Joel asked, excitement in his voice.

      “Yes, definitely.”

      I really, really needed to change the subject.

      “Any theories on who was trying to kill me?” I asked.

      “Was kinda hoping you might have some,” Joel said. “We should call Brad when we get to the café.”

      “No, Brad would want to do things by the book. I’d rather do things by another book.” I was tired of being the one who ran away. I wanted to be the one who attacked. “I’ve got an idea, but I’ll need your help.”

      “Sure, anything.”

      I hoped those would not be words Joel would grow to regret.
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      Sage pushed her little wet nose into my ear and purred. We were walking down the stairs from my apartment to the café’s kitchen after a good night’s sleep. Sage was perched on my shoulder. I tried not to giggle and shy away as she did her best to root deeper. I didn’t want to spoil her fun but finally gave in. She was tickling me too much.

      “Sage,” I said with a laugh. I reached up to my shoulder to pull her off, but she had other plans in mind. She dug her claws through my shirt into my skin. She held on with her front paws as I tried to pry her off by lifting her back end.

      “Ow… Ow ow ow! Sage!”

      “You okay, boss?” Jonathan called as he opened the door leading from my private stairwell into the kitchen. “Oh! Sorry, boss,” he said when he found me standing so near and perfectly fine. “Thought maybe somebody was killin’ ya.”

      “Somebody is,” I said, still laughing and tugging at Sage. She was purring louder than ever.

      “Oh! Let me help you,” he said, stepping forward and taking over Sage’s back end.

      While he lifted, I ducked. Sage held on with all her might. Her cute mewing turned into a banshee howl, and I cried right along with her. “Ow ow ow ow ow!”

      When the girl was finally done with us, she removed her claw from my shoulder, hooked my scalp, and pulled. I screamed, but she slingshot herself away to land in the doorway. There, she bolted in a kamikaze run before she stopped to sit and groom her paws.

      “She’s a wild one, boss,” Jonathan said. “I’d always wondered how she managed to kill that guy, but I see it now.”

      I stared down at my murderous kitty. “Yeah, but she’d never do that to me.” Then I looked at Jonathan, filled with uncertainty. “Right?”

      “Oh no, boss. Never!”

      I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t be certain, but I was pretty sure Jonathan was lying to comfort me. If that was the case, he did think Sage might knock me off if it suited her.

      “I’ve got pancakes on the griddle,” Jonathan said before making a hasty escape.

      “Mmhmm.” I watched him go, completely unconvinced of his griddle emergency.

      I stepped into the kitchen and closed my stairwell door behind me. “You and me need to talk, missy,” I told Sage. She answered by rubbing herself against my leg, purring as loud as ever.

      I reached down and scratched her cheek, but when I stood up straight again and withdrew my hand, Sage decided she wasn’t done with me. She climbed my leg like it was a tree trunk.

      “Sage!” I cried as I tried to pry her off again, but she dug her claws in once more. They felt like little pinpricks.

      “Fine, I told her. Stay there.” I started walking, carrying her along with me. She watched the kitchen scenery speed by with casual amusement until we got outside the kitchen and stepped into the open grill section. There, she simultaneously detached from my leg and launched herself through the air toward the dining area. I caught just a glimpse of her rounding the far corner. She was heading for her favorite spot to sleep and sun back in the cozy corner.

      “What’s gotten into her today?” Brad asked.

      He was sitting at the counter drinking his morning cup of coffee. He wore a smile that was goofy and sexy at the same time, and his warm eyes were completely on me.

      I felt like giggling again.

      “Morning,” I said. “I think it might just be the change in the weather. It’s making her feisty.”

      He took that in with a nod and took another sip of his coffee.

      “Does anyone have the morning paper?” I asked.

      “The paper?” Jonathan said. “Joel’s paper? Does it even run today?”

      “He ran a special edition,” I said.

      Joel had been phasing out running daily paper editions of the Camden Falls Herald but its website got updated with new stories on a nearly twenty-four-hour basis. But for the plan we’d hatched last night, we’d gone with paper.

      Brad narrowed his eyes at me. “What did you two do?”

      “Nothing,” I said. But that wasn’t true. “Well, I mean, we had to do something.”

      “And why did you have to do something?”

      “Because…” My voice trailed off. I’d been about to say because I was tired to people trying to kill me. I was tired of getting bruised and battered. But Brad didn’t know someone had tried kill me. I’d made Joel swear to keep that news to himself.

      “Don’t want to tell me? Fine,” Brad said, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. “I’ll ask Joel.”

      “No! No no. Not necessary,” I said.

      Okay, I had gotten Joel to promise not to tell Brad—but it was only because I promised I’d tell Brad myself. Something which hadn’t happened yet. Something I’d planned to delay until after Gary’s killer was already behind bars.

      Brad put down his phone, but he didn’t put it away. It was still in his hand. “Talk.”

      Ugh, there was no getting around it. I had to tell him. “Last night, I… Well, we… I was walking and there was this guy….” I cleared my throat before plastering a very toothy, very fake smile on my face. “Joel’s fine! I’m fine. Everybody’s fine.”

      Brad’s face hadn’t been that color when I walked into the room. I was sure of it. He’d looked normal—healthy—a moment ago. But now, the veins in his neck were bulging. One was pulsing.

      “Brad—” I started to say, but he cut me off.

      “You gonna tell me he wanted to sell you Girl Scout cookies? Sign you up for water aerobics? Invite you to a local play? ‘Cause I’m thinking you’re about to try to convince me some guy wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      A vein in his temple was throbbing.

      “Brad—”

      This time, I was interrupted but the chime of the café’s front door. Actually, it wasn’t the sound of the bell that stopped me in my tracks. It was who had walked through the door.

      It was Gregson. He had on his trench coat and held a wadded-up newspaper in his hand. Those were the two most normal things I could say about him. Beyond that, he looked almost inhuman. His complexion was ruddy. His breath came fast. A grizzly bear might have thought twice before attacking him.

      “What is this?” Gregson growled, lifting the crumpled paper in his fist.

      Brad’s attention shifted from me to Gregson. What he saw—the anger, the rage—must have startled him as much as it did me, because he got up from his stool and shifted his body so that stood between Gregson and me.

      “We got a problem here?” Brad asked. He was wearing his uniform blues. His gun was at his side. I didn’t see a gun on Gregson, yet the sight of him frightened me more.

      “This isn’t about you, Barney Fife,” Gregson snarled at Brad.

      “If it’s about Kylie,” Jonathan said, “it’s about all of us.” He and I were both behind the grill’s counter, and he moved so that he stood in front of me.

      All hand’s on deck. All I needed now was Sage. Or…

      Zoey burst in through the door behind Gregson, this time in blue ice-skater Snoopy pajamas. She didn’t have eyes for Gregson, Brad, or Jonathan. She walked right past Gregson to a spot where she could see me. “Why didn’t you tell me you and Joel broke up!” It wasn’t so much a question as it was an accusation.

      “I—”

      “You and Joel broke up?” Jonathan asked, his eyes wide.

      “We—”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Gregson bellowed. “You dropped Tweedle Dee, and now all that’s left is Tweedle Dumb over here?” The crumpled up newspaper seemed to be forgotten as he waved his fist at Brad. “Well, that’s just fine,” he snarled. “You cutting him loose probably saved his life.”

      So Gregson didn’t know everything. He didn’t know about the attacker Joel had stopped last night. I wasn’t about to inform him.

      “Hey!” Brad objected.

      “No, your time will come. She’ll be six feet down—” He shook his head. “I mean, you’ll be six feet down and she’ll…” He put his hands on his side, stared at the floor, and paced back and forth before stopping to declare, “I’m not dyin’ for her. She can… She can…” What came out of his mouth next was a slew of curse words that would have had a sailor holding up a lighter in honor of foul-mouthery everywhere.

      “Enough of this,” Gregson finally said before jabbing a finger at me. “You. Me. Outside.”

      “I don’t think so,” Brad said, but I was already moving toward the kitchen and the kitchen’s back door.

      “Kylie!” Brad cried out in complaint.

      “I’ll be fine!” I called back to him with a glance over my shoulder.

      Gregson was close behind.

      I went out the back door but didn’t bother to hold it open. It closed most of the way before it burst open again.

      Gregson stepped through. The door shut.

