
		
			
				
					[image: 9781426894893.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Carina_final.jpg]

				Grounds to Kill
By Wendy Roberts

				Barista Jen Hanby’s coworkers give her a hard time for bringing coffee and pastries to a homeless man who sits outside her café—but she has a secret. The scruffy man is her father.

				She’s also hiding the little matter of why her palm itches. But how can she explain that her hand has a mind of its own and writes messages from the beyond? Right. That’ll get her Employee of the Month.

				When she finds herself scrawling your boyfriend is cheating on you! to herself on the bathroom mirror, she immediately dumps the guy. But then his little fling—who just happens to be her half sister—turns up dead, and suddenly Jen’s homeless father is the prime suspect.

				Jen knows he is being framed and must take matters into her own hands to protect him. But will anyone believe that the crazy old man is innocent? Or that his spirit-writing daughter holds the truth?

				66,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				In the world of publishing, January is an intimidating month. Mostly because we’re thinking about 2013 long before we want to be. In fact, conversations about 2014 have long since started. How’s that for intimidating? January is also intimidating because we’re expected to set goals and promise great things for the year ahead. That, Carina Press can handle.

				This year, our goal is not only to continue to provide readers with excellent editorial, but also to add a new category of New Adult to our romance line, in order to increase the number of mystery, science-fiction and fantasy titles we publish; to publish returning authors with connected books; and to grow our romance subgenres such as historical romance, GLBT, romantic suspense and erotic romance. You can look forward to all of that happening in 2013!

				In January, we start the year by finishing up Shannon Stacey’s second Kowalski family trilogy with the highly anticipated story of Josh and Katie’s romance, All He Ever Dreamed. If you haven’t read Shannon’s books, you can check out the original Kowalski trilogy for only $4.99 per novel. We also enter 2013 with the paperback release of Fiona Lowe’s 2012 RITA® award-winning contemporary romance, Boomerang Bride.

				Other contemporary romance authors joining Shannon in January include Rachael Johns, kicking off a new contemporary series set in Hollywood with Stand-In Star, and Liz Flaherty with Jar of Dreams. Liz’s debut romance, One More Summer, was described by reviewers as “compelling and addictive” and “one incredible story.”

				On the other end of the romance spectrum are several paranormal, urban fantasy and steampunk romance releases this month. Coleen Kwan returns with the sequel to her fun steampunk romance Asher’s Invention. Asher’s Dilemma brings you the continued romance of Asher and Minerva in a clockwork world.

				Two other continuing series return with fantastic installments. Claws Bared by Sheryl Nantus is the next story in her Blood of the Pride series. And Sandy James offers up The Impetuous Amazon, the second book in the Alliance of the Amazons series. Meanwhile, a new paranormal trilogy begins with Stacy Gail’s Nobody’s Angel, which brings us a tale of Nephilim and sassy heroines. Look for the second book, Savage Angel, in February.

				Cathy Pegau takes us into space with her newest science-fiction romance, Caught in Amber, while Eleri Stone takes us to a world steeped in fantasy and wrapped with pleasure in Threads of Desire, her erotic fantasy romance. Keeping us in the here and now, with more erotic sexy-times, is Callie Croix’s newest erotic contemporary romance, Covert Seduction.

				We’re pleased to welcome mystery author Wendy Roberts to Carina Press with her newest mystery, Grounds to Kill. We’re also pleased that Julie Moffett has chosen to reissue her Scottish historical romance, The Thorn & the Thistle, with us in January.

				Last, to start off 2013, I’m excited to introduce you to our two debut authors. JL Merrow offers up a compelling tale of love through the ages with the male/male historical time travel Trick of Time. Romantic suspense author Ana Barrons will blow away fans of suspense and romance with her debut novel, Wrongfully Accused. Please join me in giving these two authors a warm welcome to Carina Press (by buying their books, of course!).

				I hope you’ll join me for another excellent year of books at Carina Press. Our 2013 schedule is shaping up to be full of books our team loves and can’t wait to get into readers’ hands, including a new trilogy from Fiona Lowe; a compulsively readable new adult romance, Rush Me, from debut author Alison Parr; the last two parts of Jax Garren’s dark Beauty and the Beast retelling; more contemporary romance novels from up-and-coming author Christi Barth; the kick­off of a thrilling urban fantasy series from debut author Steve Vera; more erotic romance compliments of Lynda Aicher; a series of erotic Love Letters from a collection of authors; noir historical mystery Die on Your Feet by debut author S.G. Wong; and another installment of Marie Force’s romantic suspense series.

				This is only a small portion of the amazing books we have coming up in 2013, so please look for these and more from the awesomely talented Carina Press authors.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Chapter One

				There’s a superstition that says if the palm of your hand is itchy you’ll soon be receiving money. If that were true, I’d be a gazillionaire instead of an underpaid barista. Instinctively, I felt my itchy hand might one day bring me luck. So far, nada.

				I rubbed my burning palm on the countertop while I concentrated on whipping up a large café mocha, no sugar, no whip, extra-dry, half-skim, half-whole milk, with chocolate syrup.

				“Watch your back, Jen.” My co-worker, Mitch, squeezed behind me to get to the cooler for more milk.

				Mitch was tall and muscular with golden hair and eyes like hot espresso. When Mitch worked, Merlot’s Café saw a fifty percent increase in female clientele. The estrogen enriched customers flocked to flirt with him. They tended to hang around too long and talk too much, but I didn’t mind. Mitch’s hundred watt smiles had a direct correlation to how the tip jar overflowed, and we shared gratuities. I reaped the benefits without having to sell my own soul with plunging necklines and pushup bras.

				My palm was itching even more, so I snagged a wooden stir stick and scraped it roughly against my hand.

				“Eczema acting up?” Mitch asked, raising his eyebrows.

				I merely shrugged. No sense in complicating our working relationship by telling him I was crazy.

				Mitch took a woman’s coffee order, then elbowed me good naturedly.

				“Hey, look.” He indicated outside the coffee shop with his chin. “It’s your pal, Mr. Stinky.”

				He chuckled, but I didn’t. My teeth clenched as I glanced out the coffee shop’s window. A disheveled homeless man took up his usual sloppy stance on the sidewalk across the street.

				“He’s not my friend.”

				I took an order for a medium, extra-dry café mocha with raspberry syrup.

				“You say he’s not your friend but I doubt you’ve bought anyone else on the planet as many coffees as that guy.”

				Mitch was bent at the waist restocking the pastry case and looked up at me with a smarmy grin. He was trying to be funny so I resisted the temptation to send him flying into the lemon scones.

				“Admit it,” Mitch chided as he got to his feet. “As far as coffee dates go, you and Mr. Stinky are on a roll.”

				“Right. You caught me.” I tucked a wayward strand of brown hair back into my loose ponytail.

				Normally, working with Mitch was a coaster ride of wit made even more fun because he was so easy on the eyes. But it was only halfway through my shift and my feet already hurt in my new espadrilles. Don’t mess with a girl with sore feet.

				“Oh you li-i-ike him,” Mitch teased. He elbowed me in the ribs as he passed.

				“You got me. I’m a pushover for skinny fifty-year-olds that smell like a Dumpster.”

				“Fifty? You think he’s fifty?” Mitch straightened, tilted his head and stared out the window. “I’d say a hard sixty.”

				A bouffant-blonde regular stepped up to the counter in thigh-high boots and an impossibly tight blue dress.

				“What do you think, Molly?” Mitch asked her. “How old do you think Mr. Stinky is? Jen says fifty and I’m going with early sixties.”

				“Who?” she asked, looking confused.

				“The homeless dude who’s been sitting across the street every day the last month or so.” When Molly continued to offer him a blank stare, Mitch added, “You walk by him every morning to get your tea.”

				Molly glanced quickly over her shoulder.

				“He’s there every day?” She frowned and blinked long false eyelashes. “I never noticed.”

				I poured Molly her usual peppermint tea, but the steam rising came from between my ears, not from the small vent at the top of the plastic lid. Pushing Mitch aside, I thrust the cup into Molly’s hand and took her two dollars. I gave her a quarter in change, and she deposited it into the tip jar. Great, I could plan my trip to Hawaii now.

				“Thanks, Mitch.” Molly fluttered her eyelashes.

				Once Molly was out the door with her tea, I picked up a rag and began energetically wiping down the counter and pastry case.

				Merlot’s Café was just one of thousands of independent coffee shops in Seattle. I’d been whipping up java there for nearly two years. It was located on the main floor of an old, five-story brown brick office building on James Street halfway between Yesler and Second in Pioneer Square. The place was owned by a seldom-seen owner named Mervin Lo. Here at Merlot’s we served fair trade, shade grown, organic coffee usually with a smile. The inside was long and narrow with lots of exposed brick, a wide glass pastry case, half a dozen tables and counters with bar stools at the front windows. The walls were lined with framed black and white photos from long ago Seattle when vegetable stands stood where Pike’s Place sprawls today.

				“Amazing that she could walk by every day and not even see him,” I snarled under my breath. “Obviously her dresses are too tight and have cut off circulation to the gray matter beneath her dyed roots.”

				“Nothing amazing about it, Jen. Hundreds of people walk down the streets of Seattle every day and I bet most of those don’t give the homeless a second thought.” He stood next to me and nudged my shoulder good-naturedly. “C’mon, even you must’ve had times when you crossed the street to avoid a panhandler or pretended not to hear the guy asking you for spare change.”

				“Whatever. Just drop it.”

				My gaze cut sideways to the guy across the street. It was starting to rain. My throat constricted. You’d think if you chose to be homeless, you’d at least have the sense to thumb a ride south until you hit the California sun instead of hanging out in Seattle. The burning itch in my palm ramped up a notch and I rubbed my hand against my blue-jean-clad thigh.

				Mitch caught me staring across the street and said, “I told you when he started coming round a few weeks ago that if you fed him he’d keep coming back.” He paused. “They’re kind of like cats, and for him...” he nodded across the street. “...coffee is like tuna.

				“Shut up!” I slammed my palm on the counter, somewhat for emphasis but also to help relieve the itch. The half-dozen customers in Merlot’s looked up from their newspapers and laptops to regard me curiously.

				We served the last of the customers in a long line and I picked up a pen in my left hand to offer my itchy palm some solace. I doodled on the thick pad left near the register.

				“How come you write with your right hand, but you always doodle with your left?” Mitch asked.

				“Guess I’m just talented.” I winked.

				I wiped the already clean counter and Mitch went off to make small talk with a petite brunette. After a minute, I began to feel restless.

				“It’s slow.” I two-pointed my rag into a nearby sink. “I’m going on my break.”

				Mitch wisely kept any snarky comments to himself when I poured a large black coffee in a to-go cup, snagged a bran muffin from the basket containing the day-olds and headed out the door.

				As I crossed the street, I observed Mr. Stinky was still getting organized. He finished a smoke and ground it under his toe as I walked over. Placing a twelve-inch square piece of cardboard on the damp sidewalk, he sat down, criss-crossing legs clad in dirty blue jeans. He had on a denim jacket and leaned his back against the gray concrete slab of the parking garage behind him. In a death grip in his left hand he held the orange Jansport backpack containing all his worldly possessions.

				His eyes looked dead ahead at Merlot’s, and he didn’t acknowledge me in any way as I dodged traffic and risked becoming the victim to an angry Prius driver. Once I was right in front of him, I crouched down to eye level. The stench of him brought tears to my eyes. At least I told myself it was the smell.

				A curl of steam rose from the vented lid of the hot coffee that I placed on the concrete sidewalk. He took the muffin from my outstretched hand and unzipped his backpack using a small yellow compass dangling from the center pocket zipper pull. He placed the muffin gingerly inside next to the oatmeal bar I gave him yesterday and the cinnamon roll from who knows when. Then he reached deeper to the bottom of the pack and pulled out two things—his usual worn paper coffee cup with “change please” scrawled in black Sharpie and a lost dog flyer. He placed the cup in front of him and handed me the sheet.

				I sighed, barely glancing at it.

				“Right. Lost black lab. Got it. You’ve given me the same paper every day for a month. You know that you don’t have a dog, right?”

				I ran an impatient hand through my hair, tugged out the ponytail then scrunched up my hair and pulled the elastic around it tighter than before.

				“Look, you gotta find somewhere else to hang out.” I dug in my pocket for a folded index card. “I’ve made a list of all the shelters and soup kitchens in the area. The one up on Third even has a daytime program. You could, you know, be inside all day. No more sitting in the rain. Wouldn’t that be nice? Plus, they’d feed you so, um, yeah...wouldn’t that be good?”

				I held out the card but he continued to look straight ahead. Not at me but through me. For a minute we stayed like that. Him staring. Me holding out the list. I’m sure he could’ve easily done this all day but I had a life. The rain ramped up from mist to drizzle and pasted my hair to my head and made my mascara run but did nothing to wash away his eau de toilet. Finally, with a small exasperated sigh, I tucked the card into his donation cup along with a twenty I couldn’t afford.

				I was about to get to my feet then changed my mind and leaned in to snap my fingers in front of his face to try to get his attention. His gray eyes flicked to my face then away.

				“I don’t get it.” I threw up my hands in exasperation. “Why the hell do you come here every day if you don’t even want to talk to me?”

				He reached out a grubby hand and tapped the lost dog flyer I still held in my left hand.

				“The dog? There is no dog!” I crumpled the sheet and tossed it at him angrily. It bounced off his stained jacket and landed in his lap.

				“You can’t keep coming here.” My voice hitched. I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry, Dad, but you just can’t.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				I left him to sit in the rain and headed back across the street without looking back. Inside Merlot’s I stormed past the patrons and Mitch’s questioning look to go straight to the back room. I took a moment to compose myself. Scrubbing my hands roughly across my face, I told myself for the millionth time that there was nothing I could do about the fact that my father chose to live on the streets. And for the millionth time that thought gave me no reassurance at all.

				Thinking about my dad made me want to get to the bottom of a bottle of tequila. The only bright spot was the fact that I was seeing my boyfriend tonight. That thought made me smile, and I was about to return to the front of the shop when the bell from the back alley door buzzed. Unlocking the sliding bolt, I shouldered open the heavy metal door.

				“You’re late, Charlie.”

				“Sorry, Jen.” The delivery man was standing in the rain holding a large box of mixed baked goods with Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! in bold lettering across the white container.

				Charlie pushed past me to place the box on a table. Even though I was the one who got Charlie the business with Merlot’s, I’ve never really liked the guy. He was over six feet, with thinning brown hair and skinny to the point of scary. How the hell could you operate a bakery and simultaneously look like you hadn’t eaten more than a breadcrumb in a year? It was unnatural. If I worked at Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! there’s no doubt whatsoever that I’d be Fat! Fat! Fat! and have Zits! Zits! Zits!

				“I ain’t really late,” he wiped his sweaty brow with the sleeve of his jacket and puffed up his cheeks indignantly. “I came by an hour ago but nobody answered the back door.”

				He stepped toward me and I stepped back. Dealing with Charlie meant keeping out of groping distance. He had a way of accidentally brushing up against a person and trying to cop a feel. It was like being mauled by a skeleton. Which was only fun once, at a Halloween party in the eighth grade.

				I didn’t try and question why he’d rung the bell and one of us didn’t answer, because in addition to being malnourished and grabby, Charlie was known for bending the truth.

				In case he was stating a fact, I advised, “Use your cell next time and call the Merlot business line if we don’t answer the buzzer. We’re a coffee shop, for God’s sake. It’s not like we’re closed in the morning!”

				The only saving grace was that Charlie’s muffins and various pastries were made for only a select few clients in Seattle in his own bakery, and were one of the best kept secrets in town. Mervin Lo himself had given me a hefty raise when I’d gotten Merlot’s bumped up the waiting list for the bakery’s goods.

				After signing the delivery invoice and sneaking a lemon scone for myself, I pushed Charlie back into the rain and slid the lock shut. I put half the box of goodies onto a tray and walked them out front where Mitch was holding court around the cash register with a bunch of doe-eyed yoga-clothes-wearing twenty-somethings.

				A glance outside showed Dad was gone. Relief settled in my stomach with the lemon scone. I hoped he was headed to one of my suggested shelters. But deep down I knew he wasn’t. A voice nagged that I should’ve just taken him home with me. But I’d been there, done that and had nothing to show for it but the hopelessness and broken dreams that come from dealing with the chronically mentally ill.

				The rest of my shift slinging coffee to over-caffeinated Seattleites ran fairly smoothly. I doodled away on the notepad next to the cash register until the itching eased up. Then, just when things got dull, a couple of Seattle PD’s finest arrived for coffee. There’s something about a man in uniform that always made my heart go pitter-patter. Deep down, I knew it made me feel secure and protected. Dad had been a cop back when his mind was clear. I remembered being scooped up in bear hugs, my face pressed against the stiff starch of his uniform. Good memories that now tasted sour.

				Lucky for me, I was in a committed relationship with my own member of the force. Tonight was our six month anniversary and Arthur was coming over for dinner. After I filled his belly with almost-homemade lasagna, I planned on broaching the delicate topic of moving forward in our relationship. I was positive we were ready for that next big step: a romantic weekend away together.

				“What’s with the big goofy smile?” Mitch asked.

				“Just looking forward to my evening, which starts...” I looked pointedly at my watch. “Right about now.”

				“Don’t tell me your night involves doing the tango of love with Arthur.” Mitch wrinkled his nose in distaste when he said Arthur’s name. “That guy is just—”

				“Stop.” I held up my hand in front of Mitch’s face. “It doesn’t matter what you think. He’s my boyfriend. I don’t go around commenting on the skanks that wander in here making goo goo eyes at you after you snuck out of their beds at the crack of dawn.”

				“Actually, you do comment on my love life all the time.” He took the dishtowel and whipped it at my ass as I turned to go. “The difference is I don’t go around falling in love with every police officer who asks me out on a date.”

				“You’re just jealous.”

				“Oh, right.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m secretly hoping to be swept off my feet by a man in uniform.”

				“No.” I giggled and tugged my Merlot’s apron over my head. “You just wish you were in a fabulous relationship like I am instead of schlepping from bed to bed.”

				I left Mitch laughing heartily at that.

				The ride home from Merlot’s was the usual crawl in traffic, but I managed to make good time in my Neon with a brief stop at Safeway to pick up my soon-to-be-homemade lasagna supplies, which consisted of frozen lasagna, shredded mozzarella cheese, garlic bread, a bagged salad and a bottle of red wine. Home for me was a fourth-floor apartment in a concrete slab of a building on Beacon and Hanford. I pulled into the parking lot in the back just as the drizzle notched up to a downpour. Luckily, I spotted an available parking spot right beside the back door. Unluckily, a zippy little Mazda darted into the spot ahead of my Dodge Neon.

				“Misty Nichols.” I hissed her name under my breath and curbed the urge to hit the accelerator when she hopped out of her car and offered me a saccharin smile.

				I snagged another spot a row away. My hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. I frowned at Misty swinging her hips as she walked toward the door. As the rain sloshed over her, it did nothing but make her look like she was modeling for the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition. She paused before entering the building to toss back her mane of golden hair and wave to me over her shoulder.

				“I hate that woman.”

				We’d had a friendship once upon a time, but too much had happened to rebuild all the bridges that were burned.

				I ran through the rain to the door of the building carrying my grocery bags. Once inside, I looked more like a drowned rat than a damp model, but I smiled anyway at the prospect of my date in a couple of hours.

				Greeting me at the door to my fourth floor apartment was my first true love, a Yorkshire terrier named Mojo. She had a glossy coat of steel blue with a tan face and feet. At seven pounds she was an impossibly adorable love muffin with the attitude of a diva. She ran to her toy basket and brought me a small stuffed bunny. I scooped them both into my arms and made baby cooing noises that would’ve been embarrassing if anyone else was around.

				Strangely enough I’d actually inherited Mojo from my arch nemesis, Misty Nichols. When Misty moved into the building, she owned Mojo but the two never saw eye-to-muzzle. Misty claimed Mojo was untrainable and at two still piddled in the apartment. I figured it was vindictive peeing, because even though Mojo was a female dog we both knew that Misty was the real bitch. When I saw the ad in the laundry room asking if anyone wanted to take Mojo off her hands, I scooped up the dog for myself.

				When I put her down on the floor, Mojo promptly ran to the patio doors at my balcony and nudged a string of bells. I trained her to ring the bells to indicate she needed to go out. Since I had no yard, Mojo used a two-by-four planter of grass I grew there specifically for her needs. While Mojo emptied her bladder, I pre-heated the oven. I absently rubbed my itchy palm on the box’s corner as I slid the frozen lasagna out and dumped it into my own pan. Then I heaped on extra cheese, sprinkled it with fresh basil leaves and covered it in foil. Ta da!

				Mojo and I went for a quick dash around the block while waiting for the oven to reach the correct temperature. Being that she was a pint-sized dog with low exercise requirements and I was an out-of-shape barista who breathed heavily after one city block, this was all either one of us could handle.

				After our jaunt Mojo ran to curl up in her crown-shaped doggie bed that had a pink shell with an ivory fleece cushion and Princess embroidered in white. I put the pan in the oven and went to transform from Coffee Girl to Wanton Sex Goddess.

				Arthur knocked at precisely eight-thirty. One of the things I liked about Arthur was that he was never late. Not ever. You might even say he was freakishly prompt.

				I flung open the door enthusiastically and smiled at my boyfriend. He claimed to be five-foot-ten, but I guessed him more accurately at five-nine. His light brown hair was regulation short and a smattering of freckles across his nose caused him to look closer to twenty than his actual thirty.

				“You’re still in uniform.” I grinned, wanting him to wrap me in those strong uniformed arms and make me feel secure.

				“Yup.” He stepped inside and kicked the door shut behind him. “I was going to go home and change but—” He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my jeans and pulled me into a kiss. “I know how you like it when I show up in my work duds.”

				It was a nice kiss that had the possibility of making me forget there was dinner in the oven.

				From her bed a few feet away Mojo growled low in her throat.

				“Hey, Rat,” Arthur called out.

				“Don’t call her that,” I protested with a pout.

				To show her disdain for Arthur, Mojo got up and circled in her bed until her rear was pointed at us.

				“Do I smell your world-famous lasagna?”

				I was pushed aside as Arthur followed his nose the few steps from my entranceway to my kitchen.

				“It’s almost ready,” I said.

				He grabbed a beer from the fridge and settled onto the couch with the remote in hand while I tossed the salad. The minute I was in the kitchen Mojo hustled over. I accidentally-on-purpose dropped a small piece of cheese meant for the salad and Mojo speedily vacuumed the morsel and headed back to her bed.

				In my romantic haze I envisioned the two of us eating dinner, sipping wine and gazing into each other’s eyes across a candlelit table. Unfortunately, Arthur preferred beer, I had no candles and no table, only a couple of bar stools at the counter, so we ate off our laps in front of the TV watching the King 5 news anchor tell us about all the evil in the world. None of this was conducive to getting Arthur to my laptop to look at romantic B&B websites. I waited until after we’d eaten our food and he’d had a second beer and then wrangled the remote from his hands and clicked off the television.

				Unfortunately, my turning off the TV made Arthur think I was offering dessert instead of conversation. Within two minutes of tongue wrestling on the sofa we continued our not talking in bed.

				Afterward I brought up the B & B idea.

				“Just you and me alone for an entire weekend,” I breathed against his ear. “Doesn’t that sound awesome?”

				Arthur picked up the remote for the bedroom television and clicked it on.

				“Sure. Sounds cool.” But his tone was less than enthusiastic. “You know what might be even cooler? Vegas.”

				“And more expensive.” And way less romantic.

				“I’ve got the bucks...no worries.” He reached over and lightly pinched my breast. “Just give me ten minutes or so to watch the end of this game and then we can talk about it, okay?”

				He turned up the volume before waiting for my reply. I didn’t feel as committed to watching the Blazers play ball with the Suns so I headed off for a post coital shower.

				While I was standing under the hot spray, my left palm began itching like crazy again. I shampooed, rinsed and waited on the conditioner to condition all the while trying to ignore the burning irritation in my hand. It got to be unbearable. It was like the palm of my hand had developed a yeast infection and then someone covered it with fire ants.

				Even though I knew from experience it wouldn’t do any good, I took my loofah and scrubbed it frantically across my palm. If anything, I was itchier than ever.

				“Argh! Fine. Have it your own way!” I screamed to my offending left hand as if it had a mind of its own.

				Sadly, in a weird way, it did.

				I rinsed off the conditioner before it even had a chance to deal with the split ends caused by blow drying, straightening and excessive dying. I jumped out of the shower, slipped my arms into the pink, fluffy robe Arthur had given me as a Christmas gift and walked over to the large, steamy bathroom mirror. Usually I would seek a pen and paper for itch relief. However, a lipstick, eyebrow pencil or, in this case, a steamy mirror worked in a pinch. With a deep breath I tried to seek a level of calm. I held my right hand over my heart and counted out a few beats before placing the index finger of my left hand up to the steamy mirror.

				With eyes closed and my breath held, my hand began to move of its own volition. Hurriedly, words were formed and a thought expressed. Not my words. Not my thoughts. I’m just the channel. The words came from my so-called spirit guide.

				In college a psychic told me my talent was called automatic writing. At the time I thought it had been brought on by a variety of illicit hallucinogenic drugs. I’m still not entirely sure it hadn’t. However the psychic insisted it happened when your soul was open to receiving instructions from a spirit guide. You entered a trance-like state and the guide controlled your hand to give you a message.

				It’s not nearly the party trick you might think. I was cursed with a spirit guide with a sick sense of humor, poor timing and a reluctance to feed me something helpful or useful like lottery numbers.

				When my hand stopped scrawling on the mirror, I let out the breath I’d been holding and felt a massive relief wash over me. My hand no longer itched and, in fact, I felt utterly at peace. Until I opened my eyes and read the profound message brought to me from the Great Beyond. “Dear Jen, Arthur is screwing Misty.”

				“What?” I jumped back in horror. “Uh-uh. No way!”

				“Hey, Jen, everything okay in there?” Arthur’s voice came from my bedroom across the hall.

				I couldn’t bring myself to reply. Taking huge gulps of air I began pacing in my tiny bathroom while I drilled my fingers through my wet hair. I tried to find calm, but succeeded only in getting more and more pissed off. The automatic writing thing started when I was in my early teens when the message I received was a doodle on my notebook that my date to the school dance was gay. Sadly for me, this turned out to be true. Over the years I’d received a lot of stupid, annoying and even ridiculous messages. But they were all...every single one...true.

				My last weighty message from the Great Beyond was “Don’t eat the shrimp,” while at a friend’s Christmas party. I ignored that and spent twenty-four hours clutching porcelain due to food poisoning. The fact of the matter was the guide, whoever or whatever it might be, did not lie.

				I glanced again in my bathroom mirror where the message was slowly fading with the steam. Splashing cold water on my face did little to cool the white-hot anger seething in my belly.

				“How could he?” I clenched my teeth, pounded my fist on the counter and felt tears burn my eyes.

				Letting out a string of colorful curses, I tightened the belt on my robe and stormed out of the bathroom and into the bedroom.

				“Blazers crushed ’em,” Arthur announced and clicked off the power to the TV before glancing my way. With a seductive smile he asked, “You ready for round two?” Pointing to a slight rise in the sheets, he added, “Bob here likes you smelling like soap and shampoo.”

				With determination I crossed the room to the bedside table on which Arthur had left his holster. I yanked out his Glock then turned and pointed it in the vicinity of his crotch.

				“I need to ask Bob a question.” My voice was impossibly calm.

				Arthur froze.

				“Whoa, Jen. Stop messing around, that thing’s loaded!” He chuckled nervously but when I didn’t return his stupid smile or lower the gun he got anxious and tried a firmer voice. “Seriously. Put it down.”

				“I’m asking Bob a question.” My voice was cool, but my blood was boiling. I took a step forward and stuffed the muzzle of the gun against his dick. “Tell the truth, Bob. Are you bobbing around inside Misty Nichols these days?”

				“Wha-a-a?” Arthur babbled and blinked furiously. He dug his heels into the mattress and scuttled up against the headboard. “Don’t be stupid! Where on earth would you get that idea?”

				He was trying for his manly, cop voice, but the words came out shrill. One look in his eyes and I saw nothing but the truth. Well, truth and fear because, after all, I was still pointing a gun at his penis.

				“Get out.” I tossed his gun onto the bed next to him and burst into tears. “Leave my key on the table on your way out and lose my phone number. Permanently.”

				I couldn’t hold back big, ugly, gulping cries as I left the bedroom and headed to the living room. Mojo came running over and I picked her up and buried my head in her silky neck. Arthur dressed in record time and barely paused while he slipped his feet into his Nikes at my door.

				“Why Misty?” I sniffed from where I sat on the sofa. “You know I hate her! Besides, she only did it with you because you’re a cop and she’s got a thing for a man in uniform,” I added with a mean snarl.

				He turned toward me and his mouth formed a twisted smile.

				“Right. She’s a badge bunny. Just like you, Jen. It’s all about the uniform.”

				He tossed my apartment key in my general direction, and I watched it fall between the cushions as he stomped out of my apartment and out of my life.

				“Asshole,” I sniffed. Then the sniffs and snuffles turned back into full-blown blubbering. Mojo gave what little comfort she had by licking my teary face and offering me her stuffed ducky.

				After a half hour of sobbing I began frantically texting my girlfriends, Beth and Mallory, but I’d forgotten they were away at a retreat. Feeling sorry for myself, I went into the bathroom for tissue. My eyes were red and puffy and I looked like hell. I crawled into bed and remembered how my friend Mallory always said picturing a sunny meadow in the country helped her to relax. When I tried to visualize a peaceful meadow, all my mind could conjure up were pictures of Arthur and Misty naked and frolicking in that meadow. And I was hunting them with a loaded shotgun. It was probably too soon after my betrayal to expect to find inner peace.

				Instead I beat up my pillows pretending one was Arthur and the other Misty and hoped I’d eventually be so exhausted I’d fall asleep. No such luck. At midnight I was more awake than ever. Snagging my car keys, I decided to go for a drive to clear my head. I asked Mojo to come along but she had no interest in fueling my drama. I left the TV on for her so she wouldn’t feel lonely.

				Pointing my blue Neon out of downtown, I drove twenty minutes and wound up in Renton, a dozen miles southeast. I drove down a tree-lined street and idled for a few minutes in front of the tidy three bedroom rancher where I’d grown up. Even though it had been over ten years since I’d lived there, I used to go all the time when I was stressed. Sometimes I’d walk into the backyard and rub my hands along the rough bark of the old oak. It even made my hand feel better. The tree was gnarled, twisted and slightly bent. Just like my family.

				Last time I showed up to grope the old oak was last summer. I scared the bejesus out of the new family, who threatened to call the cops. So I just sat in my car and stared wistfully at the house remembering simpler times before dad got crazy and mom got dead.

				A lifetime ago, after dad stopped taking medication and decided he preferred sleeping in alleys instead of a warm bed, mom and I’d continued on as if nothing ever happened. She was impossibly upbeat as if to make up for Dad. The pretending drove me crazy. Not as crazy as dear old Dad, but a little nutty nonetheless.

				As soon as I turned eighteen, I hightailed it out of the ’burbs to take an apartment with Beth and Mallory downtown. I took college classes during the day and served drinks at night. It was new, exciting and fun. And if part of me kept glancing in doorways hoping to catch a glimpse of my father, none of my partying pals suspected. However, a few months later my body was growing weary of Jell-O shooters and tequila. I got a call from Dad. He was home, back on meds and Mom wasn’t well. I moved back to watch advanced breast cancer eat its way through Mom’s body in a matter of weeks.

				Now I gripped the steering wheel tighter and berated myself for coming to the house that guilt built expecting something different. Next time I wanted to go for a drive I’d point my Neon toward the Oregon coast like a normal person.

				Pulling away from the curb, I headed home with a brief cruise through a drive-thru to pick up a medicinal strawberry shake. It was just after one in the morning when I pulled back into the parking lot behind my building. Sitting in my car, I frowned at Misty’s Mazda still in that prime parking position next to the door. I glanced up to the fourth floor and over to the far right where lights were all turned out in my place except for the soft flicker from the TV left on for Mojo. I glanced to the left end of the same floor to Misty’s apartment. At least Arthur didn’t have to travel far to stab me in the back.

				Misty’s windows were brightly lit. I imagined she was home and watching TV. The jury was out on whether she was alone or snuggled up with Arthur. For all I knew he’d stormed out of my apartment and hopped into her bed. The thought made me see red.

				My eyebrows knitted together in a scowl as I hoisted my purse onto my shoulder. Grumbling under my breath, I pressed the key fob to lock my car as I headed for the door.

				On the concrete landing at the entrance I nearly stepped in a mountainous pile of fresh dog poo. I was able to catch myself just in time to save my shoes and prevent what could’ve been a shitty ending to a particularly crappy day.

				“Gross!” I said and added a colorful curse. Fumbling with my key ring, I produced the building key and slipped it into the lock. “If anyone should be stepping in dog doo it should be Misty.”

				For a brief moment I found myself standing at the door gazing longingly at the poop and fantasizing about Misty stepping in it or, even better, falling into it face first. Perhaps with her mouth and eyes wide open. The thought made me smile. Then a particularly evil idea began to take shape in my head.

				Minutes later I was riding up the elevator with a hunk of dog crap wrapped in a stack of Merlot’s Coffee House napkins that I’d retrieved from my car. When the elevator door slid open on my top floor, old Mrs. Rudnicki was waiting to get on. Mrs. Rudnicki was about ninety and never slept. She wore her hair in tight silver curls and her eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s. When she wasn’t blasting soap operas in the apartment across from mine, she was pacing the hall, the lobby, or the outside perimeter of our building as a one-woman security force.

				“You’re carrying poo.” Mrs. Rudnicki indicated my hand with a tilt of her pointy chin as if I couldn’t possibly be aware of what I was holding.

				“Yes, somebody let their dog do their business by the back door, and I didn’t want anybody to step in it.”

				“Are you sure it wasn’t your dog?” Her penciled-in eyebrows rose and she wrinkled her nose in distaste.

				I hated to point out the obvious, but felt it was my obligation to educate her.

				“My dog is seven pounds. One of the best things about a seven pound dog is small poop. This was made by a much, much bigger dog.” I stepped off the elevator and Mrs. Rudnicki got on.

				“I didn’t know you were such an expert.”

				I didn’t either.

				“Well, it’s very considerate of you to pick up after someone else’s dog,” she said. However, the elevator doors slid closed with Mrs. Rudnicki looking unconvinced by my random act of kindness.

				With Mrs. Rudnicki gone to patrol the main level and outside of the building for at least a few minutes, I turned left and walked purposely toward Misty Nichols’s apartment. I could hear canned laughter from a sitcom blaring from her television as I walked closer. I paused outside her door and debated where to make my deposit. I considered scraping it on the doorknob, but she’d be opening the door from the inside and I didn’t want Misty just near poop, I wanted her in it. After stealing my boyfriend it was the very least she could do.

				I debated exactly what to do with my delivery and then noticed Misty’s door wasn’t fully closed. Maybe in his rush to leave my bed and jump into Misty’s love canal, Arthur had neglected to kick the door shut behind him. A strong visual of Misty’s nimble limbs wrapped around Arthur’s torso had me breathing fire. I nudged the door with the tip of a finger. It squeaked loudly and swung open about a foot. I held my breath expecting somebody to call out. Nothing. They were apparently too involved.

				Gr-r-r-r!

				The only sound was the cacophony of the television. Misty had no consideration for the other tenants in the building. Respectable people. Hardworking people. People like me! I glanced down at the poop in my hand and didn’t feel entirely respectable but I did feel justified. After all, what kind of an evil slut steals another woman’s man?

				I’d been in Misty’s apartment once before. It was the day she moved in and she’d pretended to want a bonding moment when she’d only needed my help to move a thousand-pound armoire. She’d sucked me in when I saw she’d placed a picture of us on the credenza in the foyer. In the picture she’d been sixteen and I was nineteen. It was taken in a good moment and when I saw the photo I was touched. Later I realized she probably used it as target practice.

				Her apartment floor plan was identical to mine. That meant her sofa would be only a few feet inside the door but angled slightly toward the far wall to view the TV perched on a stand under the picture window. If Misty was on her sofa, she’d have her back to the door. Chances were good she wouldn’t see me even if I opened the door and flung the crap right at her. As a matter of fact, it might even be possible to hightail it back to my apartment before she could react.

				I suppressed a childish giggle then had a touch of conscience. Obviously, this was an immature act and I’d be a much better person if I just walked away.

				But where was the fun in that?

				Maybe I’d get lucky and hit Misty and Arthur.

				I gave the door a slight shove with my foot and out of the corner of my eye spied the four-by-six oak framed photo of us. Even while I raised my hand high I couldn’t help but wonder why she’d kept it. The door to the apartment swung wide open and, in a moment of panic, I flung my repugnant orb forcefully without looking for my intended target.

				Just as I heard the icky thwup of excrement hitting her plasma screen TV, my gaze fell to a shape on the floor a few feet away. Misty Nichols was lying in a pool of her own blood. Her throat had been slashed and her carefully painted lips were twisted into a hideous look of permanent surprise.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				“Okay, Miss Hamby, let’s go through this one more time,” the officer said.

				He’d introduced himself as Detective Kellum and he had red hair and a bulbous red nose that suggested a life wrapped around a whiskey bottle. He was ugly enough to make me seriously rethink my attraction to a man in uniform.

				“I’ve told you a dozen times already.” I ran my trembling hands through my hair.

				We were sitting in my apartment, but every time I blinked I saw Misty’s very dead face. I pinched the bridge of my nose and squeezed my eyes shut. It didn’t help. Mojo came over and stood on her hind legs to be lifted onto the sofa. I picked her up and held her close.

				“Just one more time. So you were coming home from work at this late hour?” Detective Kellum prompted.

				“No.” I shook my head. “I told you, I got off work earlier today, then had dinner here with my boyfriend and then went for a drive.”

				“Because you couldn’t sleep.”

				“Right.”

				“And you drove to...” he prompted as if he hadn’t already written it down. As if I was going to change my answer. Yup, now instead of saying I drove around for a few miles, I’d just slip and say I’d killed Misty and suddenly make his job a whole lot easier.

				“Renton. To clear my head. I grew up in that area, so I find it comforting. And, no, nobody talked to me in Renton except for the teenage boy who served me my milkshake at the McDonald’s drive thru.”

				“Ri-i-ight. And you work where again?” He offered me a kind smile. No doubt the same one that made axe murderers want to confess and made his wife sleep with his best friend.

				“I work at Merlot’s Coffee House.”

				“Never heard of it.”

				“I’m not surprised.” Because you probably drink tar made at home and follow it up with a beer chaser. “There are hundreds of independent coffee shops in Seattle.”

				“Right, but not many named after red wine instead of coffee.”

				Leave it to Kellum the red-nosed cop to point out the obvious.

				“The owner is Mervin Lo. He was going for a play on words.”

				“Hmm, so you’re saying you came home after your drive, and then you went to have a word with Miss Nichols, but when you tried her apartment, the door just swung open?”

				“Yes.”

				“And, this is where things get a little fuzzy for me, you understand. You say you panicked and—” He glanced down at the notebook in his hand and read aloud, “Threw a pile of dog shit across the room.”

				I hung my head in shame and nodded. When I glanced up, the detective was trying hard to control a smile. Probably there wasn’t a lot of humor in his line of work. He couldn’t wait to catch his buddies later and have a good hardy-har-har about the gal who threw crap at a dead body.

				“It’s the truth. Hey, you can ask my neighbor!” I abruptly remembered I had a witness who could verify that I had come off the elevator with poop that I’d cleaned off the landing as a gesture of goodwill. “Mrs. Rudnicki saw me getting off the elevator with the doggie doo. I told her that somebody had let their dog do their business at the front door so I was cleaning it up.”

				“Yeah, my partner already talked to Mrs. Rudnicki and she confirmed that was exactly what you said you were doing.”

				“Good!” I felt tremendously relieved. God bless little old Mrs. Rudnicki’s ancient heart. She’d been my neighbor for three years and so, of course, she’d stick up for me.

				“She also said you’re shifty, you hated Misty and you had a loud fight with your boyfriend earlier this evening.”

				Stupid old hag! I hoped she slipped, broke both hips and died a slow, painful death.

				“I am not shifty!” I snapped. “Just because Misty and I didn’t get along doesn’t mean I killed her!”

				“And the boyfriend?”

				“Not that it’s a crime but, yes, I did have an argument with my boyfriend earlier.” I blew out a long breath and carefully considered the rest of my statement. I knew they’d probably find out sooner rather than later, so I just decided to be direct. “I found out my boyfriend was cheating.”

				The detective was busy cleaning his ear with his fat pinky finger. He paused in his search of the perfect ball of ear wax, glanced at his notes, then resumed his excavating.

				“Boyfriend’s name?”

				“You don’t really need to know that.”

				He withdrew his pinky from his ear canal and looked at me with sharp, squinty eyes and a hard mouth drawn in a tight line. No doubt that exact look had made serial killers cry.

				“Name of boyfriend?” the detective barked.

				“Ex-boyfriend,” I corrected, biting my lower lip. “Arthur Byrne. He was cheating on me with my half sister.”

				The detective’s eyes drilled into mine.

				“Arthur Byrne? Not Officer Arthur Byrne from East Precinct? Sometimes works vice?”

				“No...not vice.” I swallowed thickly because I knew I had to lay it on the line regardless of how horrible it looked. “My half sister is Misty Nichols.”

				“Misty was your half sister?” He leaned forward and a vein began throbbing at his temple.

				“Yes.” I shrank back into the cushions of my sofa. “I guess I should’ve mentioned that earlier, huh?”

				“Jesus. This day just keeps getting better and better!” he shouted.

				Snapping his notebook shut, he got to his feet and began pacing angrily.

				It was an hour later before the detective was gone and I was all alone in my apartment, scared and defenseless. I knew my best friends were away, but I still left numerous messages. I didn’t want to tell them Misty was killed, because murder didn’t feel like something that should be mentioned in a text message. Instead, I said something awful had happened. Why was nobody available in my hour of need? Then, because I felt needy and vulnerable, I dialed Mitch.

				He answered the phone with a sleepy growl after recognizing my number.

				“Jenny-boo, it’s three in the morning and I’ve got the opening shift tomorrow. You’d better be dead or almost dead.”

				“I’m not dead, but Misty Nichols is.” I sniffed loudly. “She was murdered.”

				There was a pause.

				“Did you kill her?”

				“No!”

				“Just checking.”

				My lower lip began to quiver.

				“B-but Arthur was sleeping with her.”

				“I always hated that guy.” Mitch sighed.

				“I’m scared,” I added with a small sob.

				He sighed again.

				“Aren’t there cops crawling all over your building?” After a beat he added, “You did call the police, didn’t you?”

				“Of course! They’ve been here for the last few hours, but now they’re finished taking my statement and I don’t want to be alone. There’s a killer running around here...possibly someone who lives in the very same building!”

				“But not someone who lives, like, right in the same apartment as you, right?”

				“Mitch!”

				“Fine. I’m on my way.”

				He arrived at my apartment within a half hour. He was wearing jeans, a Mariners T-shirt and had a sexy, rumpled, just-out-of-a-warm-bed look to him...except for the extreme look of annoyance on his face.

				“Police questioned me when I got off the elevator,” he said, stepping inside and kicking off his Adidas. “I had to tell them that we work together and then I had to show ID.”

				I glanced down the hall. Two men were pushing a gurney toward the elevator. A gurney with a black body bag strapped to it. I swayed slightly on my feet and Mitch grabbed my elbow to steady me.

				“I need a drink,” I whimpered.

				I pulled Mitch the rest of the way inside and closed the door quickly behind him. Then I turned the deadbolt and put on the chain lock.

				Mitch raised his eyebrows.

				“You’re scaring me,” he said.

				“Well, a woman was killed only a few doors down. We can’t be too careful.”

				He bent and gave Mojo a hello pat on the back then walked over to my living room and sank down onto my sofa.

				“You sure you didn’t accidentally, like, you know...stab Misty while discussing the fact that she was playing hide the salami with Arthur?”

				On my way to the kitchen I punched him hard in the arm.

				“I would never do something like that.”

				“That’s right. You’re not the violent type.” He rubbed his bicep where I hit him.

				“Vodka or beer?” I asked.

				“Whatever you’re having.”

				“I’m having tequila, but I’m not sharing.”

				“Okay. Beer.”

				Back in the living room I handed him a cold can from the fridge and plunked the bottle of tequila and a shot glass on the coffee table. I took two shots one after the other, relishing the burn. Then I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to cry. I slumped back onto the sofa next to Mitch.

				“So who do you think did it?” he asked after a minute.

				“How should I know?” I thought about the gaping slash in Misty’s throat and shuddered.

				“Well, you two were close at one time, so I thought maybe—”

				“That was a long time ago,” I said curtly. This is the problem when you work with someone for a long time and you tended to over-share your life just out of boredom when things were slow. “And we were never really close. We tried to be close once, but it didn’t take.”

				“What did the cops say when you told them about you and Misty?”

				I thought about the vein that began pulsing on Detective Kellum’s head.

				“I think he was, um, concerned.”

				Mitch turned to face me on the sofa his eyebrows raised in question as he took a deep pull from his beer. “Concerned in that I should plan on working with someone else for the next ten to twenty years?”

				“Of course not!” I said abruptly. I sure hoped not! “I was very truthful and told the detective about how I went over to talk with Misty because I found out about her and Arthur.”

				“Is that the truth? You were just going to talk to her?”

				“Well...”

				“Ah geez.” Mitch rubbed the stubble on his chin roughly, then finished his beer and went to the kitchen for another.

				“Spit it out,” he demanded when he sat back down. “Everything.”

				I picked up my third tequila shot and drained it.

				“Let’s just say there may have been, um, other shit involved.”

				Mitch frowned and hung his head. Mojo was yawning and stretching in front of us and Mitch scooped her up and allowed her to snuggle in his lap.

				“Where exactly are Frick and Frack tonight?”

				“Beth and Mallory? They’re away on a weekend of spiritual enlightenment and they’re not allowed to use their cell phones.”

				He raised his eyebrows.

				“How the hell did Mallory convince Beth to do that?”

				“All three of us were supposed to go but, um, I canceled on account of my six month anniversary with Arthur.”

				“That worked out just peachy now, didn’t it?” he said sarcastically. “Fine. Give it to me straight. The whole story. Not your long bullshit version either.”

				He nursed his second beer for an hour and patiently listened while I told the entire truth, poop and all. It took a while and a couple more shots of tequila before I was able to share the complete ugliness of the night, leaving out my message in the mirror. By the time I was done telling my sordid tale, I was drunk and he was giving me long looks of sympathy. Then again those might have been looks that asked the age old question “Is she drunk enough to sleep with me?”

				Truthfully, there may have been a time when Mitch and I would’ve ended the evening with a lip lock or in sweaty sheets but somewhere over the years of slinging java together, I’d begun to realize he wasn’t interested. I think he found me mildly amusing and somewhat annoying. Not what you’d call the basis for a great romance.

				I locked the door behind him around four-thirty in the morning and stumbled in the direction of my bed. I wondered if I’d ever be able to sleep. The harsh truth of the night was that out there in the world was someone who hated Misty even more than I did. And that was saying a lot.

				I didn’t feel tired when I crawled into bed, but the sandman worked with the tequila-bed-spins man and together they rocked me into a dead sleep. I woke up just before nine to a banging noise. At first I thought it was just the pounding of my hangover headache but soon I realized someone was at my door and they weren’t going away.

				Mojo was at the door barking her angry, high-pitched bark. Dragging my aching body through my apartment, I looked through my peep hole and saw Arthur looking red faced and pissed off. He was in uniform but it did nothing for me.

				With my eye still against the peep hole he hammered the door with his fist again, causing me to cry out, grasp my head and moan in agony.

				“Open the door, Jen! I can hear you on the other side.”

				“Yeah? Hear this...” And I screamed, “Go to hell!” Then I whimpered a little.

				“I’m not leaving even if it means I bang on your door all day. I’ve been fired from my job because of you, so I don’t have anything better to do.”

				I opened the door.

				“You were fired?”

				“Not exactly.” He pushed his way into my apartment and kicked the door shut behind him. “But I’m on desk duty until they finish investigating Misty’s death. Thanks to you.” He blew out a long breath.

				“Detective Kellum knew about our fight and I couldn’t exactly leave that part out,” I said.

				“I know, I know,” he said, then shook his head ruefully. “I can’t believe someone actually killed her. That’s awful.” He continued to shake his head, but stopped all of a sudden and regarded me. “So...did you do it?”

				“Of course not!” I slugged him in the stomach, and he let out a whoosh of air.

				Mojo snorted a backward sneeze of indignation on my behalf and went to the corner of the room to watch Arthur warily from behind her fuzzy eyelashes.

				“Fine. I believe you.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Why didn’t you call me? I had to hear about it from Kellum.” He let out a low whistle and snarled, “Having that guy breathing in my face at the crack of dawn wasn’t exactly heaven.”

				I crossed my arms over my chest and narrowed my eyes.

				“Poor you. I can see you’re all broken up about your girlfriend’s death.”

				“First of all, she wasn’t my girlfriend and, second, you were the one who hated her long before I got involved.”

				“Not enough to kill her!”

				Arthur flopped onto my sofa and put his feet on the coffee table and I passed him to go directly into the kitchen. My throat felt like sandpaper. I opened the fridge, grabbed the orange juice and drank a few gulps from the carton before I returned to confront him.

				“She was your secret lover and then she got murdered. And somehow it’s my fault you wound up on desk duty?”

				His face softened and he just let out a sigh.

				“We’d only rolled in the sack once, Jen. In my defense, she could be pretty convincing.”

				I knew that was true, but as my boyfriend he was supposed to be impervious to Misty’s feminine wiles.

				“I’ve looked, but I didn’t find your backbone left behind in my apartment,” I said.

				“Yeah? Well, the world is really messed up. How could someone just slit her throat and leave her to die? Awful. I don’t get it and I see stuff like this all the time.”

				“No, you don’t. You’re a traffic cop. The closest you get to murder is when someone tries to run you over.”

				“Oh yeah? How about last year when that woman killed that old man just ten feet from me?”

				“The woman had a heart attack at the wheel and ran over a pedestrian. If you hadn’t been causing a traffic delay, she probably wouldn’t have blown a gasket and the guy would still be alive. It was all very sad, but it wasn’t murder.”

				“I’m in training to move to vice, you know. Won’t be long now.” He winked then asked, “How about some coffee?”

				“I make coffee for a living, remember?” I snapped. “You want coffee, make it yourself.”

				“Fine.” He got to his feet. “Looks like you could use some too.”

				I didn’t respond and instead shuffled down the hall to my bathroom. I opened the medicine cabinet and rooted around through old tubes of lip gloss and eyeliner to find a bottle of Tylenol. I choked down a couple of tablets and sighed. The reflection staring back at me in the mirror was not the carefree twenty-five year old woman I strived to be now that I was thirty. Nope. The woman looking back at me had tired eyes, pale skin and over-processed hair. Maybe I’d feel better if I freshened up. I took out my toothbrush and makeup bag and thought about making myself look presentable. Then I stopped.

				Arthur no longer deserved the pretty me.

				Back in my kitchen I swatted Arthur’s hand as he began spooning beans into the grinder.

				“Get out.”

				“Hold on.” He shrugged me off, flipped the switch to grind the coffee beans then turned to face me. “Let’s have a cup of coffee together at least.”

				“Nope. We’re done, remember? Get out.”

				“First, let me hear it from you.”

				“Hear what?”

				“That you broke into Misty’s apartment and threw shit at her TV after she was dead.” He leaned back against my counter and regarded me with his attempt at a serious cop face.

				I fisted my hands on my hips.

				“I did not break in. Her door was open.”

				His head slumped forward and his shoulders began to shake. Oh God, I made him cry.

				“Look, I’m sorry she’s dead,” I said. “Sure we had our differences and you shouldn’t have been screwing around with her behind my back, but nobody deserves to die like that, not even Misty, and—”

				He glanced up and I noticed he hadn’t been shaking because he was all broken up over Misty. The idiot was trying to contain a smile. Now he let out a loud guffaw.

				“That is so you! Instead of talking it out like a normal person, you freak out and throw a handful of shit. The guys at the precinct are going to be talking about this one for years.” His face was beet red from trying to contain his giggles. “I don’t want to even know where you got the poop from.”

				My hands were shaking with fury. I picked up my empty I Heart Seattle coffee mug and whacked him in the head.

				“Ow!”

				“Arthur, I’m going to count to ten and if you’re not gone by then, I’m going to go back to my poop supply and rub your face in it.”

				“Poop supply?” He was rocking back on his heels and clutching his sides.

				“One,” I said in warning. When he didn’t move I continued, “Two.”

				“Okay. Fine.” He held up his hands and made his way to the door. Glancing over his shoulder, he added, “You found the body and everyone knows you had a big hate on for Misty. I might be on desk duty, but things aren’t looking so rosy for you either.” He winked meanly. “Hope you’ve got an alibi.”

				He slammed the door as he left.

				What the hell did I ever see in that man?

				Well, besides the obvious sexy good looks. I resented the fact that he looked handsome on the outside while being such a low, deceitful ass on the inside.

				My phone beeped to announce a text message. I snapped up my phone. Finally, my friends were returning my frantic messages from the night before. We arranged an emergency meet-up. I scrubbed my face, brushed my teeth, threw on some clothes and grabbed my Seahawks hoodie on my way out the door.

				Twenty minutes later I walked into 2-a-Tea and immediately spotted Beth and Mallory at our usual corner table.

				I ran over and asked, “What are we drinking?”

				“Earl Gray,” Beth said, pointing to her little teapot. “Like usual.”

				“I’m drinking Oolong,” Mallory stated. “I’ve been feeling a little sluggish. It’ll help boost my metabolism and—”

				“Yeah, yeah.” I waved my hand impatiently. “I’ve got lots to tell you guys so just tell me what kind of tea to get. I’m hung over big time.”

				“Ginger tea with honey,” Mallory said firmly.

				Mallory was the real reason we’d started coming to 2-a-Tea. She believed the right herbal teas could cure most anything from hair loss to genital warts. Beth and I both felt that was a lot to ask of dried leaves that mostly looked like something you should roll and smoke. Before Mallory could lecture me on poisoning the inner sanctum of my body with evil alcohol, I walked to the counter and told Snake Girl I needed a pot of ginger tea.

				We’d been meeting at 2-a-Tea for over a year now, and the only person that ever worked the counter was Snake Girl. She probably had another name, but she had a large tattoo of a cobra that curled around her neck, up the side of one cheek and across her forehead. Even if she told us her name, she’d always be known as Snake Girl to us.

				“Honey, lemon or milk?” Snake Girl asked in her usual monotone.

				“Honey.”

				“Go or stay?”

				“Stay.”

				I watched as Snake Girl put the leaves in a little tea bell, plunked it in a tea pot and poured boiling water over it. She put the teapot, cup, saucer and a teensy container of honey all on a tray in under fifteen seconds and charged me three dollars. I was beginning to think that I was serving up the wrong hot beverage. Coffee could be a lot more complex. Just yesterday I had a twelve-year-old order an extra-ice frappe with one pump mocha, one pump caramel, one pump white mocha, two scoops vanilla bean powder, two shots of espresso double-blended with whip and a caramel drizzle. And then the kid looked annoyed I didn’t deliver it in under ten seconds.

				“Are you hiring, by any chance?” I asked, hopefully.

				“I work alone,” Snake Girl said and thrust the tray in my direction.

				Turning to the enclosed pastry case, my eyes narrowed.

				“Hold on, are those lemon scones?”

				“One for a buck twenty-five, or two for two dollars.”

				“Those are Charlie scones.” I pointed a finger at the offending scones and then at Snake Girl.

				“Actually they’re lemon.”

				“I mean they’re from Fresh! Fresh! Fresh!” I explained. “That’s Charlie’s bakery.”

				Snake Girl looked at me impatiently.

				“Do you want one or not.”

				“Not,” I said. “But Charlie’s only supposed to sell those for Merlot’s.”

				I don’t know why it bothered me that Charlie sold his specialty Merlot scones to others, but it did. Wasn’t there a baker’s code or something?

				I brought my beverage over to the table and sat down with a sigh.

				“I’ve had a rough night.”

				“I got your message about Arthur. Sorry to hear you broke up. Well, not really sorry. He’s an asshole,” Beth said.

				She was the no-nonsense friend—the one who told you point blank that your newest hair color would only work if you were employed by Ringling Brothers. However, if you had trouble with men, her girlfriends’ code was very clear. It was always the guy’s fault.

				“I’m so sorry to hear you’re hurting,” Mallory said, reaching out and placing a warm hand on my arm. “I felt awful when I turned on my phone this morning and got your messages.” She reached across the table and patted my hand. “You know we would’ve gotten back to you sooner but we were at that Mind Free Seminar and part of the agreement was we’d turn in our cell phones until check out so we didn’t get the news until this morning. So sorry we couldn’t be here for you last night.”

				“Wait a second, how come you called Mallory five times and you only called me twice?” Beth demanded.

				Leave it to an accountant to see the numbers in any situation.

				“You usually turn off your phone after ten,” I pointed out. “And Mallory doesn’t.”

				“I don’t always turn it off at ten. Only when I’m working.”

				“You’re always working.”

				“I would rather have been working instead of going to that stupid Mind Free workshop getting my chakra aligned,” Beth spat.

				“I thought you liked that workshop,” Mallory said, hurt in her eyes.

				“I only said that, because if I didn’t say I liked it, you’d get that look in your eyes like I just kicked your puppy.”

				“I would not,” Mallory said, her bottom lip jutted out and she blinked back an injured look exactly like the one Beth predicted.

				“You just did!” Beth laughed.

				“Can we just get to the real reason I asked you guys to meet me?”

				“Wait a second, we’re not here about Arthur?” Mallory blinked her eyes in confusion. Her golden hair hung in a long braid down her back. Mallory was very in touch with her spiritual side—a card carrying vegan bent on converting the world one carnivore at a time through peaceful T-shirt-slogan advertising. Today she wore a green T-shirt that stated I Love Animals, But Not for Dinner.

				“What’s bigger than one of your semi-annual cop breakups?” Beth demanded.

				“Misty.”

				“What’d she do this time?” Beth asked with a sigh. “Did she put lubricant on your car windshield again?”

				“No. She got murdered.”

				“What?” both my friends gasped simultaneously.

				As they searched my face to see if I was joking, I nodded. Suddenly saying it out loud struck me painfully. At one time Misty and I could’ve been close. I took the first scalding sip of my ginger tea. It needed more honey. Actually, it needed to be all honey with a dollop of tea. It looked like piss and tasted like sweaty armpits.

				“What happened?” Beth demanded.

				“She was murdered in her apartment.” I tried to block the image of Misty from my mind. “Her throat was cut.”

				“Oh my God!” Mallory covered her face with her hands.

				“Don’t worry. I know a really good lawyer.” Beth picked up her Blackberry and began scrolling through her contacts.

				“It wasn’t me!” I cried in exasperation.

				“You’re sure?” Beth asked.

				“I think I’d remember slitting someone’s throat!”

				“Wow.” Mallory sat back in her chair and slowly shook her head. “Karma.” She pointed a finger in my face. “I always told you to let the universe handle her.”

				“Yeah, well, the universe had me show up to find the body and I don’t exactly appreciate that part of it.” I closed my eyes against a flashing vision of Misty’s death grimace and shuddered. “Even Misty didn’t deserve that.”

				We were all quiet a moment. My friends were trying to absorb what I’d told them and I was trying to pretend it had never happened.

				Beth tilted her head to the right and frowned. “How come you found her?”

				“Well, I went over to talk to her about—”

				“Aw-w-w geez,” Mallory murmured, pressing her fingers to her temples.

				“What?” I asked sharply.

				“Well, last time you went to talk to Misty, you both ended up rolling on the floor pulling each other’s hair out.”

				“Yeah,” Beth agreed. “You haven’t exactly been on talking basis since—”

				“She was humping Arthur!” I blurted. Two little old ladies had arrived and had been quietly making their tea selections until I interrupted with this graphic public announcement. I offered them an apologetic look and lowered my voice. “I went to her apartment to confront her. Not to kill her, or pull her hair out. Just to talk.” I looked pointedly from one friend to the other. “Okay, sure, there may have been dog poop involved,” I admitted. “But that’s neither here nor there.”

				“Poop?” Beth asked, her jaw dropping.

				I sighed deeply because the whole poop fiasco was turning into a far bigger deal than I ever intended. I explained the entire sordid tale beginning with my dinner and mediocre sexual romp with Arthur and concluding with drinking too much tequila with Mitch last night.