      I’d thought Gregson would rant at me once he got me alone. I thought he’d spill all the vile hatred from his gut and dump it all over me.

      He didn’t.

      He stood and he stared, and then he wadded newspaper fell to the ground. He looked down at it before looking back at me.

      “I’m leaving,” he said. His voice was sane, though a little anguished.

      “I heard,” I told him.

      “What else did you hear?”

      “That you’re leaving because of me.”

      Gregson looked off into the distance and nodded his head. He eventually returned his attention to me. “What did you think you were doing with that newspaper trick? You think you’re being clever? Clever gets women like you dead.”

      I took that moment to recall what I’d heard about Gregson and what happened to his wife. She’d been a newspaper reporter working undercover as a prostitute. He’d been the detective called in to investigate the unidentified prostitute found murdered in a dumpster.

      His wife.

      I was the idiot who’d gotten Joel to run a full-page ad in his newspaper. A note. Cryptic to most. Damning to one. I’d baited the killer to come get me. To kill me.

      But I wasn’t Gregson’s wife. My name was Kylie Berry, and people didn’t seem to have a lot of luck killing me.

      “So you’re just going to leave?” I asked with no kindness in my voice. “You’re gonna cut and run? Choose safety?”

      Gregson took a step toward me. “Why’d you dump the ten-foot neanderthal?”

      “He wanted to marry me.”

      Another step. “Why’s that a problem?”

      “I’m not going to give up who I am for a man. Never again.”

      Another step. He stood right before me now. “Never?” he asked, his voice low and gravelly.

      “Never. Not for Brad… Not for—”

      That’s as far as I got before Gregson leaned in. The kiss was as searing as it was achingly gentle. Too gentle. Gregson always put me in combat mode. I didn’t know what to do with him or how to feel about him if we weren’t threatening to destroy each other in some way.

      But it wasn’t something I had to think about. I wasn’t given the time.

      The café’s back door burst open.

      “Kylie?” a woman’s voice screeched. “Kylie!” It was Paula.
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      I broke away from Gregson to intercept Paula before she had a chance to see Gregson and I locked together. Gregson ended up behind the café’s still open door.

      “Paula, what’s wrong?”

      She had Joel’s newspaper in her hand. “Is this some kind of joke? I told you what that monster did to my boy! He tormented him, and my son killed himself. Gary was a murderer! He deserved to die! How could you make fun of what happened to him with something like this?” She shook the paper at me.

      I’d never once imagined she would interpret the open threat I’d made that way.

      The note Joel had published in his paper had been vague. Only someone in the know would have gotten its full meaning.

      I’d used words common to the notes that Gary had written, and Joel styled the message so that it looked like cut out letters put together to form words.

      It’d been meant to flush Gary’s killer out of hiding. To get them to take some action—and hopefully make a mistake.

      I’d never dreamed it would bring a distraught Paula to my door.

      “Paula, I’m sorry.”

      But if Paula was the killer, why should I be sorry? Of course, I was positive it hadn’t been her who had chased me last night. That person had been taller than either Paula or me and more slender than Paula. That’s not to say she couldn’t have hired someone to mess me up.

      “I don’t care if you’re sorry!” Paula shook the paper at me. “People like you need to pay!” She took a step forward, getting as close as Gregson had done before he’d kissed me. This time I took a step back.

      “Paula—”

      “People like you think the whole world is yours to play with. You think you can do anything you want and that it’ll only cost others. Never you! But that’s not right, and I swore I’d never stand idly by again.”

      “Did you kill Gary?”

      Paula’s eyes flashed manic. “Don’t you get it? The who isn’t even important! All that matters is that Gary got what was coming to him.”

      My heart beat faster with the question I was about to ask next. “Was Jack with you when ‘Gary got what was coming to him?’” I purposely used her words.

      “No, he wasn’t with me! Aren’t you listening? Don’t you hear what I’m saying?”

      No… I really didn’t. Not anymore.

      She’d taken a long walk down the short pier of sanity. I wasn’t even sure who I was talking to now. She didn’t look like the same woman I’d met all those times before. Sure, her hair was a silvery gray bob and her makeup was understated yet somehow powerful. But that’s where the similarities stopped. The woman beneath all of that had become someone else.

      “Paula, did you kill Gary?” I asked again, this time in a desperate whisper.

      The newspaper fell to the ground, and Paula’s hands clamped themselves around my neck. “You’re not hearing me!” she screeched.

      Paula’s hold on me didn’t last long enough for my lungs to miss the sweet, cool passage of air.

      I made a gurgling sound right as Paula was ripped from my body.

      Gregson had her down on the ground, cuffing her hands behind her back before I even had time to register he’d moved from his spot behind the café door.

      Things were a bit of a blur after that.

      Paula got hauled off to jail. Brad got called into duty because of reported vandalism across town. And Zoey went back to her place, still in a huff that I hadn’t told her about Joel.

      As for me, I tried to help Jonathan with food prep the best I could, but I was more a hindrance than a help. I dropped raw eggs on the floor, burned an empty pot, and had a customer repeat their breakfast order five times—and still got it wrong.

      “That’s it. Respectfully, boss, you’re outta here,” Jonathan told me.

      I went back to the cozy corner and sat with Sage a while after that. She purred and rolled onto her back so that I could pet her belly. Then she latched onto my hand with her front claws and did her best to sever my wrist by raking it with her back claws. I gave up when the biting started.

      “You’re mean!” I told her. “I’m not letting you sleep with me tonight.”

      That was a lie. She knew it, and I knew it.

      I headed back to the kitchen after that only to discover Jonathan had put together a care package of food. “For you and Zoey,” he said.

      I gave him a hug and then headed out. When I got to Zoey’s floor, no one was knocking at her door and no one was coming out.

      I tapped and waited. Then tapped again. Finally, I tried the handle. It was unlocked.

      Pushing open the door, I called inside. “Zoey? It’s me.”

      “What’d you bring?” she called back.

      I closed her door and headed inside. “You should really lock your door,” I told her when I found her. She was at her wall of screens.

      “Jonathan texted. Told me you were coming.”

      That made sense.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about me and Joel,” I told her, not actually meaning it. Joel had been my boyfriend, and it was my business who I told and when I told them. But me not telling Zoey what’d happened mattered to her, and my friendship with her mattered to me. So I could do an apology.

      “What happened?” she asked, still in her pajamas.

      We moved to the big pillows on the floor, and I unpacked the large bag of food Jonathan had sent with me. There was fresh mango served with lime wedges. Pounded chicken fillets cooked to golden brown and lightly seasoned. New potatoes dressed with fresh dill, and parboiled long green beans sautéed in butter and garlic slices.

      “This you?” Zoey asked.

      “No, it’s all Johnathan.” If he kept this up, I would have to cede the position of head chef to him. The meal was so simple yet so perfect.

      I squeezed the lime over the mango, cutting off a piece to pair with a slice of the chicken. Absolutely delicious.

      Zoey dug into her food as well, and we both fell into silence for a small time. Finally, she asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about Joel?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It just happened. It’s all still really fresh.” I paused a moment, feeling the ache of what I was going to say next. “Somebody’s already asked him out… He said yes.”

      Zoey winced, expressing my feelings for me. She got it, and I was so grateful that she did.

      “And what happened out back with Gregson?” she asked, and the question made my heart beat faster. But then she clarified. “They arrest Paula?”

      Feeling guilty about skipping right over Gregson, I said, “Yeah. Paula came out back and lost it. Just lost it. It was like she became someone else. I definitely think she’d be capable of killing someone when she was like that… Oh! And she finally admitted to not having been with Jack when Gary was killed.”

      “No alibi,” Zoey said.

      “Right.”

      “For either of them.”

      “Right…” I said, a bit more deflated.

      “What now? You think Paula did it? Is Jack off the hook?”

      I shrugged and shook my head. “I don’t know.” I stared down at the food.

      “What?”

      I brought my attention back up to Zoey. “We still don’t know what was going on with Gary and Darren.”

      “So you don’t think Paula did it.” It was more of a statement than a question.

      “I think we just don’t know yet… and I want to know.”

      Zoey nodded. “You think it was Darren who chased you?”

      “I think it could’ve been,” I said.

      “Okay, let’s go talk to Darren.”
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      It was a toss-up which to check first, Darren’s home or his office. We hadn’t had any luck finding him at his office so far, but we decided to go there first. What we found had us standing outside the strip mall’s center shop looking in through the huge central window.