				When I was done, I picked up my cup of tea and held my breath while I forced myself to swallow a mouthful of my three dollar piss.

				“I can’t believe she’s really dead.” Beth shook her head slowly. “And I can’t believe you left voices messages and texts saying something bad had happened, but failed to mention Misty.”

				“I didn’t want to mention murder in text or voicemail.”

				“I wonder who killed her,” Mallory said into her cup of oolong.

				“Yeah, it’s crazy to think that someone actually hated her more than we did.” I frowned thoughtfully.

				“I know we all hated her, but that doesn’t mean we wished her dead,” Mallory said.

				“I did,” I said quickly.

				“Me too,” Beth added.

				“But we didn’t really,” Mallory protested.

				“It’s part of the code. All for one and one for all. If evil befalls one, we must bind together in an equal level of hatred.”

				“Sure. I know that.” Mallory chewed the corner of her thumb nervously. “It’s like how we all hate Michael—”

				“Michael?” Beth slowly put her mug of Earl Grey down on the table.

				“Uh oh,” I murmured. “Now you’ve done it.”

				“I thought we’d all agreed that we would never use my ex’s name. If he must be mentioned we’re only to call him the scum-sucking-toilet-worm.”

				“Right. Sorry. I’m just all flustered because of Misty being dead and all,” Mallory explained. “Of course we hate Mi—um, your ex...the worm.” Mallory turned to me. “It just feels harsh to wish someone was dead when they actually have turned up dead.”

				“You’re right,” I agreed. “We can’t say that anymore.”

				“I mean, putting that kind of hatred out into the world, well, it isn’t good,” Mallory said softly.

				I wasn’t worried about karma, I was worried about Detective Kellum. In Mallory’s way of thinking we probably attracted death to Misty by wishing it. Somehow our intense molecules of hatred took on a life form of their own and brought upon a big, whopping mass of retribution to Misty in the way of a knife-wielding homicidal maniac.

				“So how did you find out Arthur was screwing around with Misty?” Beth asked. “Did he shout her name during sex?”

				There was a pause while I contemplated giving the truth or changing the subject.

				“Oh no, you’re not going to tell me that the Great Hand of Doom wrote out the dastardly deed?” Beth’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

				“Beth, you really shouldn’t make fun of Jen’s connection to her spirit guide,” Mallory warned. “She’s been blessed and you need to accept that.”

				She glanced nervously toward my hand as if it might be preparing to swoop down and smite Beth for blasphemy. I raised it high, just for fun.

				“Put that thing away,” Beth said, pointing to my hand. “It might be loaded.”

				This was the reason why I always hesitated to mention my automatic writing thingamajig. Beth enjoyed mocking me for the curse of a spirit guide. Her theory was that it was a combination of a spastic hand and a brain tumor. And, truthfully, I wasn’t entirely convinced she was wrong.

				Mallory, though, was awed. Also, she was more than a little ticked-off that the spiritual world chose me (an unenlightened person) instead of her (someone in tune with her spiritual side) for this kind of talent. I’d gladly give her my so-called gift but apparently it was non-transferable.

				In some ways the three of us were so completely different that it was amazing that we’d become lifelong friends.

				“Maybe we could start calling my little gift something besides Hand of Doom. Maybe we could brainstorm.”

				“Bingo,” Beth said making a pistol out of her hand and shooting me with it before whipping out her freakishly small laptop. Even today, a Saturday and her day off, she wore gray wool slacks, black pumps and a white blouse. If there was an accounting emergency, she could fly into action without batting an eye. The only sign she wasn’t going in to her office was that her dark hair hung loose to her shoulders instead of being tied back. She held an extra twenty pounds mostly around her rump from years at a desk, but it hadn’t slowed her cat-like reflexes.

				“I didn’t mean now,” I said.

				“Oh.” Beth looked disappointed. She always loved a good excuse to search the net for something besides girl porn.

				“Wait a second.” Mallory stopped Beth before the laptop got stuffed back in its case. “I’ve been wanting to show you something.”

				Mallory tugged the laptop away from Beth and speedily typed in a web address that soon had us gazing at a video. A scene started up with a votive candle burning in a dim room. Beside the candle lay a blank pad of paper and a pen. Eerie music began to sound quietly as a title filled the screen: Ghost Writing. After a minute on the title the scene shifted to a hand reaching into the frame to pick up the pen. By the bulging veins and loose, drapy skin, I’d say it was an old person’s hand, but that was only my opinion. Maybe the hand had just lived a hard life.

				Anyway, the hand took the pen to the middle of the paper and the screen began to list instructions.

				
						1)  Close your eyes.

						2)  Hold the pen loosely in the middle of the page.

						3)  Ask if there are any spirits that wish to contact you.

				

				Suddenly an old woman’s voice murmured the request in a barely audible whisper and the hand began scribbling words onto the paper. All three of us leaned in to see what the words said, but just then the screen faded to black and the video ended with a variety of credits and informed us to visit a website for more information.

				“Huh,” Beth stated, sitting back in her seat. “I give it a one out of five for cinematography and a two for suspense, but basically that sucked.”

				I agreed.

				“I just thought Jen might like to see that she’s not alone.”

				“Great. The creepy person in the video and I are in this together. I feel much better.”

				“She’s local too. I checked out the website and it gives a Bellevue address.”

				“Great. I’ll call her up. We’ll do lunch. Compare notes. Maybe even start a club.” I was being sarcastic and mean to Mallory, but couldn’t seem to stop myself. The whole automatic writing spirit guide thing was a bit of a sore spot and like it or not, I’d made a mental note of the website and knew I’d be looking her up later myself.

				“We can brainstorm names for Jen’s spirit guide another time when we can involve martinis,” Beth suggested, suddenly glancing at her watch as if she had an emergency accountant appointment.

				“Forget it,” I said. “I’ll just go back to calling it HOD.”

				“HOD isn’t bad,” Beth agreed. “Hand of Doom has that old Black Sabbath feel.”

				“Sure,” Mallory nodded enthusiastically. “And if you change your mind, I’ll give it some thought and email you some suggestions.” She paused, refilled her cup with the remaining oolong from her pot and then added, “By the way, guess who I saw last week.”

				“Who?” Beth and I chimed.

				“Fred.”

				Fred was the reason we became the Tremendous Trio. At the beginning of our senior year at King County High, a charming, charismatic captain of the football team made it his personal goal to deflower the last remaining virgins in his homeroom. As it turned out, the last virginal captives of Room 201 were Beth, Mallory and yours truly. At the senior prom dance Fred stood on a table and announced loudly and with the courage of the reefer smoked outside earlier, that he’d accomplished his goal. Up until that moment, the three of us had been merely nod-and-smile acquaintances in the halls, but after that night we became inseparable. Mostly because nobody else at school could look at us without busting a gut laughing.

				At the mention of his name, I felt my bowels cramp and a migraine threaten, very much like that night at the senior high prom.

				“You’re kidding. Where did you see him?”

				“At Safeway.”

				“No way!” Beth rolled her eyes and spat a curse that would make a sailor blush. She found it offensive that the guy who literally screwed us over in high school could have the God given right to buy groceries like the rest of us.

				“Yeah, we actually chatted a bit,” Mallory said.

				“You chatted?” I glared at Mallory. “For twelve years we’ve all agreed that if we saw Fred again we’d run him over in the street and make it look like an accident, but instead of driving over him you decided to chat?”

				“We were in the cereal aisle.” Mallory shrugged.

				“You should have slammed your cart into his grape nuts,” Beth growled.

				Mallory sipped her tea looking like she wished she’d never brought it up, but now I was curious.

				“So you chatted with Fred,” I coaxed. “Fill us in. What’s he been doing for the last decade? Managing a strip club, pimping out his sister...what?”

				“Actually, he’s a private detective.” Mallory blotted her lips with her napkin as she smiled.

				Beth snorted Earl Grey out her nose and I sat back in my chair in stunned surprise until suddenly it began to make perfect sense. Mallory reached into her purse and took out one of Fred’s business cards for each of us.

				“You know what? I can see that,” I said after a moment of staring at the white vellum card with the raised black ink. “He’s hired by women to spy on their cheating husbands and then afterward he probably comforts them in their time of need by introducing them to his love torpedo and follows it up with blackmailing them about it later.”

				At least with the whole Fred discussion we could end our morning tea session on a high note, or one of mutual hatred. Talking about loser Fred almost helped to take my mind off possibly the worst twenty-four hours of my life. Still, as much as I enjoyed seeing my friends and drinking warm sweat, it was time to leave tea and head for java. I was scheduled for a noon shift at Merlot’s and that only gave me a couple of hours to get home and pull myself together.

				Mallory asked for a ride home. She was too environmentally conscious to own a vehicle of her own, but didn’t mind bumming a ride if someone else was polluting the air with fossil fuels.

				“So have you notified people about Misty’s death?” Mallory asked a few minutes later as I turned onto her street.

				“Me? No. Don’t the cops do that?”

				“Well, sure, if they know how to trace the family,” Mallory said. She gave me her best do-the-right-thing look. “Wouldn’t it be better if they heard about it from you?”

				There were few people on the planet who could resist one of Mallory’s guilt inducing looks. Even Detective Kellum would have nothing on her. There’s a very good chance Mallory missed her calling and should be working for the Seattle PD, the FBI or God.

				But I’d been on the receiving end of Mallory’s looks many times and I simply countered it with an “I’ll think about it” to let myself off the hook.

				“But I’m not sure how to contact anyone who matters,” I said seriously.

				“And maybe you can also think about asking your spirit guide to tell you who really killed Misty.”

				“It doesn’t work that way,” I explained, and certainly not for the first time. “When I want to know something, ol’ HOD goes on vacation.” I held up my hand and glared at it. “Every few weeks I get a little tidbit. Yesterday’s news flash was that Arthur was screwing Misty. Don’t get me wrong, I was glad to find out I was wasting my time with that two-timing jerk, but if I’m channeling someone from the Great Beyond, you’d think it would be something more profound.”

				“Like what?”

				“Like that maybe Misty was about to get killed, or even a message about how I could facilitate world peace, or invent a bra that actually fits, or how to deal with my dad.” I bit back emotion.

				“Is he still coming around your work?” Mallory asked quickly picking up on the real issue at the heart of my rant.

				“Yup. So maybe the great hand could scrawl out something profound about my Dad instead.”

				“Maybe you need to talk to a professional.”

				I pulled up the curb in front of her building and put the car in park.

				“A counselor? A priest? Who?”

				“You could start with that website,” Mallory said, unbuckling her seatbelt and opening her car door.

				When I got into my own building I rode up the elevator, and when the doors slid open, I glanced left and cringed at the sight of the crime scene tape still covering Misty’s door. I was so busy looking left that when I turned right to head in the direction of my own apartment, I walked straight into Detective Kellum.

				“Just the lady I want to see,” he said, steadying me with firm hands.

				“Oh really?”

				“Yeah, I’ve been pounding your door for the last half hour. I didn’t take you for an early riser.”

				He fell into step alongside me while we walked to my apartment.

				“I met up with some friends for tea and now I’m going to get ready for work.” I jammed my key in the lock. “I’ve told you everything I remember, Detective.”

				“I think you left something out.”

				“Really? What?” I opened the door and glanced over at the Detective expectantly.

				“You failed to mention that your dad used to be a cop.”

				I shrugged. “I don’t see how that matters.”

				“He’s mentally ill, right?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Of course it was right at that moment Mrs. Rudnicki stuck her head out her door across the hall to give me the hairy eyeball. I had no choice but to graciously and calmly invite Detective Kellum inside in order to avoid having this chat in the hall.

				“Why don’t you come inside and I’ll put on the coffee.”

				I looked past the detective to offer Mrs. Rudnicki a sweet-as-pie smile that really meant bite me.

				Once inside I closed the door behind the detective and let the sweetness drop.

				“I’ve got to be at work in an hour.”

				“Then it’s time you started to be honest with me.”

				“I’ve been completely honest.”

				“A lie by omission is still a lie.”

				Now he sounds like my mother.

				He watched me intently as I scooped up Mojo and calmed her while she made angry barks at the detective.

				“I didn’t lie, I just didn’t see what my dad’s mental illness had to do with this situation with Misty.”

				“Why don’t you let me be the judge of what’s relevant.”

				“Fine,” I agreed. “But I need to shower and get ready for work.”

				“I’ll wait,” he announced.

				I rolled my eyes and he followed me as I walked down the hall to my bedroom. I snagged my pink fluffy housecoat from a hook on the back of my door and walked across the hall to the bathroom. He leaned against the wall in the hall and folded his arms across his chest like he had all day. I closed the bathroom door behind me.

				I lathered up, rinsed off then turned up the temperature of the spray and let the hot water pelt me between the shoulder blades for a few minutes while I rested my forehead against the cool tiles. I tried to relax, but every time I closed my eyes I thought of Misty and the fact that she was murdered only a few apartments away. I was very aware I had a homicide detective in my apartment waiting to ask me questions. It made me feel more like vomiting and far less tranquil. Stepping out of the shower I toweled off then wrapped my housecoat around me and opened the door. I let out a small “eep” of surprise when I found Detective Kellum was directly in front of me when I opened the door.

				“So you and Misty didn’t share a mother, but you did share a father, right?” Detective Kellum asked.

				Folding my fluffy robed arms across my chest I looked at him defiantly.

				“You really want the entire sordid tale of my pathetic life?”

				He shrugged.

				“It would help.”

				“I really want to do my part and help you catch whoever did this, but I don’t see how hearing about my wretched childhood will help one tiny bit and—”

				I noticed Detective Kellum was no longer looking at me, but instead was looking over my shoulder.

				The bathroom mirror had steamed up to reveal “Dear Jen, Arthur is screwing Misty.”

				“Who wrote that?”

				A hot blush crept up my neck and covered my face.

				“I did.”

				I left him staring at the mirror as I pushed past him and crossed the hall to my bedroom. I closed the door and started rummaging through my drawers and then my laundry hamper for something resembling work wear. I tossed a couple of items on the floor and Mojo made a quick nest out of my dirty clothes and regarded me thoughtfully. The pants were an easy choice—Merlot’s didn’t mind jeans—but the shirt was supposed to be white and all my white shirts had coffee stains. Occupational hazard. I slipped on the least-stained blouse and buttoned it up, then flung open the bedroom door.

				“Any other questions?”

				Detective Kellum was still staring at the mirror. He turned slowly and regarded me.

				“Yeah. Why’d you change from a clean shirt to a dirty one?”

				“I need a white shirt for work and I don’t have any clean ones.” I stepped past him and back into the bathroom. “Besides, I have to wear a stupid apron and it’ll cover the stain.”

				Snagging my hair dryer, I fluffed and brushed for a few minutes while Kellum stood staring. I resisted the urge to snag a hand towel and wipe off the words from the mirror, but I turned on the bathroom fan and they soon disappeared with the steam. I quickly applied some makeup, hard to do with Kellum staring so intently. I nearly took out an eye with a mascara wand.

				“Do you always write yourself letters on your bathroom mirror?”

				“Not always,” I admitted.

				Although if I was going to be honest with myself I was grateful for that one other time a few years ago when the Tremendous Trio were in Vegas for Beth’s bachelorette weekend before her ill-fated marriage to the scum-sucking-toilet-worm. That time the mirror message read “Dear Jen, the loser who gave you his number in the bar has an STD.”

				Sometimes the ol’ Hand of Doom was like a service announcement from God.

				When I broke away from my trip down memory lane, I noticed Detective Kellum was staring at me expectantly.

				“If there’s somebody you’re covering up for, now would be a good time to be honest about that.”

				“Trust me, I’m not covering for anyone,” I said throwing up my hands. “I’m sorry Misty is dead. We may not have gotten along,” I said in the understatement of the decade, “but she didn’t deserve to get murdered and I don’t know a thing about who would’ve killed her. Maybe it was just some random break-in. Have you thought about that?”

				I walked toward my kitchen to make coffee. I took my French press from the cupboard and put the kettle on to boil. After pulling out the plunger I spooned in the coarsely ground beans that Arthur had ground that morning.

				“What are you doing?” Detective Kellum asked.

				“Making coffee.”

				“In that?”

				“Yes. In this. If you have problem with coffee made in a French Press, you don’t have to drink any.”

				The kettle had reached hot, but not boiling, so I poured the water over the grounds, stirred with a spoon to ensure all the grounds were wet and then put the top on to allow the coffee to brew for a few minutes.

				“I’ve never seen anybody make coffee like that,” Kellum said, appearing genuinely intrigued. “It’s weird.”

				“Don’t worry, I think there’s a donut shop around the corner.” I glanced at the time on my Blackberry. “I’ve got ten minutes. The coffee will be ready in four. Go.”

				“So you and Misty shared a dad and are half sisters,” he prompted. “And your father used to be with Seattle PD.”

				Just then Mojo came running out of my bedroom with a red thong dangling from her bearded mug. She flattened her front paws on the ground and shook the panties, expecting this would inspire a chase.

				“I’m not playing,” I scolded her. Then to Kellum I added, “That isn’t a question. We already established all that.”

				I gave Mojo fresh water and kibble then opened the patio door for her to have one last chance to go out before I left for work. I picked up my panties nonchalantly and returned them to the pile of laundry on my bedroom floor.

				I came back and poured myself a full cup of coffee and looked at the Detective.

				“You want to try some of my weird coffee, or are you good?”

				“Sure. I’ll give it a whirl.”

				I wanted to tell him he wasn’t worthy of my coffee, but didn’t want to anger a man with the power to throw me in jail. I poured half a mugful and handed it to him.

				“So were your mom and dad divorced?” Kellum asked.

				“My mom died of cancer when I was nineteen. Dad had always been...well, let’s just say he wasn’t around much. I’d moved out of the house already and Dad came back when he heard mom was sick with cancer.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “After she was gone, I couldn’t count on Dad to hang around and I couldn’t keep up the rent of the house on my own, so I was preparing to move back in with friends. Then Dad showed up with Misty. She was sixteen. Dad said he’d had an affair with Misty’s mom, but her own mom took off and now he had to raise her. He claims my mother never knew. So we all lived together for a few months and tried the one-big-happy-family thing, but it didn’t work. Misty was trouble. Drugs and a lot of other stuff. She stole from me. Took my mom’s jewelry. Made my life a living hell. One night Dad moved out without a word and Misty blamed me. We may have shared some DNA, but by no stretch of the imagination were we sisters. I hated her.”

				I glanced over at Detective Kellum, and realized I probably could’ve left the last part out.

				“Not that I would’ve acted on those feelings of hate by killing her,” I added.

				“And yet you chose to live down the hall from her.”

				“She chose. I was in this building first. I swear she moved here just to mess with me.” I glared at Detective Kellum, becoming more than a little annoyed with his line of questioning.

				“Or maybe she just wanted to live close to her last remaining family.”

				My defenses crumpled a little. It was possible, although she had a funny way of showing it.

				“This is amazing.” He looked down into his cup and then up at me. “What did you call that thing?”

				“A French press.”

				“Gotta get my wife one of those things. Her coffee tastes like shit.”

				He lifted his mug and finished off his coffee then looked at me hopefully so I gave him a refill.

				“Why did you hate each other?”

				“Like I said, she stole from me. And not just my mother’s jewelry. I guess I felt like she stole my father too.”

				“Lots of blended families out there, Miss Hamby, and not all the kids hate each other. Most learn to work things out and get along.”

				“Blended families.” I blew an unladylike raspberry at the term. “Misty and I weren’t family and throwing us together in a blender certainly never changed that.”

				“Must’ve been hard on your dad having you two at each other.”

				His implication was clear. Two brawling teens had caused Dad to run for the hills. And maybe I would’ve taken on some of that guilt if Dad hadn’t always been a pit stop parent with demons of his own.

				At the mere mention of my father, I felt tears prick the back of my eyes. I cleared my throat.

				“My dad was...is...sick. I don’t think he really noticed, or cared, what was going on between me and Misty.”

				Kellum just stared at me.

				“Maybe I should talk to your dad about Misty.”

				“Good luck with that.” I glanced pointedly at my wrist as if I had a watch there. “Time’s up. I can’t be late.”

				“Misty had a listing in her cell phone under ‘dad,’ but the number was disconnected.”

				“The number was probably many years old.” I took our mugs to the kitchen and rinsed them out.

				Mojo came in from the patio, stretched and got comfortable in her princess bed.

				“Could I get your dad’s new number?” Kellum asked.

				“Sorry, but I haven’t talked to my dad in a long time.”

				It was perfectly true. In Dad’s world, talking is overrated.

				“So you don’t know how to reach him?”

				“No.” I’d been trying to reach my dad for years, but though his body might be in Seattle, his mind was definitely elsewhere. Maybe the planet Zoron. “He mostly lives on the streets these days.”

				I locked the patio door, snagged my purse and headed for the door.

				“When was the last time you saw him?”

				I realized there was no way to come up with a witty or pithy answer. I opened the closet, snagged a hoodie and bent to slip my feet into my black flats. When I straightened up, I looked the Detective straight in the eye.

				“Look, my dad’s one of those homeless dudes who pushes a shopping cart and smells like sewage. He’s a paranoid schizophrenic. No cure for being schizo, but you can manage it if you stay on your meds. Many go on to lead normal lives. My dad isn’t one of those. He can only handle the medications for a few months at a time. He was diagnosed late. Held a regular job as a cop until I was ten then all things went to hell and he’d just come home whenever he remembered having a home. Right now I don’t have a clue when the last time was he was coherent.” I threw up my hands. “So, if you want to find him, I’m guessing you could check the local alleys or shelters.”

				“That must be rough.”

				Kellum opened the apartment door and we stepped into the hall and locked up.

				“So when did you say the last time was you saw your dad?”

				Even though most of the time I doubted if my dad knew my name, it didn’t mean I wasn’t still protective of him.

				“I see him from time to time in alleys or wandering the streets. Last time I saw him, I gave him a muffin and a list of homeless shelters. I don’t think he even recognized me.”

				It was the truth, even though I didn’t add that I was talking about yesterday. We walked down the hall and I pressed the button for the elevator and tried not to look down the hall to Misty’s apartment.

				“Misty kept a journal,” Kellum casually mentioned as we waited for the elevator. “Did you know that?”

				I tossed my hands up in frustration.

				“How would I know that? Misty and I weren’t big on sharing our day to day routines. She could’ve kept a journal, goldfish and a love slave locked in her apartment and I wouldn’t have known about it.”

				“Your name comes up a lot in her diary,” Kellum said.

				The elevator arrived and I hit L for lobby.

				“So?” I shrugged, although that did surprise me a little.

				“Yes. Her last entry was a couple of days ago and she said ‘Jen is going to kill me.’”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				I painstakingly explained to Detective Kellum on our brief elevator ride that Misty may have written her journal entry simply out of glee due to the fact that she was screwing Arthur.

				“So you’re saying she wasn’t really afraid of you?”

				With a mirthless chuckle I stated emphatically, “No.”

				As far as I was concerned, Misty knew I’d never hurt her. If I was going to cause her harm it would’ve been the first year we met when, at sixteen, she’d taken to wearing my clothes, taking family heirlooms, stealing my cash and humping my boyfriends. For cash.

				Kellum looked doubtful, but walked me to my car and left me to scurry off to work.

				Even though I did scurry, I was still late and was surprised to find Mitch working side by side with one of the interchangeable string-bean anorexic part-timer girls whose names I never memorized since they usually lasted only a month at the most.

				“It’s a three-person shift?” I asked, tossing the bib of my apron over my head and then tying it at my waist.

				“No. Two,” Mitch said. “I called Minnie to come in because I figured you were too traumatized to work today.”

				“Oh.” I thought about that and took a mental health check. “Nope. I think I’m good.”

				He raised his eyebrows with curiosity and offered me a look that said I definitely was not good, but he didn’t push the issue.

				Ms. Skinny, aka Minnie, was already working behind the counter elbow to elbow with Mitch so I filled creamers, napkins and lids and scrubbed the tables that hardly needed scrubbing since our clientele were mostly a tidy-up-their-own-mess kind. After wiping all I could wipe, I went in the back and got the glass cleaner and began spraying smudges off the front windows ensuring our prized customers a clear, unobstructed view of the concrete parking garage across the street. Noticeably vacant was my father’s square piece of sidewalk now speckled with fat raindrops.

				“I’m taking a break,” Ms. Skinny announced after serving the last customer in a short line.

				“Grab a muffin or three,” I told her over my shoulder. “Put some meat on your bones before you cut someone.”

				The comment slid right over Ms. Skinny’s dark roots as she sauntered into the back room.

				“That’s really unnecessary,” Mitch said. “Why do you always bug the part-timers about being slim?”

				“They are not just slim. Those girls are poster children for eating disorders.”

				“They don’t lay into you about your weird quirkiness and the fact that you always wear coffee stained shirts,” he pointed out.

				“What weird quirkiness?” I demanded, shifting the apron to cover the coffee stain on the front of my blouse.

				“Doodles at the cash register.” He shook his head. “Never mind. Sorry I brought it up.”

				Then a gaggle of yoga moms jogged through the front door and they looked severely caffeine deficient. I took orders while Mitch poured. At one point I noticed the moms at the pickup counter were giggling, o-o-ohing and ah-h-hing as they stared into their to-stay mugs. Sauntering over I was stunned by what I saw.

				“A rosette?” I gasped. I ran to glance into the other two mugs. “An apple?” Then at the other. “A heart?”

				“Aren’t they beautiful?” One of the moms gushed.

				“Gorgeous.” I stormed back behind the counter and pinched Mitch hard on his shoulder blade.

				“Ouch!” He whirled around. “What?”

				“Latte art? Seriously?” I demanded, hands on my hips. “Since when are we doing that?”

				“Not we. Me.” He shrugged. “I took a class.”

				“You took a class.” I shook my head. “You think you know someone and then they go off and do something like this.”

				“I can show you how it’s done,” he offered. “It just takes patience and lots of practice.”

				“Oh c’mon.” I rolled my eyes. “I was here a year before you, remember? When you started you didn’t know the difference between a café au lait and a latte.”

				“That was two years ago, Jen. I’m a big boy now.” He put his arm across my shoulders and pulled me into a lopsided hug. “I still love you.”

				I harrumphed and walked away. Later, when one of the yoga moms wanted a refill, Mitch was dealing with Charlie’s pastry delivery in the back, so I made an attempt at getting creative.

				“What’s that supposed to be?” Yoga mom asked, peering at her mug with a frown.

				I peered into her cup over her shoulder, and together we tilted our heads to make sense of the elongated rocket shaped sketch with round bulbous blobs at the bottom.

				“What do you think it is?” I asked.

				Yoga mom blushed up to her roots and hurriedly went to sit down with the rest of her group. When Mitch returned the tattletale snuck up to the pickup counter and showed him the latte I made.

				Afterward Mitch took a long milk thermometer and tapped me on each shoulder with it.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				“I’m knighting you. From now on you will be known as Lady Jen creator of Latte Penis Art.”

				I giggled. It had looked like a penis.

				“Okay, what’s my knighted name?” Minnie asked breathlessly.

				I opened my mouth to say something mean, but Mitch put a firm hand on my arm to stop me.

				It was a long shift made longer by dodging Minnie’s sharp knees and hips. Mitch and I left Merlot’s in the capable hands of another Skinny at five and ducked out the back door together. He’d worked eight hours, but Saturday was only a half-shift for me. My Neon was nestled cozily up against his older Camaro. Under our wiper blades were soggy lost dog flyers.

				Dad.

				Mitch lifted his wiper and removed the flyer, scrunched it into a ball and then sidestepped to toss it into the Merlot’s Dumpster. He offered me a half-hearted wave as he climbed into his car. I waved back and tried to remove the flyer under my wiper just as casually, but the rain-soaked paper shredded like tissue as I tugged. Mitch backed up and was out of the alley before I got behind the wheel of my car.

				Turning the key in the ignition, I flipped on the wipers to clear the window and my breath caught in my throat. My eyes opened wide at the sight of Merlot’s exterior wall. The dirty brown brick was papered from the ground six feet up and then ten feet across with lost dog flyers.

				Had Mitch noticed? If he had, he certainly hadn’t cared. I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against the cool steering wheel. There was no logical reason why I should find it so upsetting, but still my brain looked for some kind of reason Dad would feel the need to do this. Glancing down the alley as far as I could see, Merlot’s was the only business treated with good ol’ Dad’s decorating. At the end of the alley I saw a bag lady wearing a red beanie hat pushing her shopping cart, but I didn’t see Dad. He would’ve been out here in the pouring rain plastering the papers to brick using duct tape after I arrived today. Why?

				I shook my head sadly. No use in looking for reason because it was locked inside my dad’s skull.

				White hot anger burned in my gut.

				“Why can’t he just leave me alone?”

				The hardest part about dealing with my dad was being able to accept that there were no answers or reasons for his behavior. The only half-assed solution was medications to control the neurotransmitters in his brain. But he wouldn’t take them. My dad’s craziness could drive me insane if I let it.

				Abruptly, I flung open my car door and stepped into the rainy alley. Angrily I proceeded to strip the papers from the wall. The majority of the rain soaked sheets nearly disintegrated in my hands as I frantically clawed at the bricks. I had to stand on tiptoe to snag the last of them and ruined a perfectly good cheap manicure in the process.

				I piled the stack of flyers on the passenger seat and drove off.

				My cell phone beeped with a text message from Beth saying she and Mallory were coming over to help me through my time of need. I drove with my elbows and texted with my thumbs that I was in a bad mood thinking that would change their minds. By the time I got home I was still in a sour mood and spoiling for fight. I texted Beth from the parking lot and told her not to bother with a visit. I picked up the wet flyers that I’d piled on the passenger seat and carried the dripping pile of paper into the building.

				When I entered the back door of the building and headed through the lobby to the elevators I noticed Beth and Mallory standing outside the front doors leaning on the buzzers to be let in. Mallory saw me and held up the items in her hands. Apparently Beth took my surly texts to stay away as an invitation to show up at my apartment with wine and a movie.

				“I’m in a mood,” I said in warning as I let them in.

				“That’s okay,” Beth announced. “We’re here for you.”

				“George Clooney will snap you out of it,” Mallory announced holding up the DVD.

				I thought that was putting a lot of pressure on Clooney, but didn’t respond. We rode up the elevator and when the doors slid open there was grumpy old Mrs. Rudnicki walking down the hall with Mojo on a long leash of red ribbon.

				“What the hell are you doing with my dog?” I demanded. I shook the wad of wet papers in the air.

				Mojo looked like a cartoon character with her feet moving in a fast blur, but not going anywhere, because Mrs. Rudnicki had hold of her. I ran to Mojo and scooped her up.

				“Your stupid mutt was running up and down the hall unescorted.”

				I let Mojo lick my face excitedly as hello then handed her to Mallory who was her godmother and always had dried vegan dog munchies in her purse.

				“How did she get out of my apartment?” I demanded.

				Mrs. Rudnicki shrugged as if it was no matter to her and I pushed past her and began taking angry steps toward my door.

				My friends quick stepped behind me. When I reached my apartment, I stuck in the key, but it swung open at my touch.

				“What the f—” Beth blurted.

				“Holy sh—” Mallory mumbled.

				But I couldn’t come up with any curses of my own. All I could do was gape in astonishment at my destroyed apartment. It was ransacked. Kitchen drawers yanked open and their contents dumped all over the floor.

				It was Beth who took it upon herself to call Detective Kellum after finding his business card next to the telephone.

				He arrived quickly and with a crew who went to work polluting my doorframes and light switches with fingerprint powder.

				“And nothing’s missing?” he stated.

				“No,” I replied.

				“You don’t know that,” Beth said. “I mean how could you possibly know that?” She waved a hand to encompass the apartment. “It’s a disaster!”

				“As far as you can tell,” Kellum rephrased, “nothing is missing.”

				“The most valuable things in this apartment are my TVs, DVD player and my laptop. As you can see, they weren’t touched.”

				And how sad and pathetic is that? I thought. Thirty years old and nothing to show for my life, but a few electronics bought cheap at an after Christmas sale.

				I squeezed my eyes shut against tears that threatened.

				“We’ll clean it up,” Beth said. She drew me close in a one arm hug, obviously assuming I was only upset about the state of my apartment and not realizing I’d gone to the next level and was tearing up about my entire dismal life.

				“And where’s the laptop?” Kellum asked, looking around.

				“Right there on the counter next to the—” I stopped and sighed. “It’s gone.” I threw my hands in the air. “Well, I guess that was it. A big mess all on account of a cheap laptop.”

				“Are you sure you left it there?” Beth asked. “Maybe it’s in the bedroom.”

				“Check around for a laptop,” Kellum ordered.

				“It was there,” I said to Beth. “I used it yesterday and it was running slow so I was going to bring it to you to do whatever voodoo magic you always do when it’s running slow.”

				“You mean run the virus check?” Beth said.

				“Yeah. That.”

				“Well, at least we know what they were looking for,” Mallory said.

				Kellum mumbled something under his breath and the three of us turned to face him.

				“You don’t think it was about the laptop, do you?” I asked.

				“And neither do you,” he said. “Let’s stop playing games here.” He turned and pointed to the door. “Your door was locked. No sign of forced entry. Nobody takes the time to totally destroy an apartment if all they’re looking for are some electronics to snatch and grab.” He offered us a you-can’t-be-that-stupid look and then pointed to the coffee table in front of us. “Oh and I’m curious, do you have a black lab you’ve also been hiding?”

				My face drained of all color as I saw him pointing to the damp stack of lost dog pages that I’d dropped on the table.

				“No...um...no,” I said eloquently.

				“She only has Mojo.” Beth rolled her eyes. “She came into the apartment with those, and was probably going to put them up for a friend.” She turned to me. “Right?”

				My mouth opened, but I didn’t respond. I hadn’t shared the news about my dad’s latest dog flyer obsession with the girls. Truth was, I was embarrassed, but I still needed an explanation.

				“They were all over the back of Merlot’s so I needed to clean them up at the end of my shift.”

				“What about Misty? Did she have a black lab?” he demanded.

				“Not as far as I know,” I said and I began to wring my hands and feel nervous inside.

				“What’s the big deal, Detective?” Mallory asked.

				“Exactly what I’m wondering,” Kellum said turning to me. “What’s with these flyers?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said as I folded my arms across my chest. “I should’ve thrown them out at Merlot’s, but instead I had them in my hands already and brought them home by accident.”

				His eyes were cold and piercing and he didn’t say anything for a full minute. Maybe he thought I’d confess to destroying my own apartment based on wet flyers? I didn’t get it.

				“These are from your work?” he asked.

				“Yes.”

				“They weren’t from here? In your building? In your apartment?”

				“No-o-o.” My eyebrows scrunched together. “Why? What’s the big deal about a few lost dog flyers?”

				“When was the last time Misty visited you at your place of work?”

				“Never,” I said quickly. “Not once. I doubt she even knew where I worked.”

				“Hmmm.” He wrote something down on his note pad and then instructed one of the crime scene guys to carefully bag the flyers.

				“Skip the CSI theatrics,” Beth barked. “If you’ve got something to say to Jen, then why don’t you say it?”

				“Whose phone number is printed on those flyers?” he spat and jabbed a finger in direction of the papers.

				We all stared and shrugged. I didn’t recognize the number right off, but a tiny speck of memory flashed in my gray matter. Then it hit.

				“Oh!” I gasped.

				“So you do know.” Kellum looked smug as he folded his arms over his chest. “Care to explain why you’ve got a stack of lost dog flyers with Misty’s phone number on them?”

				Now my friends gasped too.

				“I...I don’t know what that’s about...” I mumbled. “Really...until you pointed it out, I didn’t connect it with Misty.”

				“Misty had these flyers too,” Kellum said.

				“She did?” My face scrunched up. That didn’t even make sense. But before I could even process that thought, Kellum threw a zinger at me.

				“You must’ve noticed it since it was on top of her body when we found her?”

				My jaw dropped.

				“What?”

				Kellum narrowed his eyes.

				“Oh c’mon, Jen, you see your sister dead on the floor of her apartment. Murdered. And you were there long enough to throw crap at her for some reason, so you must’ve noticed she had a lost dog flyer on her face!” As he was shouting I felt my knees go weak. He paused for a beat. “Did you give one of those flyers to your sister?”

				“No!” I shouted, matching his own angry tone and then quietly added, “and she’s not...she wasn’t...my sister.”

				“Okay, enough berating my friend.” Beth stepped between me and Kellum. “I imagine you’ll be here a while searching for God knows what.” Over her shoulder to me she said, “Go pack an overnight bag. You’re coming to stay at my place.”

				Kellum grumbled a little at Beth’s firm attorney-ish proclamation, but he didn’t disagree. An officer stood over me observing as I tossed a few things into a duffel bag.

				When I returned to the living room with my tote bag and doggie supplies, Kellum was rifling through a large envelope on my coffee table. He tugged out a piece of paper.

				“Just to be clear, did you or did you not give the lost dog papers to Misty?”

				“No. I didn’t.” I started to walk past him, but he put a hand on my elbow to stop me.

				“Is this your handwriting?” he asked.

				I turned and looked at the paper. It was a lost dog flyer, but not the original, a photocopy of one that had a stain on one corner. My eyes were glued to the stain because I realized if it was on Misty’s face, like he said, that stain was most likely blood. Reluctantly, I dragged my eyes from the stain to the phone number scrawled in shaky bold letters above the phone number. Two words “find me.”

				“Jen?” Beth’s voice seemed to come from far away.

				I realized I’d been staring and Detective Kellum had been asking me questions, but I hadn’t responded. With a shake of my head I mumbled a quick response.

				“Not my writing. Not my note.”

				I took my car, and Mojo balanced carefully on the passenger seat. We met Beth and Mallory at Beth’s apartment a few minutes later. Dropping onto a flowered occasional chair with a sigh, I closed my eyes a couple of seconds and tried to compose myself. Mojo commenced sniffing her surroundings. A sharp bang on the coffee table caused me to snap my eyelids open to find Beth and Mallory seated across from me on the sofa. The bottle of dry Riesling that had first arrived at my place was now placed front and center.

				“Jen, you need to tell us what happened,” Mallory said quietly.

				“What do you mean?” I said, sitting straighter. “My place was trashed. Somebody stole my laptop. You were there. You saw it. Pretty much that’s it.”

				Beth uncorked the wine and filled three glasses.

				“Tremendous Trio,” we chimed our familiar cheer and clinked our glasses.

				We drank and I closed my eyes again as the chilled liquid slid down my throat. I was grateful for the wine, but was even more glad it wasn’t tequila. Once I opened my eyes again, I noticed my glass had been topped off, but when I reached for it, Mallory tugged it out of my grasp.

				“We can’t help you if you don’t tell us.”

				“What do you want?” I demanded. “A confession?” I sat back in the chair and dragged my eyes from one to the other. I couldn’t believe it. “You think I’m guilty.”

				“Of course not,” Beth said waving her hand. “But we want the truth. The whole story. How did those flyers end up in Misty’s apartment with her phone number on them?”

				“Was it a prank?” Mallory asked. “Did you just put up flyers all over town so she’d be getting random calls from people who’d found dogs?”

				“Jen’s not that stupid,” Beth stated with a harrumph.

				“Thank you,” I said with a sigh of gratitude. At least someone believed in me.

				“If she was going to put Misty’s phone number out there it might be on flyers stating ‘For a good time call...’ or maybe some that offered free blowjobs.”

				“Oh my God!” I shouted. “I had nothing to do with the flyers! They are not mine. I did not create them or leave them anywhere!”

				They eyed me skeptically and I realized there was no avoiding the story.

				“A few months ago my dad started coming around,” I began.

				“Your dad?” Mallory gasped. “You’ve patched things up? He’s better?”

				“Let her finish,” Beth admonished. “So your dad was coming around your place and...” she prompted.

				“Not my place. Merlot’s.” I dragged my fingers through my hair and ached to finish that glass of wine. Mallory sensing my ache like a good friend, pushed the glass toward me and I took a very large, unladylike gulp. “He’s been sitting across the street and will put out a cup for spare change. Not every day, but at least a few times a week I’ll see him there. After a few times I started bringing him a coffee and baked goods on my break.”

				“Ah, that’s sweet,” Mallory said.

				“And enabling,” Beth said.

				“Can I continue?”

				“Please.” Beth waved a hand in my direction. “Tell us, what did Mitch think about him hanging around?”

				“Mitch doesn’t know. Of course he saw me feeding day-old baked goods and coffee to a stinky homeless man, but he doesn’t know he’s my dad.”

				Mallory’s eyebrows went up and her look said, “Wow. Ashamed or what?”

				“I wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed,” I said heatedly. “It’s just none of his business.”

				“Of course,” Mallory said, but her tone said she didn’t believe it any more than Beth’s raised eyebrows did.

				“But when Misty was killed, you had no problem calling up Mitch to come and comfort you.”

				“He was my third choice,” I reminded them. “You guys were my first and second, but you were out aligning your chakras or whatever.”

				“Actually, during the chakra workshop, Beth was missing in action,” Mallory said, sounding wounded.

				Beth rolled her eyes. “I told you I’d go to the damn weekend retreat with you but I never promised to go to every woo-woo workshop.”

				I finished the story filling them in on my giving Dad the list of homeless shelters in the area and him not parking his butt across the street today, but instead leaving me to find flyers on my car and the back alley wall of Merlot’s.

				“Why?” Beth asked, shaking her head. “I just don’t get it. You don’t see him for, what? Nearly two years? Then he shows up, not to talk but to give you lost dog flyers? It doesn’t make sense.”

				“He’s sick, Beth,” Mallory said quietly. “There is no explanation. I mean, in his mind, of course, it’s all rational.”

				We were quiet a moment, but something was tickling the back of my wine-filled brain cells. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

				“There’s one thing, guys,” I began seriously. “Misty had no flyer on her face when I found her.”

				“What?” Beth was on her feet.

				“Are—are you sure?” Mallory stuttered. “I mean, you were in shock, right? Maybe you’re mistaken about that.”

				I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose with my fingers.

				“I saw her face. I remember thinking ‘My God, even though she’s dead, her makeup is still perfect.’” I looked up and glanced from one friend to the other. “Well, it was! And I wouldn’t have been able to see her makeup if there’d been a piece of paper on her face.”

				“Maybe it was beside her head,” Beth said. “I mean, maybe Kellum said on, but really meant beside.”

				“Yeah,” Mallory agreed. “He could’ve been trying to trap you.”

				“That doesn’t make sense,” I said impatiently.

				“Sure it does,” Beth said, agreeing with Mallory for the first time ever. “What if he said on her face thinking maybe you’d be stupid enough to correct him and say it wasn’t on her face, it was beside her face.”

				“Is that even fair?”

				“Jen, everything’s fair,” Mallory said ominously.

				“In love and war everything’s fair,” Beth corrected. “In the legal system, I think that would be entrapment.”

				I took a moment to think about whether or not Kellum was trying to trap me after only this very morning I’d introduced him to the world of quality coffee.

				I shook my head and got down to what had really been bothering me.

				“You guys are missing the big picture here,” I said. I rubbed the palm of my left hand against the arm of the chair. “If that piece of paper wasn’t there when I found her body, somebody put it there after.”

				“But the cops came pretty quick, right? When could someone have done that?”

				“I went back to my apartment to call them. It must’ve happened then.”

				“You need to tell Kellum,” Mallory said emphatically. “You need to call him right now and tell him that the paper wasn’t there and that someone put it there afterward. God, Jen, that person could be the murderer! And they were probably still in Misty’s apartment when you found her!”

				I’d been trying to control my emotions, but a small strangled sob escaped my throat.

				“What?” Mallory asked worriedly. She looked from me to Beth.

				Fat tears squeezed between my lashes, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the thought that was percolating. My palm was itching painfully now.

				“You gonna answer that call?” Beth asked, pointing to my left hand that I was scraping with the fingernails of my right hand.

				Mallory jumped up like she’d been jabbed with a cattle prod and scurried over to Beth’s desk in the corner, returning with a pen and notepad and looking entirely too excited.

				“Go ahead,” she said. “Maybe your spirit guide has the answer. Maybe he’ll tell you who the murderer is.”

				“And maybe he’ll tell me he hates my hair this color,” I said, sniffling and wiping my nose on my sleeve.

				“That was a one-time thing,” Beth said, handing me a tissue box. “Besides, it was your subconscious telling you the truth. You were never meant to be a blonde.”

				My head bobbed in a nod and tears streamed down my face. My palm was itching, my stomach was churning and my nose was running. I was a poster child for screwed up. With a fistful of tissue I dried my tears and blew my nose.

				“I still think it’s a brain tumor,” Beth said. “Not that I want you to have an unhealthy mass in your head, but maybe it’s just a small, harmless one that makes your hand itch.”

				“A benign lump in her brain that causes her to write random thoughts using her left hand, even though she’s right-handed?” Mallory asked, her eyebrows raised.

				“It’s possible. More possible then believing that some spirit from the Great Beyond occasionally takes over Jen’s body and forces her to write weird notes!” Beth replied with heat.

				“In the room,” I stated weakly. “I’m in the room and sitting right in front of you.”

				“You’re forgetting the most important part,” Mallory continued. “When Jen channels a message from her spirit guide, it’s always true.”

				“Always?” Beth asked.

				“Always,” Mallory replied emphatically.

				“Still in the room,” I said. “Stop talking about me as if I’m not right here!”

				I picked up the pen and note pad and my friends immediately stilled. Even though Beth claimed to be a nonbeliever, I couldn’t help but notice she held her breath while she waited for the message.

				Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply and allowed my tumor and/or guide to scribble a brief message on the note pad. “Dear Jen, Find your dad.”

				After this huge non-revelation Mallory and Beth dove into an excited conversation about just how I should go about doing as the Hand of Doom had instructed. I, on the other hand, sat back and gave in to the wine and began to feel woozy, sleepy and nauseated in the way that only booze on an empty stomach can produce.

				“Well?” Mallory gave my shoulder a shove.

				“Well, what?” I flopped back in the chair and slid down its shiny polyester fabric.

				“Well,” Beth said with frustration. “What’s the plan? Do we go tonight to find your dad and ask him about Misty?”

				I looked from one friend to the other. It was really hard to believe they thought it was that simple. Had they not been witness to my entire life story the last dozen or more years? Or even this past week?

				“How the hell do you think that’ll help?” I shouted. “You think I should just walk up and say ‘hey, Dad, how’s it going? Did you hear Misty was murdered? Do you know anything about that, because my left hand believes you hold all the answers.’” My tone was venomous.

				“I don’t get it, Jen. Don’t you want to at least try?” Mallory asked.

				“Try and hunt down dear ol’ Dad and find out which doorway he’s sleeping in tonight and then try and have a reasonable, logical and intellectual conversation with a man who hasn’t spoken in years probably because he believes the government planted a listening device in his fillings?” I swallowed angry tears.

				“You’ve had a rough couple of days and you’ve had a lot to drink.” Beth stated the obvious and got to her feet. “And you probably haven’t eaten. I’ll heat you up some soup and then I’ll go get you a blanket and pillow.”

				Around 5:00 a.m. I woke with a start and wondered where I was. I’d been dreaming of an enthusiastic round of lovemaking with Arthur and now found myself in a hot embrace with one of Beth’s shiny, green throw pillows. I got up to pee and Mojo made a loud yawning and stretching noise before settling back to sleep. For me it wasn’t that easy to go back to sleep. After folding up my blanket I left Beth a note thanking her and telling her we’d gone home. Mojo was less than enthused about my decision and let me know that by whining most of the way.

				Home was my original intention, but I didn’t feel safe there. Instead, I found myself driving slowly down the hill of Cherry Street between Second and First and peering down the tenebrous alley that connected Cherry to James Street. Movement a few feet into the alley could’ve been a person hunkering down for the night, or a large rat looking for food. It was pointless to wait around to find out, just like it was useless to think I’d find my father, one needle in the haystack of thousands of Seattle vagrants.

				Drumming my fingers on the steering wheel, I released a weary sigh. Dad could’ve been in one of the many available shelters for the night, but it depended on his state of mind. What outraged citizens and altruistic Samaritans didn’t always get was that providing hundreds of beds wasn’t enough. Many of the mentally ill made a conscious choice to remain outside. You could tell a paranoid schizophrenic that there was a warm, dry place for him to sleep, but you couldn’t necessarily convince him that the building wasn’t just a cover for a conspiracy to read his mind and thus enslave the free world.

				With one more sigh I accelerated past the entrance of the alley opting to corner right onto First. Immediately I noticed a short, older woman in a red beanie hat pushing an overloaded shopping cart. I’d seen her before in Merlot’s alley, but what caught my eye was the bright orange Jansport backpack balanced precariously on the very top of her mountain of possessions.

				I slowed and rolled down the passenger window.

				“Hey!” I called out.

				The woman glanced over her shoulder in my direction and picked up the pace. I veered around a parked car and sped up.

				“I just want to ask you about the orange backpack!” I called out.

				“It’s mine,” she shouted back, but due to a lack of front teeth it came out ith instead of it’s.

				I was driving alongside her now, but she was moving at a good clip considering the load she was pushing and the fact that it probably weighed twice what she did.

				“There are probably a thousand orange Jansport backpacks around,” I muttered to myself. Just as I was pulling away from the curb though, she pushed the cart directly under the glow of a street lamp and I caught a glimpse of the small yellow compass dangling from the center pocket zipper pull. Abruptly I cranked the wheel to the curb, put the car in park and jumped out.

				Mojo stood up on the passenger seat and barked at me through the window. I pressed the key fob and locked the car behind me to make sure she’d be safe.

				“Wait up!” I called.

				Ms. Red Beanie took one furtive look over her shoulder and put it into high gear. It took me a whole block before I could catch up, and that was only because stuff began to fall out of her cart and she stopped to scoop up some grocery bags filled with empty cans.

				“I just want to ask you about the backpack,” I said, breathing heavily after my impromptu workout.

				“Mine!” She screamed, snagging the backpack and pulling it to her chest.

				When she began to roll forward with the cart, I stepped in front of her to block her escape.

				“Where did you find it? I saw you before in the alley behind Merlot’s Coffee House. Did you steal it from the homeless man who usually hangs out there?”

				“Ith mine!” She shouted. “You try and take it I’ll call da copth!”

				The backpack was overstuffed and the more I looked at it the more convinced I was that it was Dad’s backpack.

				“I’ll pay you for it,” I said. Digging in the pockets of my jeans, I came up with a five dollar bill and half a pack of gum.

				The woman eyed me skeptically. At first I’d thought she was old, but her lack of teeth and yellowed skin just gave her that appearance. It occurred to me that she wasn’t old at all. In fact, she could’ve been thirty, just like me..

				I held out the five dollar bill and she snatched it from my fingers and then pointed.

				“The jacket too.”

				“What?”

				“Your hoodie.” She nodded her bony chin in my direction.

				I debated only a second before starting to unzip, then stopped.

				“First tell me where you found the backpack.”

				She shrugged.

				“I found it when I went for lunch.” She indicated behind her by pointing her thumb over her shoulder. “At da bread.”

				“Bread?”

				She rolled her dark large eyes back into their impossibly deep sockets.

				“Yeah...you know...da Bread of Life.”

				“Oh! The Bread of Life Mission?”

				“Yeah, yeah.” She pointed a thick finger at my chest. “Jacket.”

				I peeled off my hoodie and held it out to her, then snatched it back at the last second.

				“Backpack.”

				She rolled her eyes again, tossed it to me and then yanked the hoodie from my fingers. In a speedy motion she had her arms inside the sleeves and the zipper up to her chin.

				I opened the backpack, peered inside and saw Dad’s squashed day-old muffins and a stack of lost dog flyers. My heart clenched.

				“Is he there?” I asked before she could steer her cart away from me. “At the mission?”

				“Who?” she demanded impatiently.

				“My dad,” I said, holding up the backpack. “This is his. This is his backpack and I’m looking for him.”

				“You’re Jack’s girl?”

				I nodded.

				“You can’t be on account of he said she was dead. Just got herself murdered.”

				My throat went dry and my stomach tightened with fear.

				“He said that? He told you Misty was killed?”

				“Jack don’t talk, dontcha know that? He ain’t never talked that I heard. Can’t ’member who toll me about Misty. Maybe Jack wrote it down on account of he does that sometimes. Writeth thingth down. Mostly stupid stuff.” She tapped the side of her own head. “He’s knitting with only one needle.”

				“What?”

				“He don’t talk.”

				“I know.” I folded my arms tightly across my chest against the cold. “And you just stole his backpack since he wasn’t well?” I demanded.

				“He left it! I didn’t steal it! He just left it and walked out.”

				“If you see him again, could you tell him his daughter’s looking for him? Jen. His daughter, Jen. He’ll know where to find me.”

				She shrugged and ambled off, the wobbly wheels of the shopping cart making clunking noises over every crack in the sidewalk. I slung the backpack over one shoulder and walked back to my car. I drove back to my own apartment with a feeling of trepidation. I told myself that I was safe. But I didn’t feel safe.

				“Whoever broke in got what they wanted and won’t be back,” I murmured as the elevator rode up to the second floor. “Right?” I asked Mojo.

				The dog just yawned.

				“You’re right. I’m making entirely too big a deal out of my apartment getting trashed for a laptop. I’m fine. Really. This was nothing, right?”

				I obviously didn’t believe my own pep talk, because, when the doors slid open and Mrs. Rudnicki was standing there, I nearly peed my pants.

				“You scared me half to death!” I gasped.

				I stepped into the hall and she stepped into the elevator.

				“Hmph,” was all I got in reply.

				“Don’t you have anything better to do in the middle of the night than stalk the halls?” I demanded.

				“What are you doing coming home when it’s nearly morning?” she demanded in return. “Backpacking across the red-light district?” She cackled as she nodded her chin toward Dad’s backpack.

				The elevator door went to slide shut, and I stopped it with my hand.

				“Why couldn’t you have been out on patrol when someone broke into my apartment, huh? You’re the one-woman security for the building and yet someone got killed and another place was trashed and you saw nothing.”

				I let the elevator door close and allowed Mojo to walk ahead on her leash and pull me along. I glanced momentarily over my shoulder down to the opposite end of the hall and saw the crime tape was down at Misty’s. My chest gave a tight squeeze at the thought of finding her dead.

				Once inside my own place I took in the disheveled apartment and smearing of fingerprint dust and suddenly I felt terrified. After locking the door, I pushed an armchair in front of it and then put an end table on top of the arm chair. Mojo tilted her head and watched my antics.

				“Now would be a really good time for you to get in touch with your inner pitbull,” I told her.

				In response, Mojo ran to her water bowl and slurped noisily.

				Feeling a little safer now that I’d barricaded the door, I slumped onto the sofa, tossed the backpack on the coffee table and stared at it like it held the answers to all that was wrong with my life. A lot of expectation for a beat-up bag. After a few moments of staring I began to unpack the contents. The outer compartments held loose change, bus tickets and for some reason known only to my crazy father, a large collection of triple A batteries, but nothing electronic to put them in. After a moment’s hesitation, I opened the largest compartment. On top was a stack of about fifty damp and crumpled sheets of lost dog flyers. I piled the papers on top of the batteries collected from the outer compartment and then proceeded to pull out numerous mushed and crushed baked goods wrapped in Merlot Coffee House napkins.

				“That’s it, Dad, no more treats for you.”

				After gathering up assorted moldy and crumbling muffins and tossing them in the trash, I continued my excavation through the pack discovering a couple of sweat-stained T-shirts wrapped around something hard and square. Peeling away the shirts, I found myself looking at an oak-framed eight-by-ten picture of me and Misty.

				A small whimper escaped my lips. It was the photo from Misty’s apartment. And that meant he had to get it between the time I saw her and before the police arrived.

				My breathing was quick and shallow. For a minute I thought I was going to pass out.

				Mojo took one look at me and went to sleep in her princess bed. She was a rock in times of crisis.

				Dad was there the night Misty died. He took this picture and, according to Kellum, left a flyer.

				Did my crazy father murder his own daughter?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Sleep was as elusive to me as financial freedom and a satisfactory love life. I tossed and turned until thinking of my lack of love made me do what lonely and neglected women have done since the beginning of time—I called the man who cheated on me.

				Arthur answered the phone sounding sleepy and grumpy.

				“I’m sorry for waking you.”

				“Jen? Wassup?” He yawned loudly in the phone then added needlessly, “It’s, like, really early.”

				“I was just feeling scared. My place was broken into yesterday.”

				“Yeah. I heard. You don’t want to be alone, huh? Want I should come over and, um, keep you company?”

				I could hear the sexy smile in his voice.

				“Give me half an hour,” he said and disconnected before I could reply.

				I told myself that I didn’t really want him to come over, but, halfway through tidying up my trashed apartment and applying fresh makeup, I had to accept that, whether intentionally or inadvertently, I’d just made a booty call.

				Mojo sat in the hall tilting her head and making whining noises at me.

				“I know I shouldn’t have called him, but what’s done is done.”

				Mojo growled and I shook my finger at her.

				“Don’t judge me.”

				Arthur rapped on my door in under twenty minutes. It took me a moment to remove my barricade and let him in. He looked deliciously disheveled as he embraced me in a strong hug. I breathed deep the scent of sleep and his cologne.

				My head said STOP, but areas south of my equator shouted MORE.

				Apparently I am doomed to having my fate determined by my tingly bottom half. It wasn’t long before we lay sweaty and content in the tangle of my sheets. I should add that Arthur was content. I, on the other hand, was frustrated and filled with self-loathing and regret.

				“This was a mistake,” I said on a sigh.

				“Why?” Arthur rolled over and reached a hand out to cup my breast. “Give me a minute, I’ll make it worth your while.”

				“No. Not that.”

				Well, it wasn’t just that.

				Turning away I reached onto the floor for my over-sized Seahawks T-shirt. I pulled it over my head as I climbed out of bed.

				“We broke up for a reason, Arthur, remember? You were sleeping with my half sister.”

				“That was a one-time mistake,” he said earnestly as he grabbed a second pillow and tucked it under his head. “I never should’ve been with Misty. It just kind of happened. It was an accident.”

				“An accident?” I turned and fisted my hands on my hips as I faced him. “How can sleeping with someone be an accident? You accidentally fell and slipped your penis into her vagina?”

				He laughed and patted the bed, but I refused to crawl in next to him.

				“So how did it happen?”

				“It just did.” He shrugged and looked up at me with soft, beseeching eyes. “Do you really need to hear the details?”

				“Yes.”

				He blew out a long breath.

				“I came by to see you a couple of weeks ago. I thought you’d be home, but you weren’t. As I headed back to the elevator, she was just coming home. She had a lot of bags in her hands and she looked like she needed help getting them to her apartment...” He shrugged.

				“And you ended up sleeping with her?” I could feel my eyes bulging.

				“Like I said, it was just kind of an accident.”

				“So basically you were horny and I wasn’t available, so any old vagina in a storm...is that it?” My breath caught in my throat and tears pricked the back of my eyes. I turned and headed for the living room before he could see me cry. Why did I keep doing this to myself?

				A few minutes later Arthur appeared fully dressed.

				“Guess I’ll go,” he said.

				I didn’t ask him to stay, but he glanced around the apartment taking in the blackened mess of fingerprint powder. “Unless you’re really freaked out about staying on your own and want me to stay?”

				I weighed my choices. A) let Arthur stay and have him attempt to sexually finesse my anger away, or B) risk that whoever broke into my place would come back.

				“Yeah, you should just go. I’ll be okay.” I waved my hand to indicate the light streaming in through my blinds. “It’s morning anyway.”

				He shrugged and headed for the door, slipping bare feet into his runners. He was reaching to lean against the door for balance, but thought better of it when he again noticed the black powder coating the jam.

				“Spray cleaner will usually get it right off,” he said.

				I nodded although housecleaning was not top of my to do list these days.

				“I guess the reason they were all over this break-in was on account of what happened to Misty, right?” I asked suddenly. “I mean, last year someone down the hall had their TV stolen and Seattle PD didn’t show up for two days.”

				“Well, she’s murdered and then there’s a break-in down the hall at her half sister’s place so, yeah, they gotta assume there could be a connection.”

				“But it’s probably just a coincidence, right?”

				“What can I tell ya, Jen? Anything’s possible. The world is a fucked-up place. I catch creeps like this every day.”

				“No, you don’t. You hand out parking tickets.”

				“But I could easily catch murderers.”

				He stepped forward, lifted my chin and planted a quick kiss on my lips. I looked toward Dad’s backpack in the corner and an idea came to me. Maybe the picture in Dad’s sack didn’t actually belong to Misty. Maybe Dad had one and Misty had one. It could happen, right?