      Inside, Darren was pacing back and forth, waving one arm while he held a phone to his ear with the other. His voice filtered through the window. He was speaking a language I didn’t understand. If I had to guess, I’d say he was speaking—

      “Russian,” Zoey said. She’s given up her pajamas for neon pink four-inch platform sneakers, black lined yellow fishnet leggings, and a short black one-piece jumper topped with a black blazer with large silver buttons. She somehow managed to make it look classy rather than trashy.

      “You can understand him?” I asked.

      “Bits and pieces.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      We stood and I waited as Zoey listened a while longer.

      “Something about…” She frowned in her focus. “He didn’t cheat them. He’ll find it… He needs more time.”

      Suddenly, Darren jerked the phone away from his ear, stared at it, and then hurled it at the unfinished plaster wall. It shattered and the pieces flew in every direction. That’s when he spotted us. He froze, and we decided to move.

      I led the way to the door that would take us inside that center storefront. Zoey was by my side when I stopped just inside the door.

      “We hear you’re having some trouble,” I said.

      “What do you know? Get out!” he yelled. I didn’t hear an accent in his voice. Definitely nothing that would imply he was Russian or even anything other than American.

      “What’d you want when you came looking for me?” Zoey asked.

      Darren glared at her. “Lady, I don’t even know who you are.”

      I looked from Darren to Zoey and back again. “I saw you at her place,” I told him. “You were outside her door.”

      Recollection registered on his face, and he focused on Zoey. “You’re the fixer?” he asked. Most of his prior belligerence and outrage were now absent from his voice.

      “Depends,” Zoey said. “What do you need fixing?”

      “How… How’d you even find me? I didn’t even knock on your door.” His voice became more animated. “You got cameras outside your door?” The immediate worry that hit him was all over his face.

      “What’d you need me for?” Zoey asked again.

      Darren glanced uncertainly at me and then back at Zoey. “Can we talk alone?”

      “No,” Zoey said. She didn’t offer any explanation. No wiggle room.

      He began to pace again and ran his fingers through his thick dark hair. Even in his agitated state, his movements were smooth. Fast. Effortless.

      I tried to picture his body laid overtop the memories of the man—I was certain it had been a man—who had chased me last night. My shoulder was black and blue and knotted from where I’d been hit with a hard rod. A crowbar? Rebar? I didn’t know what. I only knew it had hurt. A lot.

      The images fit.

      A chill ran up my spine. I could’ve been him. It really could’ve been him.

      Anger flared within me when I thought of the risk Joel had taken to save me. He could have been hurt… or even killed.

      I turned my head to look at Zoey. “You shouldn’t help him,” I said. “I don’t want you to.”

      Her brows went up. “Okay,” she said. Then to Darren added, “Sorry. I can’t help you.”

      Darren’s eyes went wide with panic. And something more…

      Fear.

      The word rang loud in my head. Darren was scared. But of what?

      “I think you need to start talking,” I told him, “that is, if you want Zoey’s help.”

      Darren took a few steps back and ran his hands through his hair again. He seemed to be grappling with his options, but finally, I guess seeing he had none, he nodded. “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      “Why were you at Zoey’s?” I asked.

      “I wanted to hire her to find something for me.”

      “Try again,” Zoey said.

      There was hesitation before he spilled what he’d been holding back. “Money. I needed you to trace some money. See where it went.” He swallowed and his voice lost strength. “I need it.”

      “Or what?” I asked.

      “Or they’ll kill me.”

      “Who’s the they?” Zoey asked.

      He took a deep breath and blew it out. Finally getting the chance to unpack his burdens onto someone else seemed to be helping him feel a tiny bit better. “Some associates from Russia.”

      “Why you?” I asked. “Russia’s a long way from Kentucky.”

      He licked his lips. Nervous. He was having to tell more and more about himself, and I’m sure it left him feeling exposed. This was a guy who’d gotten mad at Agatha and had tried to put hands on her. He was scum with a temper. But he was scum desperate for help.

      “I was a ballerino,” he said. “I danced for a famed troupe out of Russia until an injury ended my career. The people who want to hurt me, I Ioaned them money.”

      My brows scrunched together in confusion. “If you loaned them money, why do they want to kill you? They got something from you. Not the other way around.”

      Darren cleared his throat. “It wasn’t so much a loan as…” He cleared his throat again. “I was laundering money for them. They gave me money, and I gave them a loan, except…” His voice trailed off.

      “Except you can’t find the money?” Zoey finished for him.

      He shook his head. “Not any of it. I can’t find the original amount they gave me or the money I’m supposed to be sending them back. It’s gone.”

      “Any idea who took it?” I asked.

      Darren’s expression hardened and his eyes grew cold. “Gary Michaels.”
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      “Gary Michaels stole your money?” I asked.

      Darren ran his hands through his hair again. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know. He said he could move it around through some offshore accounts. He said he could keep the feds from finding out about it.”

      “And?” I prompted, knowing he hadn’t yet gotten to the heart of the problem.

      “And I haven’t seen it since.” He turned his attention to Zoey. “I was hoping you could help me track it down.”

      “Gary stole the money?” I asked.

      Darren shook his head. “No.”

      “But you don’t have it and you don’t know where it is,” I said.

      “That’s true,” he admitted grudgingly.

      “But Gary did know where it was because he took it from you and put it someplace else. Did he tell you where?”

      “If he told me where, I wouldn’t be in this mess.” Darren snapped but then quickly apologized. “I’m sorry. Please. Can you find it for me?” he asked Zoey.

      Zoey nodded. “I could.”

      Hope flared in Darren’s face. “I’ll give you anything. Whatever you want.” He gulped. “They really will kill me.”

      “How soon do you need it?” Zoey asked.

      “Yesterday,” Darren answered.

      Zoey and I looked at each other. Then she told Darren, “I’ll get back to you.”

      And with that, we turned away to go.

      “But!” It was all Darren got the chance to say before my hand was on the door. Nothing he said after even gave us pause.

      “Do you think he killed Gary?” I asked Zoey when we’d gotten back outside.

      She shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe.”

      “But if Gary had the money, why kill him? Wouldn’t that ruin Darren’s chance of getting Gary to give the money back?”

      “Not necessarily,” Zoey said. “If Gary had been moving the money around, being alive would’ve allowed him to continue doing that. Now that he’s dead, the money will be stationary. It’ll be easier to find.”

      “So Gary’s death benefited Darren,” I said.

      Zoey nodded. “A lot. Probably saved his life.”

      Wow. That was a good reason to kill. Could almost call it self-defense.

      Almost…

      But Darren hadn’t confessed and we didn’t have any proof.

      I imagined Darren sneaking into Jack’s office to kill Gary. As quick and smooth in his movements as Darren was, I could imagine him sneaking in without a sound. He could’ve done the deed and been back out in a matter of seconds.

      But something about the thought of Darren sneaking into Jack’s office to kill Gary was nagging at me. Something wasn’t right. Why go into Jack’s office to kill Gary?

      “Do you think Darren meant to kill Jack?” I asked as we walked to Zoey’s car.

      “What reason would he have had?” Zoey asked.

      I had no idea. From everything Darren had said, Gary was the person he needed to die.

      We reached Zoey’s car and climbed inside. I pulled out my phone and called Jack. I wanted to know if he knew of any issues between himself and Darren, but the call went to voicemail.

      A text came in from him before I’d even gotten done leaving a message. It was an auto message his phone had sent on his behalf. It stated that Jack was driving and unavailable to take calls or messages.

      I wondered if Jack might be on his way to pick up his family from the airport. It was a nice thought, one that made me not want to involve him any further in his own personal nightmare. Not if I could help it. He’d been through enough.

      I thought a moment. “You think Paula might know if Darren had a beef against Jack?”

      “She’d know as much as anyone.”

      “Think she’d talk to us?” I asked.

      “Worth a try.”

      “I don’t know. You didn’t see her. She was like someone else when she got arrested,” I said, expressing my doubts.

      “Still worth a try.”

      Zoey started the car, and we made our way to the Camden Falls Police Department. The day was beautiful, light and breezy. The air had an easiness that was warm without being hot. But my body felt as though it was on fire. I was about to see Gregson again. I hated that, yet every second seemed to take too long to pass.

      I was turning into a moth to his flame, and I kept wondering how to snuff that flame out.

      “Hey,” Zoey said.

      “What?”

      “We’re here.”

      I looked around. She was right. We’d arrived and were parked in the communal lot in the back of the department. People used it as a spot to leave their vehicles so that they could press on as part of a carpool.

      “Okay,” I sighed, steeling my nerves. “Let’s get this over with.”

      It felt like a long walk to get to the front of the department’s building. Stepping inside stripped away the sun’s soft glow and replaced it with harsh fluorescents.  The female officer on duty at the small alcove’s window looked us up and down. She had a blonde pixie cut Charlize Theron would have been proud of and the disdainful gaze of a rather bored Sherlock Holmes.

      “How can I help you?” she asked.

      “A friend of ours was arrested earlier today,” I said. Zoey shot me a look of surprise and amusement at my use of the word friend.

      “Her name?” the officer asked. Still bored.

      “Paula Bison.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. Less bored. “Are you a lawyer?”

      I considered lying, but it’d be too easy to get caught. “No.”

      “Are you related to Ms. Bison?”

      I shook my head and again said, “No.”

      “Ms. Bison is being held under suspicion of murder and is not available to receive visitors.”

      “We’d like to speak to the officer in charge of Paula,” Zoey said.

      Gregson… My heartbeat quickened. What was wrong with me?

      Annoyance replaced the desk officer’s boredom. “Your names?” She jotted them down. “Hold on.”

      She stepped away from the desk behind the glass and returned a couple of minutes later. A buzzer sounded when she sat back down and the door to our side made a heavy clack sound. It had unlocked.

      “Through the door and to your left,” the officer said without looking at us. Her boredom was back.

      Zoey and I did as we were told by stepping through the door and heading left. We didn’t make it far before Detective Gregson intercepted us. He looked at me. I looked at the floor. Zoey looked back and forth between the two of us.

      Gregson broke the silence. “What are you doing here?”

      I finally looked him in the eye. “We need to talk to Paula?”

      “Why?”

      What could I say? We thought there was a chance that the deranged woman who tried to choke me this morning might be innocent?

      “We thought she might be able to shine some light on why Darren Cooper might have wanted to kill Jack Hamilton,” Zoey said.

      “Kill Jack?” Gregson asked. “You’re thinking mistaken identity?”

      “We’re considering it,” I told him.

      “Well, you’re in luck. Ms. Paula Bison has requested a lawyer. That means I can’t talk to her until her lawyer arrives.”

      “How does that make us lucky?” I asked.

      “It makes you lucky because I want her talking, anything she’ll say. I can let you into the interrogation room to wait with her as emotional support.”

      “Because we’re not cops?” Zoey asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “And you’ll be listening in?” I asked.

      “I’ll be in the adjacent room, watching.”

      “Works for me,” Zoey said.

      Gregson showed us the door behind which Paula was being held, and then he went one door over and stepped inside.

      I tapped on Paula’s door. There was no response.

      I tapped again.

      “Come in?” Paula’s voice called.

      Fear morphed into surprise when I opened the door and she saw that it was me. Then her expression crumbled and she buried her face in her hands. It was a bit awkward, considering her hands were linked to the table with a chain and handcuffs.

      “Paula?” I said. This wasn’t the woman who had attacked me behind the café. Sure, the person in front of me was wearing the same skin, but the person inside was the same person I’d shared a lunch with. “Paula, it’s okay.”

      I stepped inside the room and waited for Zoey to do the same, but instead I found that Zoey had fallen back. She wasn’t coming in. She gave me a wave, and I caught her meaning. She wanted me to do this alone.

      I closed the door behind me as gently as I could. The door connected with a faint click.

      There were seats opposite from Paula on the other side of the table. I sat in one.

      “Paula,” I said, trying to soothe her and get her attention at the same time. “It’s okay.” I reached across the table and put a reassuring hand on her arm.

      Paula’s hands fell away, and I got to see the teary-eyed woman beneath. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have tried to hurt you. I know you did what you did with the paper, trying to help Jack.”

      I nodded. “That’s right. And I was hoping you could help me a little more.”

      “Anything.”

      I wondered if I should ask the biggest question of all: did she kill Gary? I decided not to, not yet. There was a really excellent chance she’d just lie, and I needed the truth. So I decided to ask her something different.

      “Paula, do you know Darren Cooper?”

      With a final snuffle, Paula’s tears stopped and she grew calmer. “I know of him.”

      “Do you know if Darren and Jack know each other?”

      Confusion set in, scrunching Paula’s brows together. “No, not that I know of, and I’m aware of most of Jack’s acquaintances.”

      “Can you think of any reason Darren might want to hurt Jack?”

      Paula’s confusion gave way to a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding expression. “Why?”

      “It’s important. Please just think.”

      She took a moment before shaking her head. “No, I can’t think of anything. I don’t even know that they know each other.”

      Dead end there.

      I glanced at the interrogation room’s window. I thought of Gregson standing behind it, watching. It was his legitimate job to catch people who ended the lives of other people. I was a tourist in his world. Nothing more. A tourist who could leave at any time I wanted. But that wasn’t an option he had. Catching killers was his life’s purpose, and I suddenly felt humbled by that.

      I considered what it was that Gregson might want to know from Paula, and I formed my next question carefully. If I could help him in this particular moment—when he had helped me—I would.

      “Paula, can you tell me where you were when Gary was killed?” I infused my voice with as much kindness and caring as I could.

      Paula’s face scrunched up and new tears filled her eyes. “I’m so ashamed.”

      I stayed quiet and waited for her to say more. I didn’t want to get in the way of her unburdening.

      “I… I…” She hiccupped. “I had to take care of everything myself after my husband died. It was the stupidest thing! I picked up a bag of mulch for the garden and pulled a muscle in my back. It got so bad that I ended up on painkillers.” Her anguish mixed with rage. “I got addicted!”

      I nodded, wanting her to know that I was hearing her, but I still didn’t speak.

      “The night of the party, I slipped away to buy some more painkillers. He was at the party.”

      “What’s his name?”

      Paula’s lips thinned as she pressed them tightly together. For a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to tell me, but then she spoke. “Jason Ryans.”

      And that was it. That was who Paula was with when Gary was getting killed.

      “Thank you, Paula.”

      She became lost in her own tears again as I got up to leave. I honestly felt like joining her. Paula now had someone who could verify her innocence. Jack had nobody.

      Jack had just been bumped back up the ladder to most likely suspect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re running out of suspects,” I told Zoey as she drove us back to the café. “It wasn’t Paula. She didn’t kill Gary.”

      “You having doubts? You think it could’ve been Jack?”

      I thought of Jack and what Gary had put him through.

      Jack had shipped his family to another country in an attempt to keep them safe. I considered what I might have done in his shoes, and the answer was terrible. I couldn’t imagine what I might do to someone who threatened the safety of my children—and I didn’t even have children. I couldn’t imagine the turmoil and rage Jack must have felt. I couldn’t imagine the lengths he would go to keep his family safe.

      “I think it could’ve been,” I whispered.

      I called Jack three more times on the way back to the café. Each time, the call went to voicemail followed by an auto text that he wasn’t available. Could he have fled the country? Maybe he wasn’t on his way to pick up his family from the airport. Maybe he was on his way to get to them—with plans of never coming back.

      The uncertainty of it all left my stomach in knots. Jack no longer had someone to back up his claims of innocence. The timing of him going off the radar and his loss of Paula as an alibi was disturbing, to say the least.

      I’m overreacting, I told myself. Jack’s innocent. He had to be. He just had to be.

      Zoey dropped me off in front of the café and I headed inside. Then I stopped, my jaw dropping open. The place was nearly full! There was somebody sitting at every single table.

      Jonathan popped out of the kitchen and into the grill area, moving like a dervish. He was turning about with his hands going everywhere. Flipping a pancake. Cracking eggs. Then grabbing a bowl and heading back into the kitchen.

      I hurried after him.

      “Boss, you’re back!” he exclaimed, his shoulders sagging with relief.

      “What happened? How’d we get so many customers?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “A group came in, then some more, and then some more. They just kept coming, boss! I’m so glad you’re back.”

      My heart melted. Jonathan needed me! He was outpacing me by leaps and bounds when it came to cooking. He was such a natural while I struggled every step of the way. It made me feel good that he still needed me.