				“How would I go about getting into Misty’s apartment?”

				“Now why would you want to do that?” He sounded frustrated.

				“Well, there’s a picture Misty had. One of the two of us. I’d like it as, um, a keepsake.”

				“Why? You hated each other.”

				“Maybe my dad might want it someday if he ever, um, gets better.”

				Arthur knew about Dad. Not all the details. Just that he was schizoid and homeless. We’d run into my dad wandering the streets one evening when Arthur and I went for pizza not far from Merlot’s. At the time Arthur had been cool about it, but now my comment brought pity to his eyes, which only made me angry.

				“I remember seeing a picture of the two of you in her place.” He seemed to think about it a second. “It was on a table somewhere in the living room.”

				When you were screwing my half sister you took the time to check out the knickknacks. Nice.

				“So do you think I could get it?”

				“Don’t know how that would work, Jen. You being a suspect and all.”

				He opened the door, and I snagged him by the back of his T-shirt.

				“I am not a suspect for killing Misty,” I shouted indignantly. Then in a small voice I added, “Am I?”

				He laughed a small mean laugh and tugged his shirt out of my grasp.

				“Well, you’re all they’ve got, and everyone knows it’s usually family you look at first.”

				“But—but I didn’t do it!” I cried.

				“You hated her. You lived down the hall. And you threw shit in her apartment. Those three facts will work against you.”

				“B-but I don’t have access to her apartment and they said there was no sign of a break-in. It’s not like she’d invite me in for cocktails,” I pointed out with desperation. “I hated her, but basically we avoided each other.”

				“Except that time when you two ended up rolling around in a night club parking lot pulling each other’s hair out.”

				“I caught her letting the air out of my tires,” I said. “How do you know about that anyway?”

				He sighed.

				“I’m a cop, sweetie,” he said as if that explained everything. Then he tapped the end of my nose with his finger and sauntered off down the hall.

				I locked up and pushed the chair back in front of the door. My fingers played with my phone and scrolled down to Mitch’s number. I thought about calling him up and unloading my worries about being a suspect. I didn’t want to make things weird between us at work, so I put my phone away and tried to think things through on my own.

				Even though I hadn’t slept that night, I still couldn’t sleep now that it was morning. I didn’t want to be a murder suspect, but I wasn’t going to throw my dad under the bus either. It was 7:00 a.m. and I heard Mrs. Rudnicki open her door across the hall. I swear the woman never slept.

				It still really ticked me off that she’d told the cops I was sneaky. How mean was that? This from a woman who noticed everything about everybody, but still couldn’t see the long nose hairs protruding from her own huge nostrils.

				“It’s not just me,” I grumbled to myself. “Nobody likes a busybody,” I told myself.

				But then I started thinking, because somebody had liked Mrs. Rudnicki. Misty. Misty got along famously with her. I’d crawled back into bed, but now I sat up and started really thinking about that, because I remembered last summer when Misty had suitcases packed and was heading away probably to lead some poor married man astray. I’d carefully avoided Misty, but couldn’t help but overhear her thanking Mrs. Rudnicki for taking the time to water her plants while she was gone. That meant Mrs. Rudnicki had a key. At least she did then.

				I jumped out of bed and tugged sweatpants underneath my Seahawks T-shirt. Mojo was shocked by my sudden movements and even more startled when I snapped the leash on her collar, shoved my chair blockade aside once again, and half-dragged her out of the apartment. I was moving so fast I nearly bowled over my intended target. Mrs. Rudnicki might be nosy, but she moved slo-o-o-w-w-w.

				“You shouldn’t run in the halls,” the old lady hissed.

				I bit back the retort that would’ve been “This isn’t high school,” and instead smiled sweetly.

				“You’re right. I’m sorry.” I nodded to my dog. “Mojo needed to go out, and I didn’t expect to find you...”

				Here in the hall probably listening at everyone’s door.

				“And actually this is very good timing because I wanted to talk to you.”

				Mrs. Rudnicki narrowed her beady eyes and regarded me through mere slits.

				“About what?”

				“Well, first I wanted to thank you for taking care of Mojo when she got out during the break-in.”

				That was true because she could’ve just ignored Mojo and who knows what could’ve happened? Mojo was a smart dog. She could’ve easily snuck onto an opening elevator, reached the main floor, got out and been struck dead by a passing motorist.

				Mrs. Rudnicki nodded abruptly, causing her nose hairs to sway in the breeze.

				“You’re welcome. Not the dog’s fault. Can’t expect a dumb animal to fend for itself in a situation like that.”

				“Right.”

				Mojo tugged on the leash to go back inside the apartment and I tugged her back. Mrs. Rudnicki shuffled down the hall and we slow-stepped directly behind her.

				“Also, you had spare keys to Misty’s apartment, right? To water her plants and stuff when she went away?”

				Mrs. Rudnicki shrugged.

				“As I told the officers, last time I was there was in the summer.” She waggled a finger an inch from my face. “Don’t go trying to pin this on me. Everybody knows you’re the one that killed her!”

				I gasped and pressed a hand to my heart.

				“I did not! I wouldn’t hurt a fly! You might not know this, but Misty and I, well, we may not have always gotten along, but we were, um, related.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Half sisters. I know.”

				She took off walking down the hall at a faster clip. We weren’t breaking any speed records here, but she was hustling.

				“I just want inside her apartment for a minute,” I said.

				“Why? So you can clean up the evidence?” She snapped.

				She pressed the call button for the elevator and glared at me.

				“Okay, that doesn’t even make sense because they’ve already collected all the evidence and that’s why the crime scene tape is down.” I pointed down the hall to Misty’s apartment as proof. “Misty had a picture of the two of us when we were teens. I just want that picture. As something to remember her by.”

				Mrs. Rudnicki glanced at me then quickly away.

				“Whatever for?”

				“Well, I don’t have one of us together and she was pretty much all the family I had left.”

				I tried looking pathetic and sad. It wasn’t hard. Pathetic and sad kind of summed up my week.

				The elevator arrived and we stepped inside. I dragged a reluctant Yorkshire Terrier with me.

				“Misty said your dad was still alive, but...”

				The way her voice trailed off I knew that Misty, in addition to not being able to keep her knees together, also couldn’t keep her mouth shut.

				“Yeah,” I said quietly. “He’s um...not well.” All these years and the words still stuck in my throat like stale popcorn. “He suffers from paranoid schizophrenia.”

				“Be that as it may...” She pressed L for lobby and then threw her hands up in the air to say it wasn’t her problem.

				When we reached the ground floor she picked up the pace until we were outside. Mojo took to sniffing and squatted for a quick pee. Mrs. Rudnicki took off at a near run around the side of the building, which I found odd. I was guessing she was late for her patrol of the outer perimeter of the building. Mojo was in the sniff zone so I figured I might as well hold tight while she did her thing. Eventually Mrs. Rudnicki would come back around this side to re-enter the building. I had no choice to wait anyway; I’d forgotten my keys in my apartment in my haste to catch my neighbor.

				A few minutes later she returned and stopped in surprise when she saw me. She had a long white box tucked under her arm.

				“You’re still here,” she said needlessly.

				“Mojo just finished,” I replied. “Also, I forgot my keys.”

				She rolled her eyes and unlocked the back door. We went inside and rode the elevator back up together in silence for a moment until I smelled something very distinctive.

				“Lemon scones!” I turned and pointed to the box. “Are those scones from Fresh! Fresh! Fresh!?”

				“Yeah. So?” She shifted the box uncomfortably under her arm.

				“Where on earth did you get those?”

				“None of your beeswax, young lady.”

				We stepped off the elevator on the second floor.

				“It is my beeswax. Those lemon scones are only supposed to be made for Merlot’s. Nobody else!”

				Mrs. Rudnicki looked over at me sheepishly.

				“Fine.” Her penciled-in eyebrows scrunched together until they were one and began to wrangle with the deep creases in her forehead.

				“Fine, what?”

				“Fine, I’ll let you in Misty’s apartment so you can get your picture, but I’m going to stand and watch you the entire time,” she said as if I’d asked her to eat a human heart instead of walk to the end of the hall and open a door.

				“Agreed.”

				She flipped through the keys on her keychain until she found the one she wanted, then Mojo and I followed her down the hall. After she unlocked the door and pushed it open we both stood silently staring inside. Mojo broke the silence by whimpering and trying to pull me in the opposite direction.

				“She started off as Misty’s dog,” I reminded Mrs. Rudnicki. “Probably she shouldn’t go inside. I don’t want her to be, you know, traumatized.” I handed her the leash and took a step into the apartment.

				“Don’t try anything sneaky. Get in and get out, lickety split.”

				“Right.”

				I swallowed thickly and looked around. The blood stain on the floor was still there. The splat mark from the dog excrement was also still there. What wasn’t there was the picture. I felt queasy.

				“Hurry up,” Mrs. Rudnicki hissed. “I don’t expect that picture will jump into your hands without you looking around for it!”

				But it had been there. Right there. On the credenza where I could see it from the door. And now it was gone. My nerves began to ping and my stomach tied itself in knots. The picture had ended up in Dad’s backpack. I swallowed back tears and went through the motions of looking through Misty’s place for the photo before dragging my feet back out into the hall.

				“Well?” Mrs. Rudnicki demanded.

				I simply shook my head and blinked back tears before taking back Mojo’s leash.

				“It’s gone,” I said as my chin dropped to my chest.

				“She got rid of it? How do you know? You weren’t in there very long. Go and take another look around.”

				I shook my head and began to walk back to my apartment leaving Mrs. Rudnicki to lockup.

				Did Dad do it? Did he kill Misty, leave a lost dog flyer on her face and then steal the picture, stuffing it into his backpack? If he didn’t, that meant someone killed her first and then he would’ve had to go into the apartment after the killer, but before the cops. My head was swimming and suddenly I felt nauseated. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Mrs. Rudnicki zip inside Misty’s apartment. Probably just to make sure I hadn’t vandalized the place.

				I reached my door and didn’t have the strength to open it. My vision blurred with tears and Mojo sat patiently waiting for her owner to get her act together. I didn’t know how many years she’d have to wait.

				When you find out someone you love is seriously mentally ill, there’s a grieving process that goes on inside your head. You know in your heart you have to say goodbye to a lot of dreams and that sucks. Then that person chooses sleeping in an alley over taking medications that could help and that sucks at a greater level altogether. Over the years I’d made a certain amount of peace with the thought that my relationship with Dad wouldn’t be a father-daughter-Sunday-brunch kind of thing. But that didn’t mean I’d accepted that one day I’d be holding evidence that he’d committed a murder.

				Just as I had my hand on the door knob, Mrs. Rudnicki called out to me.

				“Hey!”

				“What?” I called back.

				“Wait, I have something to show you,” she replied in an annoyed old lady warble.

				Curiosity not only killed that cat, but it also destroyed a nice pity party in the process. I watched as she approached me with a thick book under one arm and the Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! box under the other. When she caught up to me at my door, she thrust the book into my hands.

				“A photo album’s better than one picture anyway, right?” she said, looking immensely proud of herself.

				I flipped through the thick book and took in the dozens of pages. Many pictures were of Misty with her mom, a voluptuous peroxide blonde I never knew. Then, toward the end, pictures of Misty with my dad. My throat tightened and I couldn’t speak.

				“It was in her bedroom on the shelf and I figured you might as well have it.”

				“Thanks,” I said quietly. “That was very nice of you.”

				“I understand, you know,” she said softly.

				I turned and stared at her, blinking back tears.

				“What do you mean?”

				“I understand what it’s like to be at odds with family.” She shook her head. “Even at my age, it’s nearly impossible to get it right. Sometimes family just defies logic.” She tapped the box of scones and sighed.

				“Yeah.”

				I agreed because I did not want to launch into the fact that I felt bad because my dad could be a killer and wasn’t exactly mourning the loss of my relationship with Misty. Mrs. Rudnicki and I were almost having a real conversation and I didn’t want to blow it.

				“I didn’t know you had family around still.”

				“A grandson. He’s all I got left, but we’re not close.” She nodded sharply and then I watched her face close off.

				She walked into her apartment and I heard her turn her two deadbolts. I returned to my own place and tossed the album onto the sofa before moving twice as many objects in front of my door before I headed to the shower to get ready for work.

				As I was leaving my apartment, my palm began to tingle. It wasn’t a full-blown itch attack, merely a tickle. Still, before leaving I grabbed a pen and notepad from the drawer of my end table and prepared to play stenographer for the Hand of Doom that I’d taken to calling HOD for short.

				The profound message was: #207B

				“Seriously?” I demanded of the air. Then I held my left hand up to my face. “That’s all you’ve got? Good ol’ #207B? I thought we were long done with that one.”

				I tossed the notepad to the end table and stormed out of my apartment. For nearly a year I’d gotten periodic itchings to scribble out #207B. I had no clue what it meant, if anything.

				When I reached the parking lot, I noticed a white delivery van with familiar rust markings on the side pulling into visitor parking. Out of the van hopped Charlie from Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! bakery.

				He nearly bowled me over to get to the apartment building door, but didn’t seem to notice me.

				“Hey, Charlie,” I called to his back.

				He turned and glanced at me.

				“Yeah?” He looked not at all surprised, happy or even disappointed to see me. Basically, Charlie was Charlie...devoid of all human emotions. Except lust. His gaze scraped over me.

				“It’s me. Jen.” I added, “From Merlot’s.”

				“Yeah. I know.”

				“I live here.” I nodded toward the building. “You coming to visit somebody?”

				“Yeah.” And then as if feeling he needed to punctuate three yeah’s with the spice of something nearing conversation he added, “My Granny.”

				I put two and two together and came up with a strange family connection.

				“You’re Mrs. Rudnicki’s grandson, right?”

				He nodded quickly then turned away from me and headed toward the building.

				“A real uplifting experience dealing with you, as usual,” I muttered.

				Once in my car I had a disorienting moment when the sun came out and dazzled me with its brilliance. I dug through my glove compartment and located my shades.

				Mitch was already working with a part-timer when I arrived at ten. I told him a little about my night and he looked shocked about the break-in. The initial morning panic for caffeine had died. Once the part-timer checked out for her break, Mitch hardly acknowledged me.

				Instead, he was slamming things around and looking very pissed.

				“What’s up?” I asked.

				“What’s up? I’m just trying to count the ways you’re stupid,” he snarled.

				“Excuse me?” My eyes bulged.

				“First, you get broken into and your friend offers you a place to stay, but instead of keeping safe like a smart person, you go back home. Then, you go out accosting homeless people because you can’t sleep—”

				“Well, there’s a good reason why and—” I was finally ready to tell him about Dad because I figured he could help keep an eye out for him. I needed to talk to my dad and, at the very least, ask him about Misty and I had to admit that was part of the reason I’d gone back home.

				“And then, thirdly,” Mitch continued, his voice at a near shout. “You invite your ex-boyfriend over to comfort you in your time of need even though you know he’s just using you.”

				My jaw dropped.

				“How did you know I called Arthur?”

				“I didn’t. Until now.” He pushed passed me and walked into the back room when the buzzer sounded for the bakery delivery.

				Things were busy enough that we didn’t have to really talk. Which was good. Even though I was a murder suspect, had my apartment broken into and might have a father who’s a murderer, I still managed room to be worried that Mitch was disappointed with me.

				Mallory texted an invitation for me and Mojo to come for dinner. She said that Beth would be there and one other person. I replied I accepted provided the “other person” was not a blind date. She assured me it wasn’t.

				“Could you stop texting long enough to empty the trash out front?” Mitch asked with bite.

				“Sure. Could you stop snapping at me? I’ve had kind of a rough week,” I spat back.

				Pretty much that’s how things went until more part-timers arrived at three and we were put out of our forced togetherness and allowed to go home. We were both sullenly returning to our respective vehicles in the alley when movement at the other end of the alley caught my eye. Dad!

				I took off at a dead run, but by the time I cornered onto the next block he’d disappeared. I spun around trying to catch glimpses of him in the crowd, but couldn’t see him.

				“Damn!” I cried. I searched up and down the street to no avail.

				Morosely I shuffled back down the alley toward my car. To my surprise, Mitch was still there. He was leaning against his car, arms folded over his chest, and watching me with amusement.

				“I think we need to talk.”

				“Yeah, I don’t think so,” I replied.

				“I’ve known you two years and I’ve never seen you run anywhere for anything. What’s up?”

				“Just because I’m not a fitness geek, something’s up?”

				“Yeah.”

				He’s right, of course, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him to know he was right.

				“Follow me to my place and come in for a beer. I’ll tell you everything.”

				He agreed, but all the way home I debated how much of “everything” I could actually trust him with. After all, “everything” was a lot to handle.

				“Everything” meant confessing that Mr. Stinky was my dad and he was crazy.

				“Everything” meant telling him I had evidence my dad might be Misty’s killer.

				“Everything” meant telling him about my Hand of Doom.

				I chewed my lower lip nervously as he pulled into my parking lot and drew his Camaro up beside my Neon.

				“Ready?” he asked, as he opened my car door and looked at me curiously.

				“I’m ready. The question is, are you?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Inside my apartment Mitch let out a low whistle and I realized I hadn’t quite cleaned up as much as I should have. There was still fingerprint dust everywhere and a couple of overturned drawers and contents had yet to be righted. It was a work in progress.

				“You shouldn’t be staying here. The guy could come back,” Mitch said.

				I’d been thinking about that and knew he was right.

				Mojo ran over and sniffed Mitch’s feet hello and then rang the bell at the patio door to be let out.

				“I should take her for a walk. If you want to come along, I can fill you in on what’s been going on with me. Then we can have a drink to recover from our talk when we get back, but I’m committed to dinner at Mallory’s at six.”

				He nodded in agreement and clear skepticism. I snapped on Mojo’s leash and we took her for one of her longer walks to a local park. We walked slowly, because sleep deprivation was beginning to take hold.

				I started by telling Mitch a little about my life growing up. He knew some of it, like my dad wasn’t around much and my mom died. He also knew Misty was my half sister and we didn’t get along. When I told him my dad wasn’t around because he was a paranoid schizophrenic usually off his meds, he put two and two together and came up with Mr. Stinky.

				“Oh my God, I feel awful.” He slumped his chin against his chest. “Here I was teasing you about bringing the guy coffee and going on and on about his age...”

				“It’s all right,” I assured him. “You didn’t know.”

				“Still, I knew it bothered you and I kept teasing ...”

				We’d stopped walking so that Mojo could sniff a lamppost where every other dog had peed. This was taking a lot of concentration on her part, so we were patient.

				“Well, I’m glad you finally told me.”

				After a while we were walking again and Mitch smiled all of a sudden.

				“Geez, that wasn’t so bad.” He chuckled. “I don’t know why, but I kind of figured you were going to tell me something much bigger than that. Something earth shattering...huge.”

				“I’m not done.”

				“Really?”

				“Yeah. That was actually the easy part.”

				I watched the set of his jaw and the firmness in his eyes while he prepared himself.

				“Okay. Go,” he said.

				So I told him about the backpack and getting it in trade for five bucks and a hoodie. Then I told him about the picture frame and how it was missing from Misty’s apartment. He waited patiently while I finally brought things around to how the evidence seemed to point to my dad. He stopped me once only to ask if I’d told this to the police.

				“No. Not yet.”

				“But you will, right?” He eyed me seriously. “You can’t keep this from them. If your dad is innocent it’ll be proven, but if he’s a danger to himself and others...”

				“I know.”

				“Well, I’m glad you told me and if you want me to be with you when you call the cops, I can do that.”

				We were back at my apartment by five, and I hadn’t even gotten to the part that told him he’d been working side-by-side with a crazy person for two years.

				“You ready for that beer?” I asked.

				“Why don’t you just tell me whatever you’ve still got to say,” he said. “You’re slowly lowering the hammer. I can feel it.”

				He hadn’t moved from the front door after I’d closed it. I figured he was ready to bolt. Maybe I’d best forget about sharing HOD with Mitch.

				“Don’t do that,” he said.

				“What?”

				“You’re thinking you’re not going to tell me the rest.” He took a couple of steps toward me, but he didn’t take off his shoes or slump onto my sofa like usual.

				“Okay...”

				I thought about how to explain things and came up empty. I’d have to wing it.

				“I’ve got this weird thing where I sometimes...on occasion...not like every day or anything...get messages.”

				“Messages?”

				“Yeah. Messages.” I took a deep breath and blurted, “From a spirit guide.”

				“A spirit guide?” The look on his face was like he was waiting for the punch line.

				“I’m not kidding. The itching in my hand? That usually means I’m getting a message.”

				“Like a long distance call, except that it’s coming in through your hand.”

				I frowned and waited until he was ready. He held up his own hands in surrender.

				“Sorry. Carry on.” He leaned back casually against the door now. I dumped the rest on him—the message that Arthur was screwing Misty and the random messages throughout my life that were always right, but not usually meaningful, insightful, or necessarily profound.

				“Who else knows about this?”

				“Beth and Mallory. That’s it.”

				“So Frick and Frack have known about this little thing you do for how long?”

				“Like, forever, pretty much.”

				He frowned and rubbed the scrub of five o’clock shadow on his chin. I let him absorb what I said.

				“I’m going to go change,” I told him. “Help yourself to that beer.”

				In my bedroom, I changed out of my work jeans and blouse and into a different pair of jeans and a T-shirt. When I came back into the room, he hadn’t moved. If anything he was pressed closer against the wall next to my door. Everything in his body projected coiled energy.

				“You staying for that beer?” I asked, sounding cool.

				“Nah,” he drawled. “I think I’ll just...” He pointed with his thumb behind him to the door and I nodded.

				“Sure. Fine,” I said, but I didn’t feel sure or fine. “I’m heading over to Mallory’s soon anyway.”

				“Good. Tomorrow’s your day off, right? So, like, I’ll see you Monday then and, hey, maybe it’ll be a nice, sunny day like today. Weather’s turning. Summer’s coming...”

				He babbled and stumbled over his own two feet on his way out the door. I just gave him a thin-lipped smile and locked the deadbolt behind him after he left.

				“Well, I did it Mojo,” I told my dog. “I scared the hell out of him. He won’t be back. Nope.” I chuckled lightly, but my throat was tight with emotion.

				Before I left for Mallory’s she called and convinced me to pack Mojo and an overnight bag.

				“You can’t stay home as long as a maniac is on the loose. What if he sneaks into your apartment with a knife in the middle of the night?”

				When she put it like that, and scared me to death, how could I say no?

				The last thing I felt like doing was packing up and leaving, but it was the only logical answer. It took me two trips to the car to bring all my overnight stuff and Mojo’s as well. For a small dog, Mojo didn’t pack light. At the last second I decided to also take Dad’s backpack and throw it into the back seat of the car.

				When we arrived at Mallory’s apartment, I was still feeling down and out because of Mitch. Mojo was vibrating with excitement, because she loved going to Auntie Mallory’s. At Mallory’s there were always organic dog biscuits, stuffed animals and plenty of over-the-top petting and attention. God help us all if we have children.

				“Come in,” Mallory exclaimed brightly when she opened the door. She was dressed in her red T-shirt that had Vegetarians Are Hot embossed over a chili pepper appliqué.

				She scooped up Mojo and made cooing noises. Mallory already had a couple of tiny bowls on the floor in the kitchen, one with fresh water and one with vegetarian doggie kibble. I’d once tried explaining to Mallory that dogs, by their very nature, were carnivores and she stated she would not slaughter any creature to feed another, but if Mojo wanted to go out and bring down a cow or deer on her own, she was allowed. That was our last discussion on the matter.

				Once Mallory placed Mojo on the floor, the seven-pound dog knew exactly where to hightail it to for her own dinner party. I went around the corner to join Beth at the table and stopped short.

				“It’s okay,” Mallory said, putting a hand on my arm. “Really. It’s okay.”

				“Do you know who that is?” I asked, then answered for myself, “It’s Fred. It’s the Fred.”

				“I know,” Beth said. “I brought him.”

				“And you knew about this?”

				Mallory nodded.

				Fred stood up from the table and Mojo scampered over, sniffed the cuff of Fred’s pants and left to rekindle her romance with a stuffed toy. I folded my arms across my chest and looked him over from the top of his beginning-to-recede hairline, all the way down to his sensible loafers pausing only a minute at the beer-enhanced waistline.

				“Apparently my friends have lost their minds,” I said to him.

				“Hi, Jen,” he said. “Good to see you.”

				“Huh.”

				Fred sat back down at the table, flanked on either side by Beth and Mallory, and I took a seat across.

				“So, after Mallory told us that Fred was now a private detective, that gave me the idea that I should call him up to help with your little problem,” Beth announced, puffing up with pride over this decision.

				“Have you lost your ever-loving mind?” I demanded. “First of all, I’ve got no money to pay a private investigator. Second, if I did have money to pay a PI, then I certainly wouldn’t choose one that had screwed me over once before.”

				I squinted my eyes at Fred and frowned until he began to squirm.

				Beth began to offer up protest, but then Fred held up a hand and said, “No. She’s right. First things first. Jen, I owe you a big apology. I already told Mallory and Beth how sorry I am and now I’ll say it to you. I’m sorry. Real sorry. I was an ass back in high school. My parents were getting a divorce and I took that as a license to just treat people like crap. A couple of years ago I went through my own divorce and now I’ve got my shit together and I’m a better person.”

				“Even if I cared enough to forgive you, I still have no money to pay you.”

				“Beth and I worked out a deal,” he said with a big smile.

				I tilted my head and looked at Beth like she’d lost her mind.

				“Does that deal have anything to do with reintroducing his torpedo of lust to your love canal?”

				“No!” Beth laughed. “He needs help with his taxes and can’t afford an accountant.”

				Mallory got up and got everyone wine. Fred announced he was two years sober and had water instead. I got up and paced the floor for a minute and thought about my options. Basically, I had the police breathing down my neck about my role in a murder, and it looked like either my dad or I would be cooling our jets inside a prison cell very soon if things didn’t turn around. After weighing my alternatives, I decided I really had no choice at all.

				“Okay.”

				Everyone seemed immensely relieved.

				I gave Fred the lowdown on Misty’s murder right down to my poop throwing and I gave him credit for not cracking even the tiniest of smiles. Then I filled him in on everything about Dad and the lost dog flyers and what Detective Kellum said about Misty noting in her journal that I was going to kill her. I did not give him any information about HOD, my own mystical abilities or lack thereof.

				Fred asked a few questions and noted everything on a very professional looking iPad. Then he asked to see one of the lost dog flyers.

				He examined the flyer carefully and admitted he couldn’t see how it could be connected with anything.

				“Your dad being in the shape he’s in, well, this probably only makes sense to him, Jen.”

				I reluctantly agreed.

				“But the fact that it was in the apartment and only showed up after you saw Misty’s body doesn’t prove he was there, it only proves someone was there.”

				I liked the way he was thinking.

				“I’m going to make some phone calls to contacts I have at Seattle PD and see if there’s anything we don’t know about the murder investigation. Then I’m going to find an old snitch I have, Toothless Joe, and ask him about your dad.”

				“Why would Toothless Joe know about my dad?”

				“Because Joe’s been on the streets for fifty years and he knows everything about everybody who lives on the streets.”

				I had to admit that I was beginning to feel optimistic about the whole thing.

				“And you’ll keep me posted?”

				“Yes. Anytime I know anything, you’ll know. Give me your cell number and I’ll text you updates. I also need a recent photo of your dad, if you got one.”

				I dug one out of my purse and asked Mallory to use her scanner to make a copy since it was all I had. She did and then handed it to him.

				“That picture is five years old, but it’s the best I can do,” I said. “Add a five o’clock shadow, long hair and empty eyes and you’ll get the idea.”

				“Okay.” Fred got up to leave. “One more thing, you definitely need to tell the cops about there not being a flyer on Misty’s face when you found her. I understand why you’re protecting your dad, but you should still do the right thing here.”

				I didn’t respond.

				“So if I turn up evidence that your dad is guilty, I’ll let you know, but then I gotta tell the cops.”

				I swallowed.

				“Deal.” To Beth I said, “Did he ride over with you?”

				“No he followed in his own car.” To Fred she said, “You owe us. Don’t mess this up.”

				“I won’t,” he promised.

				Once he was gone, Mallory busied herself in the kitchen making dinner.

				“Okay, I’m still not convinced Fred is the answer, but I appreciate you trying,” I told Beth.

				“You’re welcome. Now are you ready for whatever kind of faux food Mallory has baking in the oven?” Beth asked. She topped off my wine glass before downing and refilling her own.

				“It smells good,” I said, trying to be a champion of Mallory’s attempt at cooking for her non-veggie friends. Truth was it took all of my willpower not to stop at Burger King on the way over, but last time I did that Mallory kept sniffing the air all night, swearing she could smell animal carcass somewhere nearby.

				“What kind of vegan horror are we having?” Beth asked her, winking at me.

				“Nothing fancy,” Mallory said, opening the oven door and checking on a few different dishes keeping warm. “Veggie fajitas and some pasta primavera.”

				“Wow, that sounds almost edible,” Beth said, sounding impressed.

				“I’m sure it’ll be great.”

				My stomach growled in anticipation. I’d had a day-old blueberry muffin at lunch and that was it.

				Mallory set out plates and dinnerware for four.

				“Four? Don’t tell me we’ve got another surprise guest,” I said, taking a small sip of wine.

				“It’s nobody you know,” Mallory said sounding vague. “But I’m sure you’ll like her.”

				“Uh oh.”

				I took a large gulp of wine this time, because she said it in the same tone my dentist used when he told me I was only going to feel a little pinch. After the Fred surprise, I didn’t know if my heart could stand anything more.

				Before I could make an excuse to snag my dog and get the hell out of Dodge, there was a knock at the door. While Mallory hustled off to get the door, I listened and heard her greet the guest, then heard a distinctly female voice respond.

				I whispered to Beth, “Tell me the truth. How afraid should I be that Mallory appears to be setting me up on a date with a woman?”

				“Oh, this isn’t a date, Jen,” Beth snickered into her wine. “But by the end of the evening we might all wish it was.”

				Before I could ask anything else or feign a sudden appendicitis attack, Mallory was leading the way followed by a fortyish woman about four-foot-eleven with wild auburn hair.

				“I’d like you both to meet Zelma Turnquist,” Mallory announced to us then to Zelma, “These are my friends—”

				“Wait, let me guess...” She pointed a stubby finger in my direction and said, “Beth.” Then pointed to my friend and said, “Jen.”

				“Um. No. Actually it’s the other way around,” Mallory said.