      And that he did… The kitchen looked as though it had been hit by a tornado. Remnants of chopped vegetables lay scattered. Used pots and pans were stacked haphazardly.

      “What should we make to serve all of them, boss?”

      His question surprised me. “What have you been serving them so far?” I asked.

      “Whatever they wanted,” he said with a shrug.

      Oh no… No wonder he was overwhelmed! So many customers were a blessing, but you couldn’t set yourself up for more work than one man could handle. That meant limits and boundaries. I’d learned that the hard way when running my ex-husband’s HVAC business.

      “How many of them still need to be served?” I asked.

      Melanie came into the kitchen behind me. She had a thick stack of order tickets in her hand. She’d heard my question. “Only some of them have gotten food so far,” she said. “Most are still thinking about it or just put in their orders.”

      I took the tickets from her and scanned through them. Hamburger and fries. Tuna melt. Salad. Potato soup. Onion rings. Banana pudding?

      “There’s no way we can do all of these different foods. Were you able to get much food prep done this morning?” I asked Jonathan.

      “Not much, boss. I’m sorry. I let you down.”

      “You haven’t let anyone down. You’re gold.” I turned to Melanie. “Let me have your order pad.”

      She handed it over and I headed for the pantry. I had to come up with dishes that wouldn’t require long cooking times or long prep times. I jotted down some dishes before heading back out and handing the pad back to Melanie.

      “Go write those on the Daily Menu board. Add coleslaw, chicken wraps, and ice cream topped with bourbon fried apples to the Oops Board with a big discount.” This time, it wasn’t because I didn’t think the food wouldn’t be good. It was to encourage people to order the easy-make foods while helping them feel good about their choice. The other dishes I’d told her to list on the regular menu were all a bit stodgy and boring. Spinach salad. Chicken breast with steamed broccoli. A plain cheese omelet.

      The gambit worked. Jonathan and I flew into action as Melanie returned the unfilled orders. She soon came back with new ones, and almost all of them were for the Oops Board selections.

      Soon enough, Jonathan had a cooking and assembly routine in order that had dishes flowing out of the kitchen at a steady pace. With Melanie serving and Jonathan and I working like frenzied madmen, we filled eighty-nine menu orders in two and a half hours.

      I was giddy with fatigue by the time we got done. I couldn’t stop smiling from ear to ear. Jonathan was happy, and Melanie was counting a big stack of tips that had her eyes glimmering at the possibilities.

      Business was slow after that. I got to work cleaning while Jonathan worked on three different lasagna options to serve for dinner. He even made the thin sheets of pasta from scratch. I made a light and brothy potato soup, and double-checked that we had plenty of salad fixings and steaks to offer as an alternative to the lasagna. We even made herbed croutons from a baguette was a few days old.

      It wasn’t until all that was done that I realized I’d barely had a moment’s thought about Jack and where he’d gone off to.

      “I’m going to go freshen up,” I told Jonathan.

      “Sure thing, boss. I got this,” he said.

      I ran upstairs to my apartment and then gave Jack another call. I got his voicemail and an auto text… again.

      I called Agatha. She answered. “Hello, dear.”

      Of course she knew it was me from the Caller ID that would’ve popped up on her phone.

      “I’ve been trying to reach Jack,” I said. “Do you know where he is?”

      “Oh! Another call coming in! Gotta go!” And just like that, Agatha ended the call.

      I stared at my phone. If anyone would know where Jack was, it’d be Agatha. But she’d totally blown me off when I’d asked her.

      “What have I done? I’ve been trying to prove the innocence of the wrong person.” I felt sick.

      I took a good hot shower with lots of lathery, vanilla-sugar scented wash helped me feel better. Sitting down in the tub, I let the water beat over me while racking my brain on what to do next.

      But was there anything left to do? If Jack was the killer, should I continue to try to figure things out? ...Or let them go?

      I considered it. I thought about it. I played it through in my head. What would it be like to simply walk away?

      That thought made me feel sicker than the idea that Jack was the killer.

      I couldn’t walk away. No, I had to see things through. All the way to the end, no matter what that end was.

      I dried off, got dressed, blow-dried my hair, and threw enough makeup on to give my otherwise pale and gently freckled face a little color.

      There were still people to talk to and things to learn. I wasn’t giving up.

      I couldn’t.

      I didn’t know how.
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      “You sure you’ll be okay on your own for the dinner service?” I asked Jonathan.

      “Yeah, boss. Even if we get slammed again, you got us set up good. Sam and I can handle it.”

      Melanie had gone home and my other server Sam had come in. Patty—my pastry chef extraordinaire—had shown up and was in the process of making the whole café smell like a tiny forgotten piece of heaven.

      Between the lasagnas and whatever delights Patty baked up, I knew the customers would walk back out with full bellies and satisfied cravings. Chances were they’d also leave with a to-go order of Patty’s cookies, cakes, or muffins.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “You do you, boss,” Jonathan said, waving me off as he turned his attention to a stack of pans that needed washing.

      And with that, I headed out to the Uber I had waiting. Evening and storm clouds gathered in the distance had dimmed the sky early, but I hoped it would work to my advantage. There was one person I hadn’t spoken to yet. Someone I should have talked to long ago.

      I gave the Uber driver the address I’d gotten Zoey to look up for me. That of Susan Michaels, Gary’s widow.

      It was a quiet ride there. Neither me or the Uber driver spoke, and soon droplets of rain speckled the car’s window. I had to lean forward in my seat when we arrived, staring to make sure I was seeing what I thought I was seeing.

      “You gettin’ out?” the driver asked. He was a middle-aged man who looked too old to be working a dead-end job and too young to be retired.

      “No, I’m not.” I sank lower in the car as I watched Gregson leave Susan Michaels’ home. But this time, rather than go talk to Susan once he was gone, I had a different plan. “I need you to follow that guy.”

      “The one that’s leaving?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know, lady. That’s weird.”

      I resisted the urge to pull the man’s ears off.

      “It’ll cost extra,” he said.

      And with that, the man’s ears were safe.

      “Fine. Just follow him.” I slumped down in my seat as Gregson drove past. I didn’t want him to see me.

      I’d like to say that my thoughts were of Jack as we followed Gregson’s unmarked sedan. But that wouldn’t be true, not in the slightest. My thoughts were about how Gregson had been jerking me around between wanting him and hating him since I’d gotten back from my weekend away with Joel. He was messing with my life, and it needed to stop.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway. I had to justify following him somehow.

      It was a thirty-minute drive into parts of Camden Falls I was unfamiliar with. I’d go so far as to call it low rent housing. The side-by-side apartments were narrow, the cars in front were dinged and looked as though they were on their third or fourth owners, and all the front windows were draped closed with blinds.

      The Uber driver parked the car an apartment building down the street from where Gregson parked. He got out of his car, went to one of the doors, and unlocked it with his own key. This had to be where he lived.

      “You gettin’ out? I ain’t got all night.”

      “I need to talk to someone. Can you wait on me?”

      “Sure, for twenty extra.” He extended his flattened palm over his shoulder. I dug in my purse and put a twenty dollar bill in it. “Make it snappy. I really ain’t got all night.”

      I got out of the car, closed the door, and the driver drove away. He even gave me a universal finger wave as he drove off.

      I said a few choice words, uttering a few more choice words when the sky decided it wasn’t weeping hard and fast enough. The light sprinkling of rain turned into a heavy downfall.

      “Noooo.” In less than a minute, I was more drenched than I had been in the shower. But this wasn’t the warm spray I’d enjoyed earlier. No, this rain was cold. Freezing.

      “I can’t do this,” I mumbled and dug my cell phone out of my purse. I did my best to lean over it to keep it dry, but that didn’t work. Its screen got wet from my already wet hands, and then water from my sopping wet hair streamed down over it.

      The images within the cell phone’s face began to distort and flicker. Water was getting inside and messing with the electronics. Acting fast, I powered the whole thing down in hopes the inner circuitry wouldn’t fry itself.

      That left me standing in a torrential downpour on a poorly lit street on a pitch black dark night. I couldn’t call for help. It’d take me hours on foot, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure where I was.

      There was only one direction to go with this plan—and that was forward.

      With my heart beating so hard I could feel it in my mouth, I made my way to Gregson’s door.

      I knocked, then knocked again. My mind raced with what I should say when the door finally opened.

      But when that moment came… all the lines, all the questions, all the berating claims and demands left me. Instead, it was just me standing in the rain looking into the eyes of a man who had seen the worst of life and now carried the scars of it with him.

      Gregson looked at me, to either side of me and then at me again, as if checking to see if I was alone. Assessing possible threats, I guessed. His trench coat and trousers were gone, replaced by jeans and a T-shirt stretched tight over surprisingly thick muscles.

      His voice was its usual gravelly self when he spoke. The words that came out of his mouth weren’t “How are you?” or “Are you okay?” Nope. Nothing nice like that. Instead, it was a simple and cold, “What do you want?”

      I wanted him to drop dead. I wanted to have never met him. I wanted his wife to still be alive and for our lives to have never crossed. But when I opened my mouth, it was another part of me that spoke. A part of me I’d done my best to ignore.

      “Don’t go.” It’s all I said, and my heart hurt with how much I’d meant it.

      “Go home, Kylie.”

      Panic flared in me when he started to shut the door in my face. “I don’t have a way home,” I blurted out before it reached closed.

      The door opened wide again as he stared out at me. “Why won’t you die already?”

      “Why do you keep kissing me?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes. “I asked you first.”

      I tried not to laugh. It was something a first grader might say.

      “Someone tried to kill me last night,” I offered, throwing him a bone. Maybe it would make him feel better.

      I was wrong.

      Gregson’s body stiffened, and his smoky eyes darkened to match the night.

      “Who?” he asked.

      My mind’s ear told me it was a layered question, one that would involve him paying someone a late night visit before digging a deep hole in the middle of the woods.

      “I don’t know,” I told him, and I was thankful for the first time that I didn’t know. “But I do know that I don’t want you to go.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “But I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      He smiled like he understood. It was not a happy smile. It was mirthless, full of a painful self-awareness. Something about it gave me hope, but when his smile died, my hope died with it.

      “Leave me alone, Kylie,” he said, closing the door once more. “I’ll call you a cab.”

      I stopped the door from closing with the flat of my hand. “What do you want?” I asked, desperate for an answer.

      He paused, with the door almost closed. For a moment, I thought he might say something filled with truth, but he shook his head instead and spoke a different truth. “Doesn’t matter. Some people don’t get what they want.”

      And with that, the door clicked closed. It didn’t reopen.

      I turned and sat down on the single step of his stoop. The building’s overhang kept the rain from pouring down over my head, but it fell in a curtain in front of me.

      “Don’t get what they want,” I muttered. What I wanted was for him to gain an ounce of perspective about what he wanted. “You know, a lot of people don’t get what they want,” I called out but held my breath for fear that he’d actually heard. But when the door didn’t open so that he could fire back with some pithy retort, I sagged against the door and let my head fall back to rest against it.

      “People get what they want,” I said. “Lots of ‘em.” My pout was working overtime. Too bad nobody was around to see it. I once got out of a ticket after hitting a cop’s car with that pout.

      Something was niggling at me.

      “Don’t get what they want…” I let the words meander around my head, pulling on strings to see what was attached. “What they want…”

      I gasped. “Noooo.” And then, “Oh, noooo,” I moaned as all the parts fell into place inside my head.

      I knew who did it. I knew who killed Gary. The knowledge wasn’t the relief I’d hoped it would be. Not at all.

      My Uber pulled up and flashed their headlights. I considered knocking on Gregson’s door and telling him what I’d pieced together.

      I considered doing more than that.

      But like he said, some people didn’t get what they wanted. And what he wanted was to catch a killer—but I was going to catch them first.
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      “Here’s the last of the flowers, boss,” Jonathan said. He was holding an enormous bouquet of long-stem pink speckled lilies.

      “Umm.” I looked around me. I’d gotten the florist two streets over to open their doors an hour early. We’d emptied them of every blooming flower they had. It was a lot. “Scoot the red roses closer to the pink ones and scrunch the daisies closer together. The lilies can fit in there.”

      “You got it, boss.” He did as I asked before saying, “I sure hope this works.”

      “Me too.” There was a battle of aromas between the fragrant flowers and the fresh bread Patty had baking in the back.

      “I don’t know about this, Kylie,” Brad said. He was in uniform, looking as handsome as ever. His dimpled smile made even his worrying look cute.

      “I’ve thought it through, backward and forward. It’s the only scenario that fits,” I said with a sigh. Tired. I needed to sit down, but there wasn’t a stool behind the grill’s counter. I was feeling pretty rough. It’d been a long night.

      Brad shook his head, then his eyes gained a new focus as he looked at me. It was like he was seeing me a few layers deep. “You okay?” he asked.

      I was on my third pot of coffee and it wasn’t even eight in the morning yet. My hands had a tremble I couldn’t calm. I’d gotten maybe three hours of sleep. And I was about to condemn a murderer to a life behind bars. I was not as fine as I’d like to be.

      I gave Brad a noncommittal shrug and a weak smile.

      He stepped closer and lowered his voice. His beautiful eyes held a caring concern I could lose myself in. “Are we okay?” he asked.

      We’d barely spent any time together since I’d come back from my trip with Joel.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Is there something I need to know about… about you and Detective Gregson?” Brad asked.

      Ohhh, that question made me want to hide under a rock with the slugs. I should have already confided in Brad that… That what? Gregson and I weren’t a couple. He was moving to the other side of the state to get away from me. He loved hating me, and possibly hated loving me. And he’d kissed me—and I’d kissed him back.

      But other than that, there wasn’t anything at all going on between Gregson and me. I was waiting to become a blip in his rearview mirror. I wasn’t someone he wanted a past, present, or future with.

      I’d accepted that.

      Reaching across the counter, I took Brad’s hand. “You’re still the best guy in my life,” I told him. And I meant it.

      Brad smiled, his concerns mollified for now. But there was an uncomfortable conversation in our future, one where I told him everything. I could only hope that Brad still wanted to be with me when the tale was done.

      The bell over the café’s front door chimed, and Agatha strolled in. She was wearing a waist-length shirt and a pair of cream-colored free flowing yoga pants that split open to expose her legs with every step. She simply had to be Zoey reincarnated or caught in a time loop. Her clothes were way too cool.

      “I’m not happy about this,” Agatha said as soon as the door closed behind her. “Not one bit.”

      “Whoa,” Brad said at the same time that his head pulled back. I had to do the same. It was an automatic attempt to escape the very strong fragrance wafting our way from Agatha.

      “Did you use the whole bottle?” I gasped. I’d picked her up a very floral perfume, and Agatha must have bathed in the stuff.

      “I’m not doing this halfway,” Agatha said. “We do this and it gets done.”

      I hesitated to ask what I needed to know, but there wasn’t any time to delay. “Did you get ahold of Jack?” I asked. “Is he coming?”

      Agatha’s expression soured and her eyes narrowed. “I did what you asked. He’ll be here.”

      Relief flooded me. She’d managed to do what I hadn’t. Jack had fallen off my radar, but Agatha’s Jack Radar was a lot better than mine. If she said he’d be here, then he would be here.

      Agatha didn’t give me a chance to thank her before heading off to the back cozy corner, out of sight.

      I turned to Brad. “Maybe you should go back there with her. It’s the uniform.” No one would willingly incriminate themselves of a massive wrongdoing if Brad was standing nearby.

      “Gotcha. Holler if you need me.” He sauntered away, and I enjoyed the sight of him going. But there were other things to do.

      “Jonathan,” I called.

      “Yeah, boss?” he said, poking his head out of the kitchen.

      “How’s that big breakfast order coming?”

      “The egg muffins are out of the oven, cooling, and the regular muffins are already in the basket, ready to go.”

      I nodded. “Get it all put together and out here as soon as you can.”

      Jonathan gave a salute then disappeared again.

      I pulled out my cell phone and texted Zoey. “Everything’s almost ready,” I typed. But I might as well not have bothered, because she materialized in front of the café door at the same time that I hit send.

      Her cell phone chimed as she stepped inside. It was early, but she was dressed. Simple jeans, flip flops, and a hoodie over a T-shirt.

      “Ignore it,” I said. “It was me. Everything set up?”

      “Yeah, I gotta get in back.” She broke into a jog and disappeared into the kitchen.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I willed my hands to stop shaking, but they wouldn’t. I had to pull it together.