				“Oh, well.” Zelma shrugged. “Names aren’t my thing.”

				“Nice to meet you, Zelma,” Beth said. “What exactly is your thing and how is it that you know my good friend Mallory?”

				Zelma opened up her mouth to speak, but Mallory quickly shut her up.

				“Let’s eat first, shall we? Before everything gets cold?”

				Beth poured everyone more wine and I introduced Zelma to Mojo, who was intently sniffing at her ankles.

				“I love Yorkies,” Zelma squealed and she bent to pat Mojo on the back gently. “You’re not her first owner,” Zelma said to me as she straightened. “But you are the better one.”

				“What do you mean?” I asked.

				“Nothing of importance,” Zelma said, waving her hand through the air as if to shoo the words away.

				The woo woo train had left the station and was on the tracks to crazy land.

				Mallory had the table set, wine poured and produced enough vegan food to feed a small elephant or one Zelma Turnquist. I’ve never seen anyone pack away that much food in such a short period of time. In comparison, Beth and I gingerly nibbled at the morsels on the table. In our defense we were still recovering from an overcooked spinach layered tempeh loaf that Mallory made for us three months ago.

				It was halfway through her third helping of food that it became abundantly clear why Zelma had been invited to be our guest.

				“So Mallory told me that you’ve been given the gift of a spirit guide,” Zelma gushed.

				I inhaled the mouthful of wine I’d been about to swallow and had a coughing fit that lasted five minutes. By the time I’d cleared my lungs of alcohol, I narrowed my watery gaze at Mallory.

				“I don’t know why Mallory would tell you such a thing, Zelma, but—”

				“Okay, let’s get down to business,” Zelma announced. “I don’t have a lot of time tonight and I don’t believe in beating around the bush.”

				Mallory dropped the fork that was halfway to her mouth. Beth giggled nervously and poured herself another glass of wine. I just sat there in stunned silence.

				“If, in fact, you are gifted, and who knows if Mallory’s guess is correct, but if it is, then you should know I’ve seen your type before. Automatic writing is fairly common as a device in channeling. Don’t be afraid of it,” Zelma continued. “I’m here to help and answer questions, if I can. Of course there’s no psychic handbook to refer to, but I’ll do what I can.”

				“I—I don’t know what to say...” And that was the truth. I put my hand to my side and once again debated faking appendicitis.

				Zelma narrowed her eyes and I got the strange feeling she knew what I was thinking.

				“We don’t have to do this. It’s to your benefit, but if you’re afraid to face your gift, that’s fine,” Zelma said. “But I don’t have all night and your friend here only paid me for an hour so—”

				“You paid her?” Beth shouted.

				“Oka-a-ay,” I said, getting to my feet. “I do appreciate your offer to help, but I’m fine. Really. So maybe you should just go.”

				“No!” Mallory was on her feet and angry. “You’ve been dealing with this thing for as long as I’ve known you and you’ve never taken control of it, you’ve always let it control you. Now things are serious. Someone is dead for God’s sake! So if you never learn to control this thing and use the information to your advantage ...” She trailed off and threw her hands in the air. “Well, then I guess it’s all useless.”

				I quietly sat back down.

				“How about we start with your qualifications then,” I said to Zelma.

				“Well, I’m a psychic, of course. I get readings off people. Some people. And also some pets.” She paused to smile at Mojo. “And I also hold workshops and seminars about these matters. I thought you knew this since Mallory did contact me through my website and—”

				“Oh!” All of a sudden it was clear to me. “You’re the psychic on that site who teaches the ghost writing. Now I get it.”

				“Good. Glad you got it.” Zelma waved her hands in my direction. “So tell me about your thing so we can determine if I can be of any help whatsoever.”

				“It’s simple,” I said, although I felt nothing at all was simple about it. “I get an itch in my hand and when that happens I have to take a message.”

				“Which hand?” she asked.

				“Left.”

				“Always left?”

				“Yes.”

				“Are you left-handed?”

				“No,” I replied.

				“But when you take a message from your spirit guide, that message comes through on your left side?”

				“I—I guess...”

				“Look, doesn’t an itchy palm just mean you’re going to get money?” Beth asked, her speech was slurred from too much wine.

				“Actually, left hand means giving money and itchy right hand would mean receiving it,” Zelma said.

				“No wonder I’m always broke,” I said dryly.

				“So can you control your hand once it starts?” she asked.

				“Not really,” I admitted. “Look, years ago someone told me it was a spiritual guide who goes through me to relay the message, but if that’s true, I don’t get it. Why isn’t the message profound or at least meaningful? Sometimes it’s clear, like recently when the message was about my boyfriend cheating, but other times it makes no sense whatsoever.”

				“To you,” Zelma said.

				“Pardon?”

				“It makes no sense whatsoever to you. That doesn’t mean it makes no sense.” She shrugged. “Give me an example.”

				“For a while now I’ve had the message ‘#207B,’” I said. I snagged a paper and notepad from Mallory’s desk in the corner of the room and wrote it out for Zelma the psychic.

				“You’re right. It makes no sense.”

				Beth laughed. “None of this makes sense.”

				She was well past tipsy and on her way to drunk, so we ignored her.

				“That doesn’t mean it’s not correct, though,” Zelma said. “This message, though unclear to you, is obviously very important to your guide.” She paused. “Who is your guide?”

				“I’m supposed to know? I have no freaking clue.”

				“Male or female? This decade or last century?”

				I just shrugged.

				“Well, this is your problem,” Zelma said, obviously finding humor in my discomfort. “Until you know who you’re dealing with, you can’t possibly know how to take these messages.”

				“Sometimes they start ‘Dear Jen,’” Mallory blurted.

				“Is that true?” Zelma asked.

				I nodded.

				“Well that’s interesting.” She drummed long fingernails on the kitchen table. “That means it’s personal. This person knows you on a personal level.”

				“I’ve asked,” I admitted. “I mean, I’ve asked the room at large during one of these message moments to tell me who or what is giving me the message and nothing, zilch, nada.”

				“Then you aren’t meant to know,” Zelma announced.

				“That hardly seems fair,” Mallory piped up.

				“There are no rules that say this spirit guide has to be fair.” Zelma chuckled. “Obviously they care enough to give you messages that mean something to you some of the time, like your boyfriend cheating. I’m thinking the other messages mean something, too, but you just don’t have the right context for them.” She tapped the notepad with her index finger. “This #207B could be an apartment number, an office or practically anything really, but whatever it is, you can bet it is important to your spirit guide if the message has come repeatedly over time.” She faced me seriously. “That doesn’t mean you have to give it credence. Something that’s important to one person is not necessarily important to others, right?”

				I nodded, because that did make sense on some level.

				Zelma looked pointedly at her watch.

				“So I’ve got only a few minutes left on the clock, let me give you a reading.” She snapped her fingers. “C’mon, c’mon, give me your hand already.”

				Reluctantly, I put out my left hand and she snatched it up and clutched it in her own.

				Beth coughed and muttered, “lesbian” under her breath.

				Mallory kicked her under the table.

				We were quiet for a full minute except for the occasional noisy slurp of wine coming from Beth’s direction.

				“You will see more psychics than me,” Zelma said quietly. “You’re at a desperate time in your life. There are many dangers. You are looking outside yourself, but all the answers are inside. You already know everything you need to know to solve your problems.”

				“Can you be any more vague?” Beth spat. “I mean, you got paid to show up, right? Try and deliver more than a fortune cookie. Sheesh! Unless, of course, you’re really a fraud.”

				A full minute went by without anyone saying a word. Zelma hadn’t let go of my hand and it was starting to sweat. I wasn’t sure if proper psychic etiquette said that I should pull my hand away or wait for her to release it. Suddenly there was a knock at the door and we all jumped.

				“Leave it. He can wait,” Zelma said, her voice had grown very quiet and we all leaned in to listen. “You can’t help your father, Jennifer Joyce Hamby. He is beyond your reach.”

				My fingers trembled a little. I didn’t know if Mallory would’ve told this woman my middle name, but I didn’t like her talking about my dad. I tried to pull my hand from her grasp, but her fingers tightened on mine.

				“There is a key. You need to find the key to find the killer,” Zelma stated.

				I gasped when she released my hand, and just then there was another loud knock at the door.

				“Open the door,” Zelma said. “His name is Clay? Clayton?” She shook her head with a laughter. “Like I said, I’m not good with names. Makes no difference, because he does love you.” She tapped me on the shoulder. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”

				Zelma slipped her purse onto her shoulder and said goodbye to all of us. Mallory opened the door and we were all surprised to see it was Mitch.

				“Goodbye one and all,” Zelma called out. “Thank you for the meal, Mallory. Jen, you can call me anytime. Mallory has my number.”

				She stuck out her hand to shake mine, but when I placed my fingers in hers, she pulled me in close and whispered in my ear, “I get the feeling that it’s your sister’s past that will help you connect to your problems in the present.”

				She turned and looked Mitch up and down. “Clayton, a word of advice, dear...don’t keep waiting for what you want. Go after it!” She punctuated her comment by poking him in the chest and then she left.

				“Who was that?” Mitch asked. “How did she know me?”

				“She didn’t know you, dumbbell,” Beth snorted. “Didn’t you hear her call you Clayton?”

				“Yeah, but that’s my name. Clayton Mitchell Talbot. I’ve used Mitch for years because I can’t stand Clayton,” he explained.

				We shared a look of awe. Perhaps there was something to this Zelma psychic.

				Mitch took me aside and explained that he felt he owed me an apology for running away at my apartment. I agreed. All that woo woo stuff had scared the shit out of him, apparently. It was a good thing he didn’t show up five minutes earlier with Zelma holding the HOD and telling me to find the key with all the answers. Probably that would’ve blown his mind. I wasn’t entirely sure my own mind still remained intact at this point.

				“Jen, I gotta admit I’m still not sure if I got a handle on what you told me,” he explained.

				In other words, “You might be crazy, but I’m not counting you out just yet.”

				He ran his fingers through his hair in a nervous gesture that made him seem more boy than man.

				“I just wanted you to know that, as your friend, I support you in whatever you believe and it’s not my place to judge you so, yeah, that’s it.”

				I smiled stupidly at him.

				“Well, that’s a great start,” Mallory said. “Better than some anyway.” She looked at Beth. “You’re a friend and you don’t support her.”

				“I support Jen,” Beth announced loudly and drunkenly. “Just ’cause I think she’s got a brain tumor—”

				“Oh my God, you’ve got a brain tumor?” Mitch looked like he was going to pass out from the possibility.

				“Like I was saying,” Beth slurred. “Just ’cause she’s possibly sick in the head doesn’t mean I don’t support her, right? On account of we’re friends, so I support her even if she says she’s morphing into a werewolf or a vampire, or screwing another deadbeat cop. That’s what friends do. We support.” She slammed her fist on the table and knocked over her wine glass.

				“Well,” Mallory said. “Someone else is sleeping on my couch tonight.”

				“I’m not sharing.” I laughed. “I think I’ll go out for a drive to clear my head. Don’t wait up,” I said to Mallory, giving her a brief hug. “Thanks for dinner and thanks for, well, for everything. It was very enlightening and I know you did what you did for me so that means a lot. Who knows?” I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find a wayward key and all will be fine.”

				She smiled and gave me her spare house key, then convinced Mojo not to follow me out by bribing her with an organic dog bone.

				I left Mall’s apartment with Mitch right behind me.

				“So now what? You plan on joining me cruising around Seattle?” I asked only half-joking.

				“Not tonight,” he said.

				He walked me to my car, and before I could open the door, he pinned me by placing his hands on my car on either side of me.

				“I need to tell you something.”

				I swallowed thickly, nervous at his close proximity because I was a sexual ticking time bomb since Arthur had never finished what he started. Who knows what could happen being this close to a man while in my condition?

				“Wha-what do you want to tell me?” I asked.

				He looked at me for a second and his mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. I waited patiently for him to find the words, but then abruptly he decided on action instead and his lips were on mine. He kissed me long, slow and deep to the point where I finally knew what it felt like to have your knees go weak. His lips were soft but insistent. My own mouth quickly went from an O of surprise to melting against his. If it hadn’t been for his arms around me and my car behind me, I would’ve been a molten puddle on the street.

				My arms went up around his neck to draw him closer and then, just like that, it was over and he was turning and walking away.

				I opened my car door and collapsed behind the wheel, blowing out a long breath and touching my swollen lips with the tips of my fingers.

				“Holy smokes,” I murmured.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				It took me a while to compose myself after Mitch’s sudden lip lock. I drove around thinking about that and about what Zelma had told me about finding a key and looking into Misty’s past. Both revelations had left me feeling like I needed more.

				I got a decaf latte and sat sipping it quietly in my car. I wished I had my laptop so I could Google what other people had to say about Zelma Turnquist. As it was, I only had my gut instinct that told me she was one-half showman and one-half accurate. Half was good enough for me at this point, however. She’d told me I needed to find a key to find the killer. I thought about that and looked through my own key chain. I had one key for my apartment and another for the building front door, a third for Merlot’s and the spare for Mallory’s. None of the keys looked full of possibilities.

				I spotted Dad’s backpack in my rearview mirror and frowned. There wasn’t a key inside, was there? Being homeless pretty much meant you didn’t really need keys. Still, I was drawn to the pack and I found myself tugging it into the front seat with me, and, once more, going through the items inside. I’d tossed out all the trash, old batteries and old food, but I’d stuffed the flyers back inside and they took up the majority of the space. I also kept the picture frame wrapped in Dad’s old T-shirts in the pack. Once I took out the flyers and the frame there wasn’t a whole lot left except the loose change I’d stuffed back in one of the smaller outer pockets. I took out the change now and went through it again, but no key was hiding in the jumble of coins. I took the coins, placed them in my purse and replaced them with a ten dollar bill. I could use the change for laundry money.

				I found myself once again driving up and down the downtown streets and peering into alleys. No Dad anywhere. Finally I gave up and headed back to Mallory’s.

				When I woke up it was because Mojo was making whining noises near me on the sofa. It was nearly ten and she needed to go out, but I felt groggy and disoriented. I slipped my bare feet into my shoes and snapped on Mojo’s leash. We stepped outside and onto the grass. I took a deep breath of the breeze blowing inland from the Pacific. The distinct Seattle fragrance: smog, sea water and seagull poop. Divine.

				Mojo was also sniffing the air and taking her time. I took my cell phone from my pocket and scrolled through my messages. There were a couple of texts from Mallory. The first told me that she’d left early for work so she could drop off Beth on the way. She also mentioned I could help myself to the soy milk in the fridge and the vegan nut cereal in the cupboard. Oh yum. In her second text Mallory gave me Zelma’s contact information and said she had an old laptop at work that I could borrow and if I wanted it, I was to let her know and she’d bring it home later. My Blackberry was distinctly void of any messages from Mitch.

				Mojo and I went back inside and I dialed Mallory.

				“I’ll take the laptop,” I told her.

				“Good. I should’ve thought of it last night, but it slipped my mind,” she said. “I’m at work till four, so I’ll be home with it before five, unless we get a sudden rush before closing.”

				Mallory worked at Sidecar for Pigs Peace, a vegan store in the University District. It was a general store that sold everything you could want as long as you didn’t want to have any product of animal mutilation. “So what happened to Beth last night?”

				“I drove her home,” Mallory said. “I talked to her this morning already. It’s amazing how she can totally poison her body and be fine the next day. What’s your plan for your day off?”

				“I’m going to search for Dad. Check the shelters, alleys, park benches. That kind of thing.” I wasn’t even aware I’d made that decision until the words were out of my mouth.

				“What are you going to do if you find him?”

				“Well, I guess I’ll tell him about Misty and ask him about the frame and stuff. Give him a chance to at least know the evidence against him before I call Detective Kellum and tell him what I’ve found out.”

				“I’m glad you’re going to call the detective,” Mallory said gently. “I know he’s your dad, but if he really is violent he might not even be able to help himself. You might have to save him from himself.”

				She was just saying out loud what I’d already thought.

				“I know,” I told her. “If they just arrest him based on the picture frame and the flyers, he has no way of defending himself and I really feel like he’s innocent.”

				“Sure. I get that. I’m just worried you’re protecting him when you don’t know all the facts.”

				It sounded like she thought he was as guilty as a leather-wearing, bacon-eating carnivore. I told her I’d see her later at her place for the laptop then I disconnected and planned my day.

				After showering, walking Mojo again and searching Mallory’s cupboards for non-existent coffee, I decided to dial Zelma’s number.

				I got her voice mail and her cheery voice came over the line,

				“I’m not able to take your call, but please don’t make me read your mind. Leave a message and I’ll call you back.”

				Oh, brother.

				“Hi Zelma, this is Jen. We met last night. I wanted to ask you some more questions about the key you mentioned. I hope you can give me a call back.” I left my cell number.

				Next, I searched my purse and pulled out the most recent picture I could find of Dad and hit the streets of Seattle.

				I started with a transitional house on South Washington, because it was close to Merlot’s and I had a feeling Dad stuck close. I visited half a dozen places showing Dad’s picture and describing Jack Hamby as a disheveled schizophrenic homeless man. Basically everybody had seen him, or dozens just like him, but nobody could say when he was last around. It was early afternoon when I remembered that the woman who had Dad’s backpack had mentioned getting it at the Bread of Life Mission. It was only a few blocks away from where I was now.

				I parked in a lot just beside the three-story brown brick building with the familiar neon sign proclaiming Come Unto Me and then below that it said Bread of Life Mission. The volunteers were very kind and wanted to help, but they didn’t know where to start.

				“We serve over seven thousand meals a month,” said the young woman with espresso skin and warm brown eyes. She looked at the picture and tapped the paper with her finger. “He does look somewhat familiar, though.”

				She walked off for a minute, then came back with an older man she introduced as Melvin.

				He looked at the picture and announced, “Yup, that’s Jack. He’s here a few times a week for sure. Sometimes just for the chapel service in the evening, sometimes for a meal and other times he grabs a bed.”

				“When was the last time you saw him?” I asked, both relieved and excited.

				“Oh, he stayed last night. Gone now, though. Most of them hit the streets bright and early.”

				“But he stayed here last night?”

				“Yup. Sure did.”

				Finally I seemed to be getting somewhere even though I was obviously too late to reach Dad there today.

				“There’s been a death in the family,” I told him. “His daughter. So I’d really like to reach my dad and let him know.”

				“Well, we can tell him you’re looking for him, but that doesn’t mean...” his voice trailed off.

				“I know he’s sick and he doesn’t talk so it’s hard to communicate.”

				“True, I usually just write things down for him.”

				“Does he reply?”

				“Sure. Sometimes he’ll write me a note back. He just doesn’t like to talk, because, you know, he’s worried about listening devices and the like.”

				I was totally embarrassed to admit that I’d never even thought of communicating with Dad by writing things down.

				“As a matter of fact, just this morning he wrote me a note asking me to make more copies of his Lost Dog flyers. That’s something I do a lot for him. Also, he wanted to know if I’d seen his backpack,” Melvin added.

				“I’ve got his backpack,” I said. “I got it off a short woman, maybe my age, who was missing some teeth. She was pushing her shopping cart with the backpack on top so I recognized it and convinced her to sell it to me for five bucks and my hoodie.”

				“That’s Alice,” Melvin said with a frown. “She’s a bit of a klepto. If it isn’t nailed down, she’s liable to just pick it up and toss it in her cart. I’ll have to have a word with her about this kind of thing. Jack was really upset about his backpack being gone. He was tearing the place apart looking for it and I had to promise him that I’d put it in the safe if I found it.”

				“You’ve got a safe?”

				“Well, no,” he said sheepishly. “Just told him that so he’d feel better.”

				Melvin was a good man.

				“Do you think I could leave him a note and you could pass it along to him?”

				He said he would and brought me a sheet of paper and a pen. I couldn’t exactly leave a note asking my father if he’d killed Misty, so I just told him I had his backpack and asked him to come see me at work as soon as possible.

				“He’ll be real happy about the backpack,” Melvin said.

				“There was nothing of value that I could see,” I admitted. “Couple of T-shirts, batteries and loose change.”

				“I think he was especially worried about a key,” Melvin said thoughtfully.

				That stopped me cold.

				“A key? There was a key in the backpack?”

				“I think that’s what he wrote.”

				“What was the key for?”

				“I have no idea,” he shook his head. “Like you said, it looked like nothing of value was in that pack. To us it’s all junk. To him it’s valuable. Could be a key he found lying in the gutter or might belong to something he thinks is important.”

				I left my cell phone number with Melvin and asked that he give me a call if Dad came back.

				I started to leave and then turned back to Melvin.

				“The police might be looking for him too.”

				Melvin nodded sadly.

				“Well, sometimes it’s not a bad thing if they get locked up, because usually they’ll get sent for some treatment.”

				I left Bread of Life after making a small donation. As I was walking to my car, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Detective Kellum. I left a message telling him that I had some important information for him and asked that he call me back. After I hung up from the Detective, my cell rang and it was Zelma Turnquist.

				“You wanted to know about the key, right?” she said in a quick, business-like manner.

				“Right. You mentioned that I need to find the key to find the killer.”

				“And that’s not self explanatory?”

				“Well...no,” I said. “How do I know where to start looking for a key? And what is the key for? Is it a house key, a car key, or what?”

				“This isn’t an exact science, you know,” she said with annoyance. “If you want to try another reading for more details, you can come by my place. I charge fifty bucks for a half hour.”

				She rattled off her address and I told her I’d think about it. Basically there wasn’t a lot to think about, because I didn’t have the fifty dollars. I just gave twenty to Bread of Life and that only left me with another twenty until payday tomorrow.

				As I disconnected the call from Zelma I walked around the corner and into the parking lot where I stopped short at the sight of my blue Neon. Someone had written “Die Bitch!!!!” in red spray paint across the side of my car.

				I spun around on my heels to see if I could spot a vandal running around with a can of spray paint. All I saw was a mailman wearing his regulation short-sleeve shirt and blue shorts.

				“Did you see who did this?” I shouted at him while pointing to my car.

				“Nope,” replied the mail carrier, continuing on his way, head down.

				Broad daylight and nobody saw a damn thing.

				I whimpered as I looked at the massive letters that started at the rear fender with “D” and made it all the way to the front of my car by the third exclamation point. I didn’t own a lot of things, but I loved that little car and this ticked me off big time. I couldn’t even afford the deductible on my insurance.

				I was about to call Detective Kellum to let him know about the attack on my car, but figured it could wait until he called me back.

				With nothing else to do I got behind the wheel and drove around a bit to see if I could spot Dad wandering the streets. I even took a slow drive past Merlot’s in case he’d set up panhandling across the street, but there was nobody there. As I slowed past Merlot’s, I glanced inside and caught a glimpse of the back of Mitch’s head. Just seeing part of him made me hot all over.

				Eventually I’d have to give serious thought to what one passionate kiss could mean for my ability to work next to him. Worst case scenario could mean things ended badly if we pursued a relationship and then I’d end up looking for another job. I didn’t want another job. Even though, truthfully, Mitch was a much better barista, I loved it at Merlot’s, and he could flirt anywhere. So before we had our first date or slept together, I already had our breakup planned out and who got to keep Merlot’s. If only I was that organized with the rest of my life.

				I pointed my vandalized Neon back toward Mallory’s. Once inside, I spent five minutes rubbing Mojo’s belly and then played Attack Duck with her. It’s a simple game that involves me throwing her tiny stuffed duck and shouting, “attack!” She scampers after it and returns it all slobbery. It took only a few throws before we were both sick of the game. I sat down on the sofa and eyed the orange backpack I’d brought in from the car. Everything that had been in it was now spread out on Mallory’s coffee table. I picked up the pack and decided to go through all four zippered pockets one last time. Once all the pockets were unzipped and inspected, I even grabbed the pack from the bottom and shook it upside down. When I did that I definitely felt something small slide around inside. I flipped it over and looked inside the main pouch. Nothing. I tipped the pack again and there was still something small sliding around. I took the pack and turned the entire main pouch inside out and that’s when I noticed a tiny slit in the lining near the bottom seam.

				After tilting, rolling, and fondling the pack like an old lover, I finally was rewarded with my prize sliding through that small hole. A small silver key!

				I jumped up and down holding the key up high like a prize fighter with a trophy. Mojo ran over and barked at me until I stopped. After a few minutes of celebration, I stared hard at the key willing it to give up all its secrets. Nothing. I frowned on account of this was not exactly all the answers as I’d hoped.

				“If only you could talk,” I said to the small silver key.

				Turning it over and over in my hand I ogled the key until I was sure it would melt under my hot glare. It was definitely not a house key, car key or safe deposit box key. That only ruled out three out of a million possibilities though. I needed to keep it in a safe place. That got rid of my apartment and car, because those were trouble magnets these days. I tucked it in my bra and felt confident until I took a step and it started sliding around. Apparently a B cup wasn’t sufficiently fleshy to hold it in place. I settled on tucking it inside the rubbery snug iSkin cover of my Blackberry and then put the phone in the front pocket of my jeans.

				I couldn’t wait to share my discovery with Mallory, but had an hour to go before she was off work. To kill some time I got out Mojo’s brush and hair detangling spray and gave her a good brushing. She put up with it for all of five minutes before jumping off my lap and rolling around on the carpet until she looked like a deranged Don King.

				My cell phone began vibrating in my pocket, and I scrambled to get it out only to see the call was from Arthur. I frowned and let it go to voicemail. When I listened to his message, I heard him sucking up. He apologized and asked to take me out. He even suggested Mama’s for dinner which was a low blow, because he knew I was a sucker for Mama’s chili rellenos and Cuervo Cadillac margarita. My mouth was watering and my stomach growled. I made myself a sandwich using Mallory’s soy cheese and fake salami. It was not nearly the same thing.

				Just before four o’clock I took Mojo for a walk. When we strolled past my car, I was shocked all over again to see how bad it looked with “Die Bitch!!!!” in bold lettering. The sun was shining and a lot of people were out. Every person who walked, cycled or drove by my vehicle slowed and stared. I decided to wait inside.

				Mallory slammed the door shut behind her just before five.

				“What the hell happened to your Neon?” she demanded.

				Her T-shirt choice today was pink with black lettering that said Proud to be Meat-Free Organic.

				“I went checking out homeless shelters looking for Dad, and while I was inside Bread of Life my car got tattooed.”

				“That’s horrible.” She gave me a hug. “I hope it was just some random freak and not something to do with the Misty situation, because then it goes from being rotten luck to crazy dangerous.”

				“I know. It’s the first time I ever hoped I was the victim of a random vandal attack, but there is good news out of all this.” I smiled, dug out my phone and peeled back the cover to reveal the small silver key.

				“The key!” she exclaimed. “Is it the one I think it is? The one that Zelma said would help us find the killer?”

				“I hope so.”

				I explained about Melvin at the shelter saying Dad was upset about his missing backpack because of the key and that I called Zelma, but she needed fifty bucks.

				“And now that I have the key, I don’t need Zelma’s input on where to find it, right?” I said. “What I need to figure out is what the key is for.”

				I looked hard at my left hand willing an itch.

				“Anything?” she asked.

				“Zip,” I replied.

				She asked to see the key and I handed it over. She turned it around in her hand before she admitted she hadn’t a clue and placed it between us on the coffee table. We sat staring at it, deep in our own thoughts.

				My cell phone rang and I jumped. The call was another from Arthur that I let go to voice mail. I told Mallory about my decision to tell Detective Kellum everything about Dad and that I was waiting for his call.

				“I’m so glad,” she said. “It’ll all work out. You’ll see.”

				We were quiet again and my thoughts drifted.

				“He kissed me last night,” I said.

				“Detective Kellum?” Mallory gasped.

				“No! And may I add ‘ew-w-w.’” I shuddered. “Mitch. Right there on the street before I got into my car.”

				“Was it just a kiss?” She made a small pecking noise. “Or was it a real kiss?” And she made a gruesome display of sticking out her tongue and wrapping her arms around herself.

				“A nice kiss. More than nice. Passionate. Hot.” I felt myself blush.

				“Zelma said he loved you.” She smiled. “Do you think he loves you?”

				“Until last night I didn’t even think he liked me beyond friends, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It was just a kiss.”

				“A hot kiss,” she reminded me with a huge grin.

				“Yeah.” I smiled. It was a nice distraction, but more serious things were going on in my life. “Back to the key. How do we even start to figure out what it’s for? I do believe Zelma was right that it might hold the answer to Misty’s murder and not just because of what Zelma said. It’s a gut feeling.”

				Mallory nodded.

				“Well, you need to clear your dad’s name,” she said.

				“Thanks for not saying that I need to see if he did it, because I can’t see him doing something like that.”

				“I know.” She clapped her hands together. “Well, I say we go see Zelma.”

				“I don’t have the cash, Mallory.”

				“Let me do it for you. Consider it an early birthday gift.”

				“My birthday’s six months away.”

				“Really early then.”

				We were getting ready to leave when my phone rang. It was Detective Kellum.

				“I’ve got some information I need to give you. I probably should’ve told you earlier,” I admitted. “When can we get together?”

				“Now would work.”

				“Okay.” I paused. “Do I need a lawyer?”

				“Do you think you need a lawyer?”

				I cringed inside, because I had no idea.

				“We’re leaving now,” I told him.

				Mallory came with me to the precinct for moral support. We called Beth on the way and left a message for her, because she was in a meeting. We told her that we were on our way to talk to Kellum, and I was hoping not to get arrested for obstruction of justice or anything like that so we could then continue on our way to visit Zelma for more psychic analysis.

				I doubted we’d hear back from her. All of this was way beyond Beth’s comfort zone. Mine, too, if I was to admit it.

				The precinct smelled of gym socks and old man sweat. It may have been my own fear. Kellum kept me waiting for half an hour during which time I played games on my Blackberry until my eyes blurred. Mallory on the other hand just tap tapped her foot nervously until I accidentally-on-purpose stepped on her foot.

				Once inside the small windowless room, Kellum turned on his detective charm.

				“So you got information that will crack this case wide open?” he asked with a jack-o-lantern grin.

				“Geez, I hope not,” I muttered under my breath.

				“Why? Is this a confession? Did you kill Misty?”

				“No!” I took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly trying to compose myself. “Okay, let’s start with those lost dog flyers.”

				“Oh, I was able to unravel the secret of the lost dog flyer that appeared on your half sister’s body.”

				“You were?” I gaped at him.

				“But then, you already know where the flyers came from.” He stared at me expectantly from across the hard metal table.