      The bell above the door chimed, and I opened my eyes. “Lara, good morning,” I said, smiling big. “We’ve almost got the order ready for you.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile was warm and her eyes were for once not red and swollen. She was finally working through her grief. “Everyone at the bank enjoys your care packages. It means a lot to all of us.”

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      “Oh goodness…” Lara said, digging in her purse. She was blinking rapidly, and her otherwise clear eyes had started to tear up. She pulled a handkerchief from her purse and held it at the ready at the tip of her nose. Three short, hard sneezes followed.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching across the counter to try to inch the flowers away from her. There was nowhere for them to go, though. The countertop was nearly full with them. “Allergies?” I asked.

      “Yes, terrible,” she said with a good-natured laugh. “I’ve had them all my life. What’s this all about anyway? You planning to double as a florist?”

      “It’s meant as a tribute to Gary,” I said.

      “Really?” she asked, smiling with delighted surprise.

      “Yeah, but I think maybe I took things a tad too far.”

      “Oh, nooo,” she said with another laugh. “He would have loved ‘too far.’ Everything was over the top for him. And this was so thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

      “Well, I know he loved you,” I said. “And that he meant the world to you.” I laughed as my thoughts shifted. “I still can’t forget the image of you going after that huge guy with a golf club. That story you told about it at the party was the best.”

      Lara smiled with me. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. That monster of a man came barging into Gary’s office ready to rip his head off. He was going to hurt Gary. I couldn’t let that happen.” Her gaze grew distant with the memory. A fond sadness filled her eyes and pulled at her smile.

      I was looking at Lara, but my whole body stiffened when I saw who was approaching the door outside.

      My heart skipped a beat. Jack was here.

      It was showtime.

      The door’s bell chimed when he pushed it open. That’s when Lara turned around and spotted him too. And like me, she stiffened as well. Her eyes looked him up and down before she asked, “What are you doing here? I thought you were gone.”

      He glanced at me, his expression grim. “Yes, well… Plans change.”

      Lara turned back around to face me. Sneezing into her handkerchief, she asked, “When will the food be ready?”

      “It’s almost ready now. Jonathan’s working on it. Won’t be long.”

      Agatha had made her way from the back cozy spot. “Hello dear,” she said with a smile for Lara as she breezed past us. Then with a curt nod, she said, “Jack.”

      Lara fell into a fit of sneezes, dabbing at her nose and her eyes afterward. She was doing her best to blink away the allergy tears that were gathering.

      “That truly is a lovely handkerchief,” I said. “Is it monogrammed?”

      “Oh, this old thing? No, just out of a random pack of twenty.”

      It was Jack who spoke next, and his low baritone had the sound of death in it. “Any chance it’s the same one you had at the party?”

      “No,” Lara answered snappishly. “Why would it be?”

      “Any idea where that handkerchief is?” he asked. His body loomed dark and brooding above hers.

      “I threw it away,” she answered indignantly. “That is, I lost it.”

      “Which is it?” I asked. “Did you throw it away, or did you lose it?”

      Lara looked back and forth between me and Jack. “What is this? Some sort of ambush?”

      “I know it must’ve been hard on you when Jack threatened Gary at the party. You couldn’t stand by and do nothing. Jack was going to hurt Gary. You had to stop him,” I said. I’d chosen my words to help Lara feel as though I got it; I understood and empathized. But it didn’t help.

      Lara gaped at me. “You’ve lost your mind. Keep your food. I’m out of here.”

      She moved to step around Jack to get to the door, but he moved with her so that he continued to be in her way.

      “Step aside or I’ll call the police,” Lara warned.

      A distant throat clearing drew all of our attention to the back of the café. Brad was standing at the edge of the cozy corner, and he gave a little wave.

      Lara’s cheeks flamed red. “Do something!” she demanded of Brad.

      He stayed where he was, his thumbs hooked into his uniform’s belt. It was the same belt that held his handcuffs.

      “Your husband is a very clever man,” I said, pulling her attention back to me.

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped.

      “He figured it out before I did. That’s why he tried to kill me.”

      The blood that had made her cheeks red drained away to leave her pale. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t know anything.”

      “But Rubin knew a thing or two,” I said, continuing to press. “He figured out what you’d done, so he chased me and tried to kill me. He didn’t want me snooping. He saw me leave the café... He was sure it was me.”

      “Just like you were sure it was me sitting in that chair inside my office the night of the party,” Jack said. “But it wasn’t me. Instead, you killed the man you loved.”

      “No. Noooo,” Lara said, taking a step back. “Noooo.”

      “What was in the flask you got out of the box on Gary’s desk?” I asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

      “You do know. I even pointed it out… but Gary had an allergy to alcohol. He didn’t drink. But he had something liquid in that little ornamental flask he kept in his desk.”

      Paula stepped out of the kitchen, with Zoey by her side. She’d brought Paula out at just the right time. “Gary was a drug addict,” Paula declared, pulling everyone’s attention to her.

      “The police let you go?” Lara asked, surprised.

      Paula ignored Lara’s question and continued with what she had to say. “That flask had the drug Gary liked in it. In all the years I worked with him, I saw that flask hundreds of times. He’d hold it. Fondle it. Keep it near. The liquid inside would sometimes slosh around. But I never saw him drink from it, not once.”

      “Do you think Gary would forgive you for killing him?” Jack asked.

      “You’re all insane!” Lara yelled.

      “What was in the flask, Lara?” I asked. “There was drug residue on Gary’s face. Was it chloroform? Was Gary addicted to chloroform?”

      “No,” she said, but it lacked the conviction of her earlier objections. Tears streaked her face, and I was sure they had nothing to do with the flowers.

      “You put it on your handkerchief and held it over his mouth before stabbing him with the letter opener. You sedated him so he wouldn’t fight you when you killed him,” I said. “You used those long bell sleeves of your shirt to hold the letter opener so that you wouldn’t leave any fingerprints. But you didn’t know it was Gary you were killing, did you?” I asked.

      “You thought it was me,” Jack said.

      Lara continued to back away from Jack and me. Her face was contorted in rage and anguish. Behind her, Brad had quietly closed the gap so that he was a mere ten feet away.

      Lara pointed a finger at Jack. “He did it,” she said through her tears. “It’s his fault.”

      I spoke gently and without judgment. “How is it Jack’s fault?” I asked.

      “Because he was supposed to die!” she screamed. “It was supposed to be him! I killed him! I killed Jack—it was supposed to be Jack.” Sobs overtook her.

      Lara hadn’t gotten what she’d wanted. She didn’t kill the man who had sworn to do his best to ruin her lover’s life. She killed the man she’d been trying to protect instead.

      Lara fell to her knees and released a wailing cry.

      It was a horrible sound, sure to haunt my dreams for years to come.
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      A full day had passed since Brad had taken Lara away in handcuffs. It’d been both heartbreaking and satisfying. She’d thought she was protecting Gary. Instead, she’d ended him.

      Lara hadn’t cared how many people she would hurt trying to get what she wanted. It’d been all about her. All the way to the end.

      But it had backfired. Now she had nothing she wanted. Not Gary. Not Rubin. Not even her freedom.

      A part of me felt bad for her. But another part of me, not so much. Lara had tried to kill Jack. She’d tried to steal him away from his wife. He’d have become nothing more than a distant memory in the minds of his children.

      I looked down at my own little one and smiled.

      “You little devil,” I said to Sage. I was trying to pet her, and she was doing her best to capture my hand in what I was sure was a capture and destroy two-part plan.

      We were sitting in the cushioned chairs tucked away in the cozy corner. The warm sun was streaming in through the window, and the café had the low hum of the perfect number of customers. Enough to have people to take care of but not so many that it was overwhelming.

      Not that I was the one taking care of them. Sam and Melanie had everything well in hand. Jonathan was in the kitchen experimenting with new pancake recipes, and I was sitting with my best girl.

      “No claws,” I told Sage when she rolled on her back and hooked me with her talon-like nails.

      The café’s bell chimed, and I looked up to see Brad coming in. I waved a hand ‘til he spotted me, and he headed my way. He gave me a kiss then picked Sage up before squeezing himself into the same armchair I was in.

      I laughed, and he pulled my legs over his lap. It was the perfect position for leaning myself into his shoulder.

      “Hey you,” he said gazing slightly down at me.

      “Hey,” I said, smiling with genuine happiness. Then my belly did a flip as I remembered there were things Brad and I still needed to talk about.

      “Glad to see you’re looking better,” he said.

      “I feel better!” I’d finally gotten my evening with port wine and butter brickle ice cream. I’d binged watched a favorite TV show too. After that had come ten blissful hours of sleep. Ten! “How are you doing?” I asked.

      “Better than Lara,” he said.

      I cringed. “How’d things go?”

      “She’s locked up while they get all the court dates lined up. I doubt she’ll get bonded out. Too much of a flight risk.”

      I was kind of happy to hear that. I suspected she was the type to try to get some revenge in under the wire. She was already going to prison for murder. What was a little more?

      “She try to take everything back?”

      “Nope. She spilled everything. She thought she was killing Jack. It was the hat. She saw a man sitting in Jack’s chair in the dark wearing Jack’s hat and thought it was Jack. The chair was turned to face out the window overlooking the street. From behind, all she saw were the top of his shoulders and the hat.”

      “Any idea why Gary was wearing it?”

      “My guess? To get Jack’s goat. Sitting in his chair, in his office, wearing his favorite hat? Someone did that to me, I’d be plenty mad.”

      “She say why she did it?”

      “It was like you thought. She was trying to protect Gary from Jack’s threats to hurt him. Instead, she hurt him. Killed him.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen someone cry like that. I thought they were going to have her sent to the psych ward instead of put in lockup. It was bad.”

      “Thank you for being there when we confronted her,” I said. A person so far gone in their grief could’ve been capable of anything. I didn’t know if she’d had a gun tucked away in her purse, but if she had. Well, I hated to think about it.

      “You’re welcome, babe,” Brad said as he kissed my forehead. “Wouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere else.” Then, he chuckled. “I thought Detective Gregson was going to have a stroke when I brought her in, though.”

      I stiffened at the sound of Gregson’s name, and Brad looked me up and down. He’d felt the change.

      “You ready to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.

      I made my head nod through conscious effort. I didn’t want to tell Brad anything, but he deserved better than to be left in the dark.

      I looked up at him, blinked several times with nervousness, and swallowed.

      Brad’s brows rose. “It’s that bad?”

      “No… Maybe…” I sighed. “I don’t know.”

      “Just tell me,” he encouraged, his tone gentle.

      “You know when Joel and I came back from our weekend away?”

      “Hard to forget,” Brad said.

      “Gregson was at my apartment waiting on me.”

      “At your apartment? Upstairs? Inside the café?” This time, it was him who stiffened.

      I nodded.

      “Did he threaten you?”

      I shook my head no.

      “Then what?”

      I gulped. “He kissed me.”

      Brad’s brows shot up again, higher this time. “He kissed you?”

      “Yeah. He said he hated me, then he saved me from falling down the stairs, then he kissed me.”

      Everything about Brad paused. It was like someone had clicked a button to freeze him. Fear ratcheted up in me with every terrible second that past. Brad was finally done with me. He’d finally had enough.

      “Detective Gregson saved you?” Brad asked.

      I blinked. That was not the direction I thought Brad would go, but it warmed my heart that that was the most important thing he’d held on to from all that I’d said.

      “He did,” I said. “I… I got nervous and stepped backward off the stairs, but Gregson caught me before I could fall.”

      Brad’s gaze swept the room. “Mary and Joseph,” Brad said, and I figured it was his way of swearing without swearing. “How many people does it take to keep you safe?”

      Relief flooded me, and I found myself smiling from ear to ear.

      “What are you so happy about?” he asked, still visibly upset.

      “You care,” I said. “You really care.”

      His blue-green eyes bore into me. “Woman, you have no idea.”

      Tingles ran through me in such a delicious way. “You’re not mad about Gregson?”

      Brad rubbed my chin with his thumb and forefinger as he contemplated my question. “Would it make any difference if I were? Would you still chase after truths others want buried? Would you still be you?”

      “I would,” I answered softly.

      Brad shrugged. “If the threat of you dying worries the detective into watching over you, then that’s a win in my book. I’ll take all the help I can keeping you alive.” There wasn’t an ounce of humor in his face as he said it. He was completely serious. “If that means the guy has to fall in love with you to make that happen, I don’t care. I only care about you.”

      I swallowed hard. “And if I develop feelings for him?”

      Brad smiled. “It just means the poor guy don’t stand a chance. He’ll do everything he can to keep you safe…. Just like me.” He stroked my cheek with the back of his hand.

      I shook my head with a sigh but couldn’t hold back my smile. “I think we’re talking about this for nothing. Gregson is moving away. He’s putting as much distance as he can between me and him.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it.” His face held a knowing grin.

      The café bell chimed again, this time announcing Zoey’s arrival. Jack and Agatha followed a few seconds later.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Brad’s hand as I got up from the chair. Together, we went to greet the group.

      “There she is,” Jack said in his richly deep voice. His smile could have lit a baseball stadium. He opened his arms wide and I stepped inside for a giant hug that had my toes wiggling without a connection to the floor.

      “Somebody’s happy,” I said with a laugh.

      “That was from my wife,” Jack said, lowering my feet back down to the ground. “This is from me.” He bent low and kissed the back of my hand. “You gave me my life back. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, my heart swelling with happiness that I was able to take care of my friend.

      “Your family back home yet?” Brad asked.

      “No, the wife refused.”

      I gasped. “No. Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry.”

      Jack threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t be. She said I was overdue for a vacation and that if I wanted them home, I had to come get them. So I am. This time tomorrow, I’ll be in France. We’ll figure out together where we want to go from there.”

      “What I want to know is where you got to before Kylie figured things out,” Brad said.

      “You asking that with or without your badge on?” Jack countered.

      Brad offered a noncommittal shrug.

      Jack smiled and nodded amiably. “Let’s just say that I was not going to willingly walk into a future that did not include my family.”

      “I get that,” Brad said as he reached an arm around my back to hold me.

      “Thank you for getting him back here,” I said to Agatha. “I’m not sure I could have pressed Lara into confessing without him.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. And thank you for doing all that you did. Kept me from having to go to prison.”

      Surprised, I asked, “What for?”

      “For breaking him out.”

      I laughed, but then stopped when I noticed Jack and Agatha weren’t laughing with me. Realizing she was serious, I leaned in. “How would you’ve done it?”

      Agatha smiled. “I’m old, sweetheart. It’s the best camouflage in the world. All it takes is wearing the right clothes, and nobody gives me a second look.”

      Agatha was statuesque even in her eighties. I couldn’t imagine her ever going unnoticed, but I was willing to take her word for it. In fact, I might even ask for her to do it in a pinch.

      Zoey gave me a head bob to the side. She looked like any other girl today in a simple sheath dress and flip flops. The two of us wandered away from the group as the others talked.

      “I know you know that I helped Gregson get the transfer he wanted,” she said when we’d gotten out of earshot of the others. “It’s not too late. I can block it.”

      “What about your duty to your client and all that?”

      She shrugged and smiled. “It’s no fun watching you with Brad if you don’t have someone else around to mess everything up.”

      My mouth fell open. “Zoey, you’re evil.”

      She looked over at Brad. “I have to meet the expectations of my alt fan club.”

      “Alt fan club?”

      “It’s my nickname for my haters,” she said. “Brad’s at the top of the list.”

      “He doesn’t hate you,” I said. “He just thinks you’re, you know…”

      “A psychopath?”

      “Uhhh… Yeah,” I said, laughing as I put an arm around her shoulders. “But you’re my psychopath—and the best friend I could’ve ever hoped for.”

      Zoey held up her hand, pinky out.

      Taking her lead, I did the same, and we hooked pinkies.

      “In it together to the end,” she said.

      “Yep,” I said, “Thelma and Louise got nothing on us.”

      “No way,” Zoey said. “If there’s a car and a cliff, we’ll be the ones watching it go over. We won’t be the ones in the car.”

      “Who will be?”

      She smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “Whoever needs to be.”

      I laughed. “Brad’s right. You are a psychopath.”

      She held up her hand with her thumb and forefinger brought close together just shy of touching. “Little bit,” she said, mouthing the words more than saying them.

      Still laughing, I gave her a hug. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!
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        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.
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