				“Well, sure, I know where I got my flyers, but I don’t know where Misty got hers.”

				Kellum frowned.

				“You don’t think they came from the same place?”

				“No, because I got mine from Merlot’s, but as far as I know, she was never there.” I tilted my head in confusion. “Where did you think they came from?”

				His lips pulled into a serious frown.

				“I’m talking about your dad, Ms. Hamby.”

				“What about him?” I swallowed nervously.

				“Your dad was the one handing out lost dog flyers. You know that—he was coming to the coffee shop where you work.”

				I hadn’t counted on the fact that the detective was obviously going to be doing some detecting.

				“That’s what I’m here to talk to you about,” I said, trying to match his serious tone and look him in the eye.

				His fingers opened and closed into fists on top of the table.

				“Do you remember when I said a lie by omission is still a lie?”

				“Kind of.”

				“Well the thing is, a lie by omission in a murder case isn’t just a lie. If you’re covering up for someone, that’s a crime. It’s called obstruction of justice.”

				“Look, I’m here willingly, remember? I called you.”

				I held his stare and refused to look away even when I felt like his eyes were boring into my soul and trying to suck out a murder confession that didn’t exist.

				Finally, it was Detective Kellum who broke the staring contest. He smiled, sat back in his chair and said, “Okay, go ahead and say what you came here to say.”

				I started from the beginning and explained everything that happened beginning with my fight with Arthur, my drive to our old house in Renton, and finding Misty’s door slightly open leading up to the poop throwing. Then I stopped.

				“Go on,” Kellum urged.

				“The door swung open and in that split second that I flung the, um, blob, I saw Misty lying there.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “The thing is she didn’t have a lost dog flyer on her face.”

				“What are you talking about?” He was on his feet and standing with his hands on hips.

				“It’s true.” I nodded. “I ran back to my apartment and called 9-1-1. If Misty had a flyer on her face when you arrived, it was put there after I left to call and before you arrived.”

				“You’re sure?”

				“Positive.”

				“He must’ve still been inside the apartment.”

				I could just about hear the gears spinning inside his head. It was killing me to watch him appear to click things into place and I almost didn’t tell him the rest. But I had to.

				“There’s more,” I said quietly.

				From under the table I brought up the orange Jansport backpack and put it on the table.

				“I went looking for my dad after you said there was a flyer found on Misty’s face. I wanted to...I don’t know...warn him or ask him about it.”

				“What did he say?”

				“He didn’t say anything,” I said. “I didn’t find him and, besides, I haven’t heard him speak in years. But when I was out, I saw a homeless woman pushing a cart that had this backpack on top of it and I recognized it as belonging to my dad so I bought it off her.”

				Kellum snatched up the backpack and began going through it.

				He unwound the T-shirt that surrounded the picture frame and then held up the photo of me and Misty.

				“That picture...” I squeezed my eyes shut and a fat tear rolled down my face. “Was inside Misty’s apartment.”

				“This exact picture?” he demanded.

				“Yes. It was on the credenza inside Misty’s apartment the night she was killed and I found it inside the backpack.” I told him about how Mrs. Rudnicki let me inside Misty’s place on the pretence of getting the picture, but it was gone.

				“You should’ve told me all this right away.” Detective Kellum sat back down at the table.

				“You’re going to arrest him, aren’t you?” I fought to keep back my tears.

				“We’ll bring him in as soon as we find him. If he’s as sick as you say, well, he’ll have to be examined, so this might be the best thing for him. He’ll get help. You’ve done the right thing coming in today.”

				“He was a good cop once upon a time, you know?” I looked up into Kellum’s face. “I don’t believe he did this. Yes, he’s sick, but I don’t think he killed Misty.”

				Detective Kellum warned me that if I saw my dad I had to call the police immediately and then he told me I was free to go. I burned Keds-style rubber out of that room and snagged Mallory by the arm, dragging her out of the building. Outside I took deep cleansing breaths and put my face up to the blinding sun to feel its warmth and defrost my shaky insides.

				“I basically just put a noose around my dad’s neck.”

				“No!” Mallory put her arm around my shoulders. “You had to tell him the truth, but that doesn’t mean—”

				“He thinks my dad did it. He thinks he killed Misty. Kellum figures he was still inside the apartment when I saw Misty’s body and then he took off when I went to call the police.” The words came out of me on a big rush of breath. I was breathing hard and my entire body was vibrating.

				“Stop,” Mallory said, placing hands on my shoulders and preventing me from walking any farther down the street toward my car. “Take a deep breath and calm yourself.”

				I tried, but air expelled from my lungs on a ragged sob. I was angry as hell and I was worried about my dad. My emotions were in the PMS zone times ten and I didn’t know how to calm myself.

				“Hand me your keys,” Mallory demanded. “You’re too upset to drive, and I still want to get to our appointment with Zelma. We need to solve this thing. We need to clear you and your dad and find out who really killed Misty.”

				I turned over my keys and was eternally grateful that Mallory was willing to go against her own moral fiber and drive my fossil fueled vehicle to help me.

				When I reached my car. I winced.

				“I forgot to tell Kellum about the spray paint job on my car.”

				“Do you want to go back inside?”

				“No.” I took a step back, took a photo with my camera. Later I’d send it off to the email address listed on his business card.

				Mallory drove to Zelma’s while I texted Fred the update about talking to Kellum. I also told him about finding the key and asked if he’d come up with anything new. He said he was busy at his son’s soccer game, but would get back to me.

				Zelma Turnquist lived and worked in an older two-story house about a half hour away. When we pulled into her driveway I asked Mallory to double-check the address. I was expecting at the very least maybe a neon lit crystal ball in the window. Instead, there were tulips in bloom in tidy flower beds and sheer lace draperies in the windows. It was a supreme letdown.

				Zelma greeted us at the door in sweatpants, a T-shirt and her long hair loose down her back. She looked like she’d just crawled out of bed. A mastiff the size of a small horse insisted on putting his muzzle in my crotch.

				“Don’t mind Zeus. He’s got control issues.” Zelma told the dog to go lay down and he yawned before shuffling a few feet away and taking over an entire sofa.

				We walked into the kitchen and sat down at a small round table, turning down offers of coffee and freshly baked muffins.

				“Then let’s do this thing,” Zelma announced, rubbing her hands together. “You found the key.”

				“Wow. You’re good,” I said, truly impressed with her psychic abilities.

				“When I called to make the appointment, I told her you found the key,” Mallory said.

				“Oh.”

				“But I am good,” Zelma said, snorting. “Hand it over and I’ll see what I can see.”

				I dug out my cell phone noting a text from Mitch. His message said that the Seattle police had been in to talk to him and the part-timer, Minnie, about a homeless man in the area. Handing the key over to Zelma I said, “If what you said last night was true, that this key will help me solve the murder, that would be great. I really, really need to know what this key opens and how it can help.”

				Zelma took the key, cupped it in her palm and held it out as if she was trying to tell the weight of it. Then she rubbed it between her index finger and thumb and frowned.

				“Unfortunately, this isn’t for me to know.” She handed the key back to me. “This is your game.”

				“What?” I looked at the key and then at Zelma. “Are you kidding me?”

				“Couldn’t you at least try,” Mallory pleaded.

				“I just did,” Zelma insisted. “That was me trying.”

				“That was you trying to take our money without doing a damn thing,” I replied. I stood up with the intention of leaving and never coming back.

				“Sit, you fool,” Zelma said.

				Reluctantly, I did just that.

				“We don’t have time for games,” I said. “This is serious. I’m not here to ask you if my boyfriend will ask me to the prom. I’m trying to solve my half sister’s murder.”

				“Exactly.” Zelma nodded.

				When I gave her a look that indicated I was ready to leap across the table and rip off her eyelids with my teeth Zelma continued, “This is your battle. It’s personal. Sometimes I get readings from objects, but sometimes that message isn’t for me. That key...” she pointed to the key still in my hand. “...wasn’t going to give me anything. It’s holding out for you.”

				“But I can’t get anything off a key!”

				Tears filled my eyes and I rubbed them away roughly with the back of my hand. Mallory reached inside her purse and handed me a tissue.

				“I don’t have any kind of a talent that will help me.” I sniffed. “My Hand of Doom only gives me messages when it wants. I have no control over it.”

				“You’re wrong,” Zelma said emphatically. “You just haven’t learned to control it so it comes and goes. I can teach you a few things that might help.”

				“I don’t have time!” I insisted.

				“Maybe we need to make time,” Mallory piped up.

				“You’ve just been wandering around in life and when messages come through the air they zip through you and you write ’em down. If you were more in tune with yourself, had more belief in your own ability and more faith in yourself, there’s a good possibility you could be more of a vessel for your guide and less of a fast food drive-thru service.”

				“That sounds...” Stupid and impossible, “...better than how things go now, but it also sounds like a life-long mission and not something that will help me today.”

				Zelma got up from the table and went to a file cabinet in the corner of the room. She took out a pamphlet and handed it to me.

				“How to Get in Touch with Your Inner Clairvoyant?” I read aloud. “Are you kidding me?”

				“Follow the steps inside and it’ll help. I promise.”

				“Isn’t there anything you can do to help her now?”

				“We can try another way.”

				This time Zelma opened a cupboard. She stood on tiptoe and took down a large white crystal the size of a football and then brought it over to me.

				“Hold this.” She thrust the crystal into my hands. “If I can’t get energy off the key, maybe I can pick up on your personal energy. You need to hold that in your hands and concentrate.”

				I did as she asked. The crystal was cool and smooth to the touch in some areas with a few sharp angles. As odd as I felt groping a rock, I was willing to do anything if I could clear my dad’s name. After a couple of minutes I handed the crystal to Zelma so she could do her thing.

				Her thing, apparently, was to make a lot of murmuring noises to herself. Mallory and I shared an uneasy look as the psychic appeared to be having a very quiet conversation with her rock.

				Finally, she put the crystal on the table.

				“It’s not much, but it’s something,” Zelma proclaimed.

				“What?” Mallory and I chimed simultaneously.

				“You know the number 207B message that you’ve been getting?”

				“Yes?”

				“The key opens number 207B.” She threw up her hands. “I’m sorry. I still don’t know where or what that number represents, but at least we know the key is connected to the message you’ve been receiving for some time now.”

				Mallory and I thanked her and walked toward the door. Zeus had dragged both my shoes to a corner of the living room and had his entire mouth around one while the other lay in a soggy heap. While Mallory paid Zelma, I wrestled with a hundred-twenty pound dog until he gave up my sodden Keds.

				Once in the car I drove back to Mallory’s home in silence. When we got inside her phone was ringing. It was Beth announcing that she’d done something big that would help us all.

				“I’ve got a headache,” I said to Mallory after she hung up and relayed the cryptic message from Beth. “And I don’t think I can handle anything more today. I’m going to go back to my own apartment and veg on my sofa until Kellum calls and says he’s dragging me off to jail or announces they’ve put my father there instead.”

				“We still don’t know who killed Misty,” Mallory insisted. “So it’s still not safe for you to be alone. If you really want to go home, I’m coming with you.”

				She hugged me and reminded me to put the pamphlet from Zelma in my purse. A few minutes later, we were on our way with Mallory holding Mojo on her lap while I drove.

				I’d just kicked off my slobbery shoes inside my own apartment when I heard loud arguing from across the hall. I put my eye against the peephole and saw Charlie from Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! having a heated discussion with Mrs. Rudnicki.

				Mojo was tilting her head at me in a way that judged me for my sneaky spying.

				“You’re right. I shoudn’t snoop. And considering how screwed up my own family is, I’m not prepared to judge either.”

				“Who is it?” Mallory asked.

				I explained briefly about Charlie from the bakery and about Mrs. Rudnicki being his grandma.

				“Huh. Small world,” Mallory muttered.

				Mojo was busy sniffing my damp shoes, and, every time she inhaled a big sniff of Mastiff, she sneezed and went back for more.

				We turned on the TV and watched Sex in the City reruns. I emptied the pockets of my jeans onto the coffee table. For some fur baby comfort, I picked up Mojo and we sat on the sofa together. I patted the short, stunted length of her as I stared at the coffee table holding my phone, Zelma’s crumpled pamphlet and the ominous key. After a while I slumped over and fell asleep with Mojo snuggled into the crook of my arm.

				When I woke up it was because Mallory was snoring loudly in the opposite corner of the sofa. I felt disoriented and uncertain of the day or time. I glanced at the clock on my Blackberry and it read 7:30 p.m. I got up from the sofa and put Mojo on the floor. She promptly ran off to snuffle my shoes.

				“He’s not your type,” I told her, whispering so as not to wake Mallory. “He’s got control issues.”

				She whined softly and went to sleep in the corner on her princess bed with one of the shoes. I went to the linen closet for a spare pillow and blanket and covered Mallory.

				When I walked into the kitchen for a drink, I felt a slight tingling in my left hand. I yanked open a drawer and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. With the pen in my left hand I closed my eyes and murmured a small prayer.

				#207B

				After reading that brief note, I threw the pen across the room where it pinged off a lamp and rolled to the floor. Mallory snored louder and snuggled deeper under the blankets on the couch.

				I decided to think about all this in a hot bath. After the tub was filled with steaming water and overflowing with fragrant bubbles, I snagged a cold beer from the fridge and Zelma’s “how to” pamphlet off the coffee table and placed both items on the side of the tub while I stripped and stepped into the water. I slid down until the water was up to my neck and the bubbles were tickling my nose. I wanted the bath to take away all my troubles, but realized that would only be possible if I drowned myself in it. Instead, I sipped my beer and soaked until I pruned.

				Just before getting out of the tub, I read over the brochure. It basically outlined how important it was to be relaxed, calm and at peace in order to receive full communication from the metaphysical world. I didn’t think I was going to get more relaxed than I was, but I didn’t feel any better connected to my spiritual side than I usually did. I drained the tub and toweled off.

				Once dressed in clean clothes, I ate a piece of toast with peanut butter and started up the new-to-me laptop that Mallory had kindly donated. I checked my emails online and declined all offers to enhance my penis. Then I checked my friends’ statuses on Facebook and liked a couple of things that I really couldn’t care less about. I Googled some erotica and then shut it down when Mallory woke up and clicked on the TV to watch an Oprah rerun.

				I texted Mitch to please keep an eye open for my dad, and if he saw him set up across the street from Merlot’s he was to call me immediately. He responded with “K.”

				Mallory and I got out some spray cleaner and began cleaning the fingerprint powder from various surfaces.

				My phone rang and it was Beth letting me know she was on her way over. She was bringing Fred so I should make sure I was decent.

				“I’ve got clothes on, but it’s been a long time since I was decent,” I told her.

				“Fred has information for you,” Beth announced.

				The call was dropped before I could ask if the news was good or bad. I crossed every finger that I could and prayed for the best.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Fred came in and confirmed that he had news, but the way he said it made me realize he wasn’t going to say he’d solved the murder by finding the random stranger who killed Misty and we’d also all won a trip to Hawaii to celebrate.

				“You might want to sit down,” he told me.

				We all found space in my small living room and waited.

				“My contact at SPD says there’s BOLO out on your dad.”

				“I’m hoping BOLO stands for something good,” I said.

				“Be on the lookout,” Beth said.

				“Yeah.” Fred nodded. “Things are getting serious. They want to bring him in to question him.”

				My stomach tightened.

				“Oh, God. When Kellum told me that, I was hoping he meant they’d keep looking around for him. A BOLO makes it sound like he’s a suspect on the run.”

				“Can I see the key you found?” he asked.

				I fumbled to get it out of my phone case then handed it over.

				He turned it over in his hands.

				“Obviously to a padlock,” he announced.

				“We believe it may be to something important,” Mallory said.

				“You can keep the flyer,” I told him. “But I need to hang on to the key.”

				“Sure.” He returned the key to the coffee table between us. “If I had to make a random educated guess, I’d say that somewhere there’s a storage locker with a lock that matches that key.”

				We all stared at the key.

				“Okay.” I nodded, because that did make a weird kind of sense. I could totally see my dad stashing things away in a storage locker. I couldn’t see him paying for a locker though. “How can we find out if that’s true?”

				“Well,” he rubbed the back of his neck. “There are probably a hundred storage companies in the King County area.”

				“So basically you’re saying it’s a needle in a haystack,” I said grimly.

				“I’m thinking we don’t focus on finding a storage locker that could turn out to be a big zero. You’re on a time crunch here and you want to clear your dad’s name, right?”

				“Right,” I said. Mallory and Beth joined me by nodding emphatically.

				“What do you suggest?” Beth asked.

				“I suggest you leave it to me and the police and keep yourselves out of it.”

				He opened a sack he’d brought in and took out a new lock and a few other packages.

				“If you plan on staying in your apartment, you need to be protected.”

				Within half an hour he’d replaced my flimsy lock with a powerful deadbolt and an alarm system.

				“Set the code whenever you leave and again once you’re inside. If anyone comes inside, the police will be notified immediately.”

				It was both terrifying and reassuring.

				Mitch texted that he still hadn’t seen my dad around Merlot’s. He mentioned that on his break he even took a walk down all the alleys within a few blocks, but had no luck. I replied, thanking him, and mentioned the alarm system.

				His next text read: Stay safe. I’m worried about you.

				After Fred was gone my friends kidnapped me and took me for a pity supper. We went to Sage Bakery & Café in Capital Hill. I had the Thai curried gyroto and felt full of vim, vigor and determination by the time we were all done eating.

				“I understand Fred is going to do whatever he can, but I just can’t sit around doing nothing,” I said. “I think I need to at least start calling storage places in Seattle to see if there’s one in my dad’s name somewhere.”

				Beth said we could set up at her place.

				Back at Beth’s we began by Googling all the greater Seattle area public storage companies. There were close to three hundred.

				“Well, that’s ridiculous!” Beth cried. “And a total waste of money. People are spending hundreds of dollars every month to keep junk they probably don’t even look at.”

				“Are you done?” I asked.

				“Yeah.”

				“Okay, let’s see if we can narrow it down to places within a couple of miles of Merlot’s. I can’t see Dad keeping storage somewhere he can’t physically walk to.”

				“Good point,” Mallory said. She tapped on the keyboard and managed to narrow it down to just over a hundred. “It sounds like a lot, but we each have our own phones so we can dial, like, thirty-something places each and that won’t take so long.”

				“Sure,” I said trying to sound positive. But over thirty places still sounded like a lot of places to call and if it turned up a big fat zero, that’s a lot of time wasted.

				Mallory printed off the names and numbers of the storage places we’d be calling and gave us each a sheet. Beth got the first third of the alphabet, I the middle and Mallory got R thru Z.

				“Let’s get busy,” she said. “How should we work this? Do they have a privacy issue? I’m sure we can’t just ask ‘does Jack Hamby have a unit with you?’”

				“Do you happen to have power of attorney, given your dad’s condition?” Beth asked.

				“No, I don’t,” I admitted. “It was one of those things I always meant to do, but never got around to.” I rolled my shoulders. “How about this? Tell them you’ve had a death in the family and you’re under the impression Jack Hamby had a storage unit at their place. If we can get a simple yes or no, we can go from there.”

				Two hours later we were each about seventy-percent through our list and about one hundred percent through our patience. Some places put us on hold for so long we just hung up. Other places said they couldn’t release information without proof we were family and suggested we check bank records. Who knew storage units were such a complex business?

				I wondered aloud if Fred would be able to get any more information for me.

				“Let’s face it,” I said. “He doesn’t have as much invested in this as I do.”

				“Hon, nobody has as much invested as you do,” Beth said. “But I think he’ll make progress. You just gotta give him time.”

				Sadly time was the one thing we didn’t have.

				“Okay, thanks for all your help, but I’m going home,” I said. “I’ve gotta walk Mojo and I’ve got the opening shift tomorrow so I’m up at six.”

				It wasn’t that late, but I was looking for an excuse to go home and sulk. My day sucked and I had at least expected to hear from Mitch, but he didn’t call or text after his message this morning. I tried not to judge him for it. After all, even if I was attracted to a guy, I’d probably run screaming in the other direction if he had half as much drama going on in his life as I did going on in mine.

				I drove a little out of my way to pop in at Bread of Life and see if Dad had turned up for the night. As I drove slowly past, I noticed a police cruiser parked out front. When I was near them the officers did a double take at my car. Uh-oh. I wasn’t exactly going under the radar driving a bright blue Neon with Die Bitch in red spray paint. I gunned the accelerator and cornered onto First to get out of there fast without breaking any speed limits. A couple of blocks more and I took a right on Yesler, deciding to head up to the Union Gospel Mission on Second Avenue. A block away, I could already see the patrol car out front.

				Damn! Couldn’t the cops be out chasing murderers and rapists instead of hunting down a mentally ill man? At this rate Dad would have no choice but to sleep on the street, because he’d never be able to get past the cops to get into any of the shelters. I was grateful that spring was now morphing into summer, but I knew he was on borrowed time. At any moment he’d be seen and then snatched up by SPD. He’d be questioned and refuse to answer. They’d lock him up and possibly have him undergo a psych evaluation, but I doubt he’d ever see the light of day again. He had evidence against him in a murder and would be mentally unable to defend himself. He had a better chance of ending up in jail permanently than receiving warmth and compassion from cops eager to solve a murder.

				I turned my car around and began heading in the opposite direction, looking into alleys and doorways. At one point I thought for sure I was being followed, but when I turned a corner from Western onto Vine, nobody was behind me. Time to go home and give my worry and paranoia a rest.

				Just as I was reaching that conclusion, I spotted the shopping cart woman from the other night. What had Melvin from Bread of Life said her name was? I tapped the side of my head with my hand until it came to me. Alice!

				I wanted to talk to her and find out what she heard about Dad and see if she had any idea where he’d be spending the night. Not wanting to scare her off, I pulled to the curb and parked on Vine as she turned a corner up ahead. It would be easier catching up to her on foot. I tugged my purse onto my shoulder and jumped out of the car.

				For a woman pushing a heavy loaded shopping cart, Alice was surprisingly nimble. The minute she heard footsteps coming, she glanced over her shoulder and took off. She zigzagged between parked cars and whipped into alleys and around Dumpsters that she knew would slow me down. This was her backyard and I was on unfamiliar turf.

				I decided to stop trying to outrun Alice and to try to out think her. When she zipped behind a building, I made an educated guess where the alley behind that building would exit and I headed in that direction. Even speedy Alice would be slower maneuvering a cart down an alley covered in trash and debris than I could be on the sidewalk around the building. When I got to where the alley exited, I pressed up against the building and waited. My breath was coming out in huge ragged gasps so I put both hands over my mouth to cover the sound of my wheezing.

				Soon I heard the quick click-clack of shopping cart wheels coming closer. Ten seconds later Alice burst through the alley exit and I grabbed hold of her hoodie, which used to be my hoodie, but now smelled like she’d rolled around in castoffs from Pike’s fish market.

				Alice tried to wriggle and yank from my grasp.

				“Stop!” I shouted. “It’s me, Jack’s daughter. I’m trying to find my dad!”

				She stopped trying to get away and turned and looked at me.

				“You and everyone elth,” she said. “Everyone looking for Jack. You need to go home and not try and find him.”

				“But I want to help him. The police want to bring him in for questioning about a murder.”

				“Jack would never hurt anybody. He would never do anything bad like a murder.” She glanced anxiously around where we stood. “I can’t be seen standing around talking to you. I’ll get in trouble. You just gotta believe Jack didn’t do whatever they said he did.”

				“I know that, but the police have evidence that he was there. I just need to talk to my dad and find out the truth.”

				“You want to help Jack—you’re better just to leave him. He can hide. He’s a good hider. The poleeth won’t help him. They’re bad.”

				“But he can’t hide forever,” I insisted. “And he shouldn’t have to hide. He’s innocent.”

				“Innocent don’t got nuth’n to do with that and you know it.” She wiped her dripping nose on the sleeve of my old hoodie. “He’ll lay low until they find out who really did it and then Jack’ll be fine.”

				“But I don’t think they’re looking for anyone else,” I cried. “I think the police have hold of the idea of Jack killing Misty and they don’t want to let that go.”

				“Well, I can’t help that,” Alice said. She was looking up the road like she was going to take off again.

				“Just tell me this,” I said. “Do you know of a storage locker where my dad might’ve kept some stuff?”

				“Storage locker?”

				“Yeah. There was a key in that backpack and I think it might be to a storage locker that might have stuff in it that might prove he’s innocent.”

				“That’s a lot of mights,” Alice said. “Even if the key ith for a locker, how would you know what it had in it?”

				“I don’t,” I admitted. “I guess I’m just hoping.”

				“Well, a bucket of hope and handful of oranges won’t make you a fruit salad.”

				“What?”

				“Honey, you ain’t got nuth’n. Leave Jack alone until you have evidence to prove to the poleeth that he is innocent. You go looking around harassing ladieth like myself, well, that just going to bring the copth around looking harder at Jack, know what I mean?”

				I took my purse off my shoulder, reached inside and handed her a couple of bucks.

				“If you see my dad, please tell him I’m trying to get proof he didn’t do this thing.”

				She nodded that she understood then took off. I let her go. Alice was right. I had no hope of helping Dad at this point anyway. Even if I found him, I couldn’t bring him back to my place, because the cops would definitely be watching for him there too.

				I slowly made my way back to my car a few blocks away. It was getting late now and it wasn’t a good idea to wander the streets alone at night. Business people had closed up and left happy hour for the ’burbs.

				Soon I was standing in front of my parking spot, but my car wasn’t there. I looked up and down the street, but it wasn’t anywhere. For a few minutes I walked around thinking that, in my hurry to catch Alice, I parked in a different location, but it was no use.

				My Neon was gone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				I sat down on the curb and cried. After a few minutes a well-dressed man walked by and tossed me a quarter.

				I dug my cell phone out of my purse and debated who to call. I wobbled between calling Beth or Mallory. Finally I decided on Mallory, but the funny thing is, when my fingers hit the buttons, it was Mitch’s number that I dialed.

				“Hello?”

				“Hi,” I sniffed. “Whatcha up to?” I asked trying to sound casual and not like I’d been crying.

				“Um. Nothing. Are you okay? You sound weird.”

				“My car was stolen.”

				“Where are you?”

				I gave him the cross streets.

				“I’ll be right there,” he said.

				While I waited, I texted Mallory and Beth about my car being stolen and told them Mitch was coming to get me. They urged me to wait somewhere safe until he got there, but I was too tired to move. Someone walked past and tossed me change.

				About fifteen minutes later he rumbled up to the curb in his Camaro and I climbed into the passenger seat.

				“You shouldn’t have just sat on the curb like that,” he said. “You should’ve waited inside a coffee shop or something.”

				“It wasn’t so bad,” I told him. “I made seventy-five cents.”

				He shook his head.

				“So what were you doing out here anyway?”

				I told him about looking for Dad, but only finding Shopping Cart Alice.

				He didn’t say anything for a few minutes.

				“We’ve both got opening shift first thing in the morning,” he said. “You want to come stay at my place and we can go in to work together?”

				His voice was low and slow and when I glanced sideways at him his smoldering gaze caught mine and held. We were both very much aware he was inviting me over for more than just carpooling purposes.

				“I’ve got Mojo to walk in the morning,” I said. “But thanks.”

				I was thinking it was a real bad week for me to start up any kind of a relationship with Mitch. What with a murder investigation hanging over my head and all.

				“Okay, well, I’ll stay with you while you deal with the cops and give you a ride home.”

				The police were pretty quick to arrive. When I gave them my name, the two officers shared a look between them. Obviously my name was getting around in police circles and not in a good way.

				Afterward, Mitch walked me up to my door. When I unlocked it and stepped inside I ran to disarm the alarm system and he scooped up Mojo. Mitch was impressed that I’d taken my safety seriously and was using an alarm. Still, he told me he’d wait while I checked to make sure there weren’t any bogeymen or criminals lurking in the closets or under the bed. He was half-joking, but I was dead serious.

				“I’ll take a quick look,” I said.

				I opened one door. Nobody in my bathroom. Stepped across the hall and opened the bedroom. Nobody in there either. Luckily my apartment was small. I ducked inside my bedroom, stepping around the laundry on the floor, checked the closet and declared my apartment bogeyman free. When I stepped out of my bedroom, Mitch was right there blocking the hall.

				“Hi,” he said, his voice was low. “All clear?”

				“Y-yeah. Everything is safe and secure. Nothing to hide except my messy bedroom.” I laughed nervously.

				“Messiness never bothers me.” He took a step closer and we were only a couple of inches apart.

				“It doesn’t?” I cleared my throat.

				“Nope. Know what bothers me?”

				“Wha-what?”

				“That I’ve had to work with you for the last couple of years...right next to you...without touching you. And I’ve had to listen to you get all excited whenever a man in uniform comes in for coffee knowing that I couldn’t compete with that.”

				His body was only a breath away from me now and I tilted my head to look up at him.

				“If you felt like this, how come you never said anything?”

				“You’ve never been without a boyfriend long enough for me to make an impression. I know it’s only been a few days since you and Arthur split...”

				Now was probably a rotten time to tell him that Arthur had been in my bed more recently than he thought.

				“So even though it’s only been a little while,” he continued. “And things in your life are crazy, well, I figure it’s now or never.” He lifted my chin with the tip of my finger. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

				I was grateful for the warning, because this time I braced myself.

				He lowered his lips slowly. Too slowly. I think halfway between his mouth and mine I reached up around his neck and pulled him to me. I wanted badly to give in and lose myself in the searing heat, but I had to break out of Mitch’s strong embrace. I was too worried about my dad. I felt guilty having any level of fun while there was a chance Dad could be arrested at any moment.

				“Sorry,” I said pulling away. “I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

				He took me by the hand and led me to my sofa.

				“Sit,” he ordered, so I sat.

				Then he walked behind the sofa and began massaging my shoulders. It was deliciously painful in some areas, but he worked the knots out of my neck and shoulders with patient, expert hands.

				I closed my eyes and whimpered.

				“Tell me how I can help.”

				“Oh you are helping,” I said, and a soft moan escaped my lips. “You’re very good at this.”

				“I’m very good at a lot of things,” he said.

				And I believed him, because my muscles were singing the Hallelujah Chorus and he’d only touched my neck and shoulders. If he touched any other part of me I was liable to explode.

				After nearly a half hour of rubbing and kneading my aching, tense neck, I began to yawn and Mitch announced he’d go and let me sleep.

				“Since we both have to open tomorrow, I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.”

				“That would be great,” I said. “Thanks.”

				At the door he reminded me to lock up and I did. A few minutes later, though, my phone rang and it was Mitch.

				“This might sound weird, but I think I just saw Charlie’s delivery van entering your parking lot as I was leaving,” he said.

				“Yeah. I saw him coming in the other day. Mrs. Rudnicki from across the hall is his grandmother.”

				“Huh. That’s odd.”

				“Why?”

				“I don’t know,” Mitch admitted. “I’ve never liked the guy.”

				“Me either, but I love his lemon scones.”

				We said goodbyes, and when I was plugging my phone into its charger, I heard a door open and close across the hall. Mrs. Rudnicki was off to do one of her many security rounds and maybe to meet her grandson. I found myself wondering about her and Charlie.

				I decided Mojo needed a walk, so I snapped the leash on her collar and she reluctantly followed me out of the apartment. I was careful to set the alarm and lock the door behind me as I went.

				Mrs. Rudnicki was nowhere to be seen, but at the very end of the hall, next to Misty’s apartment, the door to the stairwell was still easing itself shut.

				Mojo and I waited for the elevator. My little dog didn’t appreciate large amounts of concrete stairs and I’d had enough of a workout chasing after Alice earlier in the evening. On the main floor there was no sign of Mrs. Rudnicki, but Mojo was determined now to get to grass so we headed outside and she found her favorite patch of green around the corner of the building and began her sniffing-squatting ritual. Sniff. Squat. Sniff. Squat. On the third sniff-squat round I heard voices coming from the other side of the building. Angry voices. And one of those voices was the warbley, old-lady voice of Mrs. Rudnicki.

				At first I was concerned. After all, between a murder and a break-in, I was not thinking my home-sweet-home was at all safe. However, from the tone of the voices I could tell Mrs. Rudnicki was the one doing the giving and the other person was just taking it. Since Mitch had seen Charlie’s van, I assumed she was giving the gears to Charlie.

				I didn’t want to spy. Well, yes, I did want to, but I knew I wasn’t very good at it so I figured my best bet was to drag Mojo around to the other side where I could at least be within hearing distance. Usually I was the one at the other end of Mrs. Rudnicki’s wrath, so I couldn’t help but be more than a little curious.

				The garbled voices became clearer.

				Mrs. Rudnicki shouted, “I don’t believe you!”

				And a male voice replied just above a whisper, “Well, it’s the truth. I had nothing to do with that.”

				“You can’t come around here anymore. That’s it. Just because I’m your nanna doesn’t mean I have to put up with your shenanigans. And I’m done giving you money too and—”

				But her words were cut short by an angry slap!

				The sharp sound bounced off the concrete walls of the building and Mojo began to bark loudly, straining at the end of her leash. My cover now blown, I walked around the corner pretending we were just going for our usual walk.

				Charlie’s jaw was set furiously when he saw me. I cleared my throat and allowed Mojo to sniff around.

				“Good evening,” I said. “Mojo had to go out, and since the weather’s been so nice, I thought we’d take a stroll.” To emphasize my point, Mojo did one last sniff and squat. “How ya doing, Charlie? I’ve been meaning to ask you about your lemon scones.”

				He narrowed his beady eyes.

				“What about ’em?”

				“Well, the other day I was at 2-a-Tea with some friends and they were selling them there.”

				“So?”

				“So, when I told Mervin Lo to use your bakery, you agreed to make him something that would only be available at Merlot’s and that was the lemon scones.”

				“Times are tough, Jen. You going to be a tattletale?”

				“You’re a good baker, Charlie, but you’re going to lose business if you start reneging on deals like that.”

				“You serve coffee for a living. I don’t think you’re qualified to tell me how to run my business.”

				I fisted my hands onto my hips.

				“Maybe I can’t run your business, but I’m curious how well your business would do if I went around telling everyone that you hit your grandmother?”

				He opened his mouth to speak and then stormed off.

				“That was unnecessary,” Mrs. Rudnicki declared. “And none of your beeswax either.”

				“But he hit you.”

				“Really? Did you see him hit me?”

				“Well, no...but I heard it.”

				She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

				“From now on mind your own business and we’ll all be better off.”

				Tugging Mojo’s leash, I headed back inside muttering under my breath. Mrs. Rudnicki didn’t follow and I didn’t hear her come back in the building. The added security system meant unlocking, re-locking and then disarming and re-arming. It was a lot of fumbling around, but it made me feel secure without having to trade Mojo in for a dog ten times her size. I decided to drown out all thoughts of my day with late night television and laundry.

				When my alarm went off in the morning, the TV was still on, but now it was tuned to the morning news. The weather man was expounding on the summer-like weather we were going to be blessed with over the next few days. As I hit the shower I couldn’t help but hope that the sun might cast a little brightness on my dark life as well.

				I took a little extra care with my beauty routine, because things had changed between me and Mitch and I was curious to see how it went. Mojo eyed me curiously as I layered on mascara and spritzed a little cologne down below.

				“Don’t judge me,” I told the dog. “I saw the way you drooled over the scent of Zelma’s mastiff. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

				Mitch buzzed just after six-thirty and I told him I’d be right down. I gave Mojo fresh water and kibble even though she rarely ate while I was at work. Mostly she slept. I saw that now both my shoes with the Mastiff slobber had been dragged over to her princess bed and I thought Mojo might be lusting inside her fur brain.

				“He’s no good for you,” I told her. “You’d need a ladder just to sniff his butt.”

				When I hopped into Mitch’s Camaro, he was looking particularly hot dressed for work in his black Dockers and white polo shirt. We rode mostly in silence, each in our own thoughts. He had great FM taste and I hummed along while checking my Blackberry for messages and wondering if it was too early to text Fred.

				Once at Merlot’s, we settled into pre-opening routine, filling, stacking, prepping and hoping baked goods would arrive on time. I tidied up front while he worked behind the counter. When the line started to form outside the locked doors, I glanced over to see if Mitch was ready.

				“You got something you still gotta do?” I asked.

				“Yeah.” He came around the counter and put his hands on my shoulders. “Let’s not let this get weird.”

				“Okay.”

				“I mean it. I like you and once things get back to whatever classifies as normal in your life I want to take you out on a date. A real date. Dinner. Maybe a movie.”

				“That would be nice.” I smiled.

				“But in the meantime we have to work together and I don’t want it to be different.”

				“Me either.”

				“So we’re cool.”

				“As a cucumber,” I agreed.

				When I turned to walk to the door, he snapped a dish towel at my ass and things felt right as rain.

				The regulars hustled in first. The purists with their orders for solos and doppios, some in their own thermos cups. Many in the morning are on the run. They’re running late for work, but they’d sooner be even later than face their bosses without a good cup of joe. Those who stayed opened their laptops, iPads or whatever WiFi-sucking devices they’d brought along and hunkered down for an hour or three.

				Mitch and I worked like a finely oiled machine at the till and I continued to give him flack when he made pretty barista art, but he laughed it off. Even though things were somewhat like usual at the same time they were not. There was an undercurrent of doom vibrating through me. Mitch saw it too. At one point he covered my left hand with his to help calm my twitchy fingers as I doodled uncontrollably on the pad of paper left by the register.

				It was almost time for me to take a break and things weren’t too busy, so I told Mitch I’d zip in the back and make some calls. I was thinking I’d dial my insurance company and wrap things up with a “What’s up?” text to Fred to see if he had any new information. I figured it would take me maybe ten minutes.

				There were a couple of preppy girls that came in and I had them pegged for long-winded sweet drinks so I hung around a minute longer. One fooled me and ordered a café Americano. The other was true to form and had a crème frappe with vanilla, almond & caramel extra whipped with mocha sauce.

				As I took the orders I was rubbernecking out the glass windows. I kept checking and hoping to see Dad. No luck. The only bright spot in the day was that it was payday, so I would at least be able to afford the deductible for my car. Provided I didn’t eat for the rest of the week.

				“Just taking a quick break,” I told Mitch.

				In the back I sat at a cluttered desk to make my calls. The call to the insurance company took half an hour, but Mitch held down the fort out front quite well on his own and the yoga moms had arrived. They sure as hell didn’t mind waiting while he handled all their orders by his lonesome self.

				Finally, as I was about to text Fred, he texted me.

				His text to me read: Do u no Alison Walker

				My reply: no

				Followed by: r u sure

				My reply was: y

				A second later my phone rang and it was Fred.

				“Are you at work? Got a second to talk?” he asked.

				“I’m on a break, but I’m overdue. Who’s Alison Walker?”

				“Homeless woman. I was downtown this morning asking about your dad. When I was talking to Toothless Joe he said word on the street was that Alison Walker went missing and you were the last person seen with her.”

				My heart skipped a beat.

				“Did this Alison Walker happen to go by Alice?”

				“Not sure. Why?”

				“Remember I told you about the woman who had Dad’s backpack? That was her. The guy at Bread of Life Mission told me her name was Alice. I saw her last night and I asked her if she’d seen my dad. Maybe it’s not the same person.”

				“Maybe.” But Fred sounded doubtful.

				“Even if it’s the same person, she lives on the street, right? Who would report her missing between last night and this morning?”

				“Alison Walker is a regular at the Salvation Army Women’s Shelter on Pike. She had some health issues, so they kept pretty close tabs on her, and she’d been bunking there nightly for months. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll check and see if they’re one and the same and I’ll text you when I know.”

				I gave him a description of the Alice I knew and ended the call.

				The feeling of doom was back. I held up my left hand and stared at HOD.

				“If you got something to say, now would be a good time.”

				Right at that moment, Mitch stuck his head in the back office area.

				“Um. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

				He stared at my face and then at my hand. I quickly tucked my left hand under my right armpit.

				“Nope. Things getting busy out there?”

				“Yeah, I could use a, um, hand.”

				A large gaggle of men and ladies in blue had descended on Merlot’s. There were maybe twenty of them. Only a few days ago this would’ve made me giggle like a school girl, because of my love of a man in uniform. Now it caused my stomach to clench in fear.

				The good news was they didn’t seem to be here to arrest me or to announce they’d arrested my dad. The bad news was there were many of them and among the pack was a face I knew too well. Arthur’s.

				Sure, he’d been to Merlot’s before. If he was on duty nearby he’d stop in and grab a coffee to go so it wasn’t like this was special. But it was still odd.

				Most of the orders were straight black coffees; milds or darks with room to add their own amounts of half-and-half or skim. So it didn’t take more than ten minutes to reach the back of the group where Arthur casually chatted with his peers like this was an everyday occurrence.

				“So what brings you here?” I asked him through gritted teeth, trying to keep cool.

				“Nothing special. We’re all off to a workshop around the corner.”

				“A workshop on what?” I asked.

				“The CRT is holding a class called ‘Increasing the Effectiveness and Forensic Capabilities of the TASER Program.’” He shrugged. “It’s mandatory.”

				I turned and poured him his small coffee and when I turned back he thanked me for the coffee. I didn’t charge him, because I never had before. He reached in his pocket and held out a tiny four leaf clover pin.

				I stared at it and frowned.

				“What’s that?”

				“It’s just a little good luck charm,” he said sheepishly. “I know you’ve had a bad week.”

				That was putting it mildly.

				“Um. Thanks.”

				He leaned forward and pinned it to the bib of my apron.

				“I’m sorry for being an ass,” he whispered as he pinned me. “I shouldn’t have talked to you the way I did.”

				I didn’t know what to say mostly because I felt Mitch’s eyes burning holes in my skin.

				The officers all took their coffees and left.

				“Well, that was...weird,” I said to nobody in particular.

				“What’s this all about?” Mitch demanded, flicking the tiny four leaf clover on my apron.

				“I’m not sure. He said it was for luck and that he was sorry.”

				I unclipped the pin from my apron and two-pointed it into the trash can.

				Mitch didn’t say a word, but I saw the flicker of a smile in his eyes.

				Things got busy again around lunch. When Minnie showed up for her shift a half hour early, I decided to leave. Mitch offered a ride, but I explained I wanted to cash my check and then I’d catch the bus.

				There was an ATM around the corner so I hoofed it out the door without looking back. After depositing my check and withdrawing some cash I headed toward Third Avenue to catch my bus. I text-invited Beth and Mallory over to my place later to brainstorm what our next plan of attack would be.

				At the bus stop I assumed the glazed, bored look that all transit riders had in order to avoid having conversations with other riders. It was in this zoned out state that I nearly missed the homeless man about to cut across at Third and Jefferson.

				Dad!

				I bolted across the street nearly being clipped by the Number Forty-One bus in my haste. The second I crossed the corner I spied Dad quickening his pace and heading up Jefferson to Fourth.

				I called out to him, “Dad! Wait!”

				He glanced over his shoulder and took off at a dead run with me in hot pursuit. He easily outran me and I had to stop and catch my breath after a couple of blocks.

				For nearly an hour, I covered the alleys, lots and cross streets in the area to no avail. Giving up, I returned to my bus stop just in time to wait another ten minutes for the Number Thirty-Six. It’s only a half hour ride, but I dozed off and missed the stop in front of my building. Luckily I woke up only a block past. Still, by the time I walked inside my apartment, Mojo was itching to walk and my feet were screaming to rest. I let her out on the patio to do her business and then I played Attack Duck. It took over twenty turns of my throwing her stuffed duck and shouting “attack” before she got tired of it.

				Beth called to say she and Mallory were on their way over. I told them about my near miss with Dad regarding the bus.

				“He’s a grown man who doesn’t want to be found,” Beth said. “Even though you’re trying to help him, he obviously doesn’t see it that way.”

				As much as I didn’t want to agree, I had no choice. He’d run away from me like I was the bad guy.

				When Mallory and Beth arrived they brought comfort food—boxed chocolates and wine coolers. Around a mouthful of chocolate I told them my Dad must think I’m the enemy.

				“Obviously he thinks I’ve brought this all on him. He probably thinks I’m the reason why the police are hunting him down like a criminal.”

				Beth took a long sip from her cooler and said evenly, “You can’t control what he thinks, Jen.”

				“I know, but he’s never been violent and I hate to see him railroaded just because he’s too messed up to defend himself.”

				“Right.” Mallory looked through the box of chocolate for a favorite. Today’s public service announcement T-shirt was black with a red dripping font that said Flesh is for Zombies, Go Vegetarian.

				At that point Beth casually unzipped the hoodie she was wearing to reveal her own T-shirt that stated Meat is Murder. Tasty, Tasty Murder.

				“That is just so wrong,” Mallory said indignantly.

				I laughed until wine cooler came out of my nose.

				Then my phone rang and it was Fred. No more laughing.

				“Hate to tell you this, Jen, but you were right about that homeless woman going by the name of Alice. I’m guessing it was the same one you were talking to last night.”

				“So she still hasn’t turned up?” I asked feeling concerned for both Alice and myself.

				“No. But my contact at SPD said they found her shopping cart behind a Dumpster down the alley from Merlot’s.”

				“Really?”

				“Yeah and, unfortunately, that means you can expect another call from the cops.”

				“Just because her shopping cart was down by Merlot’s? That’s a pretty busy alley.”

				“Inside that cart they found your laptop in a grocery sack.”

				“My laptop?” I frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. How would Alice get my laptop?”

				“It gets worse. Inside the bag with your laptop they also found the bloody knife that police believe was used to murder Misty Nichols.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				After I was done vomiting wine cooler and chocolate, Mallory and Beth did their best to coax me out of the bathroom.

				“You can’t stay in there forever,” Beth called out through the locked door.

				“Why not? My life’s in the toilet anyway.”

				“It’s been nearly an hour already,” Mallory reasoned. “We can’t help you unless you let us help you.”

				But they couldn’t help me anyway. I was beyond help. I was so far beyond that I could see flames and pitchforks in my future and I had a distinct visual of Detective Kellum hammering nails into my coffin.

				A couple of seconds later I heard rattling at the doorknob and the bathroom door swung open.

				“It’s a bathroom door.” Beth shrugged and held up a long toothpick. “And I’ve got to work tomorrow, so I can’t spend any more time talking to you through a closed door.”

				“I want to try something,” Mallory said. She stepped past Beth to help lift me to my feet. “I got an email from Zelma today and I think we need to at least try some of her suggestions.”

				“Why?” I sulked.

				“Because you have nothing else to lose.”

				She had a point.

				We reconvened in the living room, where Mallory proceeded to read the email off the small screen on her Blackberry.

				“‘I think what you’re doing wrong is just failing to focus and concentrate. Most of the time when you take a message from what you call HOD, you just give in to relieve the itch’.” Mallory looked up. “Is she right?”

				“Yes.”

				“This is stupid,” Beth grumbled. She opened another wine cooler to wash down the few chocolate pieces remaining in the box.

				“Negative energy doesn’t help,” Mallory barked sharply.

				“Yeah,” I agreed.

				“All I’m saying is that if she follows a few of Zelma’s suggestions on how to focus, maybe she’ll finally be able to communicate more effectively,” Mallory said.

				“I guess it’s worth a shot,” I said. “She was right about the finding a key, although the jury is still out on whether or not it’s the answer to everything.”

				“Well, a couple of her suggestions are to make the room completely dark except for a small candle and then sit and focus on the candle. Then you are to empty your mind of everything except for whatever question you want the answer to and all the while you just keep your pen in your left hand poised on paper and ready.”

				“Sounds simple enough,” I admitted. “Five minutes tops, right?”

				“Oh no.” Mallory shook her head violently. “She recommends you spend at least an hour. You don’t want to rush the process.”

				“Right. Heaven forbid.”

				“Okay, then I’ll be on my way and leave you to it.” Beth got to her feet. “You need an hour to stare at a candle in a dark room and I need to be up at the crack of dawn to meet with my boss about a client’s audit.” She looked at Mallory. “Are you coming or are you walking?”

				“I might as well get a ride,” Mallory said hurriedly. “Jen needs to be alone with her guide.”

				She walked over and hugged me hard.

				“You’ll get through this and we’re going to be by your side no matter what,” she said. “If Detective Kellum calls you up and wants you to come in, I think it’s time you thought seriously about asking a lawyer to come with you.

				“What she said,” Beth agreed. “I put the last couple of wine coolers in the fridge.”

				They both walked over and snuggled Mojo a quick goodbye. I locked up securely and set the alarm. And then I was alone. Although I was serious about trying to focus and get in touch with HOD to solve all my problems, I also felt a little fidgety and nervous.

				First, I turned on the TV so there’d be sound and then I searched through cupboards and drawers until I found a votive candle and matches. Next, I got changed, because how could I focus while wearing the same clothes I’d been in all day? I slipped into sweats and an over-sized T-shirt. Lastly, I made sure Mojo went out to use her grass patch on the balcony, because I didn’t want her interrupting me in mid-focus. Now I was ready.

				I lit the candle, turned off all the other lights in the apartment and the television. Sitting down on the sofa with a stack of loose leaf paper on my left and a pen in my left hand, I attempted to clear my mind. This turned into a monumental task. It’s a shock how much garbage enters your brain when you just want to try and stay focused on one particular item. For example, I kept telling myself I needed to focus on how to help my dad, but for some reason my mind kept drifting to Mitch.

				Then I had an epiphany—realizing that my focus shouldn’t be how to help Dad. My focus should be on who killed Misty, because once I knew the answer to that question, all my other troubles would be solved. I hoped.

				I cleared my throat, straightened my shoulders and stared at the candle so hard I burned the shape of it into my retina. I put the question “Who killed Misty?” into my brain on repeat and only allowed that one thought to circulate.

				I even got off the sofa and sat on the floor, leaning back against the couch with the candle at eye level. Now I truly was focused. My body and mind were riveted to the task at hand and I was excited, because it really did feel like I was so very close to getting the answer I needed.

				When I woke up it was because my alarm clock in the bedroom had gone off and it was five-thirty in the morning. Apparently I’d slumped over into an uncomfortable position on the floor and fallen asleep there. The candle had evaporated to nothingness and Mojo was eying me curiously from her princess bed.

				The loose leaf pages and pen had been scattered to the floor and I eagerly searched the pages to see if I’d scrawled anything at all on them during my focused state. Unfortunately, they were blank.

				I got to my feet and my entire body snapped, crackled and popped. My joints were stiff and sore and I was saddened beyond belief that absolutely nothing had come of my intentions. Before showering, I took Mojo for a quick walk around the block. The sky was clear except for a few cotton ball clouds. The temperature was already nearly seventy. It would be a beautiful day to crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head, but a girl has to work.

				After I showered and dressed I used Mallory’s loaner laptop to check the bus schedule. If I caught the bus in fifteen minutes I’d just make it on time for my shift. Today I only put in a four hour day so I’d still have the majority of my day left for sulking and laundry. I’d already set those as priorities.

				Mojo was giving me puppy guilt because she didn’t want me to leave. I added a long walk, possibly to a nearby park, on my list before sulking and laundry and I played Attack Duck with her for the remaining five minutes at home.

				At six in the morning, transit buses are only about half-filled. Those who have to take the bus at this ungodly hour just to pay the rent don’t want to talk about it and they don’t want to look at others in the same boat. We bounced around in sullen silence with the majority of people who got on in Capital Hill getting off in the same general area as I did. Misery loves company.

				On the bus ride in I’d texted Mallory and Beth and told them my time of focusing was a bust. Mallory responded with a sad face. Beth didn’t reply at all.

				Mitch didn’t show up for his shift. He called Minnie to work for him.

				“Is he sick?” I asked her.

				She shrugged bony shoulders up toward her large ears.

				“He just said he needed a personal day.”

				A personal day? In the two years he’d worked at Merlot’s I’d never seen Mitch take a day off, personal or otherwise. It made me feel slightly nauseated. Maybe I’d blown it with him. I wasn’t in the right head space to start a new romance based on an old friendship. I knew that. Mitch knew that. Still, there was an ache in my chest at the thought he might’ve given up on me already. It wasn’t hard to imagine. I wasn’t exactly the poster child for sexy and desirable these days. Maybe he was put off by Arthur’s visit the day before.

				Then, as if thinking of him willed him to appear, Arthur sauntered into Merlot’s. He offered me a friendly wave as he approached the counter and ordered a coffee. He was smiling like all was well with the world. I didn’t smile back. Just prepared his coffee, mild and black the boring way he always drank it.

				He glanced left and right over his shoulder in case anyone was listening and then leaned in to say, “FYI, I heard the laptop stolen from your place in the break-in turned up in some homeless woman’s shopping cart.”

				“I know.”

				I held out my hand for payment of his coffee. He dug around in his pocket and came up with exact change. No tip for the woman who’d had sex with him for the last six months.

				“You do?” He flashed me a grin. “Well, good. I just wanted to give you a heads-up about the laptop so that you weren’t surprised when Kellum brings you in to talk about it.”

				“Right. Thanks.” A line was beginning to form behind Arthur, but I couldn’t help adding, “You know, if you really want to help me out, there is something you could do.”

				“Yeah? Anything. I want us to be on good terms, even if you won’t take me back right now. I feel awful about what happened and maybe eventually we can start over, right? What can I do?”

				“You could defend my character and that of my dad,” I said. “You could tell your buddies and especially Detective Kellum that you know me well enough to know that I’d never be involved in Misty’s murder and neither would my dad.”

				“Yeah...” He rubbed the back of his neck and his smile turned sheepish. “Except I don’t really know that, now do I? I don’t know your dad at all and you hated Misty. Not even just a little. A lot.”

				It’s shocking what an idiot will say to you even when you’re armed with a scalding beverage.

				“Hold on, just a second ago you wanted us back together, but now you’re saying you can’t defend me because you believe I might be guilty?” I stared in disbelief.

				“It’s not that I think you did it, Jen. It’s just hard for me to defend you.”

				“Well, try.”

				“And it would be different if there wasn’t all this evidence against you. You understand, right?”

				“Sure.” I made to hand him his coffee, then accidentally-on-purpose dumped it on his crotch.

				“Oops,” I said in a monotone.

				Arthur jumped around like a fool. Glancing over his shoulder, I said, “I can help the next Merlot customer over here.”

				After the line had died down and Arthur had left in a huff, the back bell rang and I asked Minnie to handle the daily delivery from Charlie. She came out front a few minutes later with a tray of mixed pastries to restock our pastry case. I couldn’t help but immediately notice that the most popular item was missing from the tray.

				“Where are the lemon scones?”

				“I asked him the same question,” Minnie said. “He said he’d moved on from lemon and that we we’re getting mixed berry.”

				“Mixed berry instead of lemon? Everyone and their dog sells mixed berry scones. We were supposed to be the only ones offering lemon and now...” I threw up my hands in exasperation. I mean if you couldn’t trust a baker to keep his word, who could you trust?

				“He makes great lemon scones,” Minnie agreed. “But the guy’s a sleazeball.”

				“Exactly!”

				“And he’s always trying to grab my ass or boobs,” she continued.

				“Mine too!”

				“Really?” She looked doubtful that thirty-year-old flesh was worthy of being grabbed, but I ignored the slight. “I’ve had it with this guy. I’m going to write Mervin Lo an email and tell him it’s time to change suppliers.”

				“Good plan,” Minnie agreed.

				We shared a look of surprise that we’d actually agreed on something, and then went back to work.

				I put my email to Mervin Lo on my to do list right after clearing my own name, clearing my dad’s name and fixing my love life, but I put it before getting caught up on laundry and cleaning my apartment.

				The part-timer finally showed to relieve me at two o’clock. I made my way to my bus stop, unable to keep my gaze from alleys, bus benches and alcoves. No sign of Dad. My hopes sunk a little lower.

				The bus ride was uneventful, but it was low eighties outside the bus and mid-nineties inside so I was hot and sweaty by the time I got home. My apartment was also overly warm so I cranked the air conditioning for the first time since last summer. I had my heart set on being in a vegetative state. Mojo wanted me to play Attack Duck. We negotiated with me agreeing to a couple of tosses after some ramen noodles and a diet Coke. I took up a seat in my recliner with my noodles and turned on the television, carefully avoiding news channels.

				Mojo sat impatiently with her stuffed duck waiting for me to finish eating. Occasionally she’d hit me in the shin with the duck. Finally I picked it up, yelled, “Attack” rather half-heartedly and tossed the duck so that it landed near the kitchen. My next throw was even less enthusiastic with the duck landing near the door. When she brought it back for the third throw I told her this was the last one. Unfortunately, my toss was lame and the duck landed under the sofa across from me.

				“Okay, that one doesn’t count.”

				Getting up I walked toward the sofa and bent between the coffee table and couch to look underneath. My fingers reached for the duck and hit instead a single sheet of paper. I must have missed it when tidying up the other blank sheets I’d tossed to the floor either in my sleep, or in my focused state.

				I snagged the duck, too, but instead of “Attack!” I screamed, “Holy Crap!” because now I saw a note had been written on the paper.

				The writing was in that loopy scrawl always used by the Hand of Doom and it read,

				Dear Jen, at Lenora and Fifth there is a hooker named Kiki. She knows the truth.

				This motivated a number of excited texts between Mallory and me. Plans were made for that very evening. Even Beth was game. Not that she was interested in participating in any more of what she called woo woo stuff, she still loved an adventure. I also texted Fred on the off chance that he or one of his connections might know something about a prostitute named Kiki who worked Lenora and Fifth. He responded immediately with: I’ll get bak 2 U.

				My phone rang and I saw it was Kellum. I let it go to voice mail and chewed my lower lip while I listened to the message.

				“Ms. Hamby, this is Detective Kellum. I wanted you to know that your sister’s autopsy should be completed today. I’m calling to give you the coroner’s number, so you can arrange for a funeral home to transport the body once the coroner’s work is completed.” Then he rattled off a telephone number that I scribbled down at the bottom of my message from HOD.

				I tapped the pen against my chin. That was an odd message from Kellum.

				There was no, “We found your laptop with a bloody knife.”

				There was no, “Obviously you killed Misty and did something to Alison Walker.”

				None of that.

				Huh.

				I didn’t know whether to feel immense relief or worry. Selecting a the-other-shoe-might-drop-but-I’m-not-thinking-about-that-now kind of feeling, I went to the mall for a few hours but returned empty handed. When I got home I quickly looked through my closet to figure out what to wear when looking for a hooker. It was too hot for jeans, so I went with khaki capris and a flirty pink tank top that showed a little cleavage, but not too much. I didn’t want this Kiki person to think I was competing for business, so I kept the makeup light.

				Finally the duo part of the Tremendous Trio showed up. Beth was dressed as loose as she got with her hair down instead of tied back, and she too wore capris.

				“Look at you,” I gushed and gave her a hug.

				“Yeah. Whatever,” she said. “Mallory told me if I didn’t wear something besides black she’d start calling me Morticia.”

				Mallory had gone with a simple flowered sundress.

				“Wow,” I said, nodding my approval. “No public service announcement to save the animals of the world?”

				“I need to do laundry,” she said simply, then bent to pick up Mojo and gave her a snuggly hug.

				“Well, we can’t just head on down to Hooker Alley when it’s still daylight,” Beth said. “How do we kill a couple of hours before the sun goes down?”

				“Tea?” Mallory suggested.

				“No,” Beth shook her head. “I’m sick of tea. If we’re drinking, I’m suggesting hard liquor and we leave the car here.”

				“And then what? We take a cab to look at hookers?” I asked.

				“You’ve got a point,” Beth said. “But this is your baby, so I say you’re the designated driver and you let me and Mallory drink.”

				“I volunteer to be the driver,” Mallory said, raising her hand. “I’m starting a new colon cleanse tomorrow and I don’t want any extra toxins in my body.”

				“Too much information, but fine, I’ll accept your offer to pollute the environment with my car,” Beth announced.

				“Don’t put it that way,” Mallory said. “Or I’ll change my mind.”

				Mojo whimpered a little.

				“You had two walks today,” I reminded her. “And we played Attack Duck.”

				“You do know she’s a dog, right?” Beth said.

				“Yes,” I said, indignantly.

				Mallory dug in the bottom of her purse for a treat. The dog ran to her princess bed with it, content to allow us to leave without the guilt.

				Once in the hall we ran into Mrs. Rudnicki.

				I said, “Hello.”

				And she sniffed in response.

				“Your neighbor hates you,” Beth said as we took the stairs down to the lobby.

				“I caught her grandson treating her like crap and called him out on it.”

				“She hates you for that?” Mallory asked in disbelief.

				“Well, no,” I admitted. “Pretty much she’s always hated me. That was just the icing on the cake.”

				“It was nice that you stood up for her anyway,” Beth said.

				“Turns out I know the grandson, Charlie, from work and I already had my own reasons not to like him, but now I hate him more. I think she hates me more now that she knows I hate him.”

				As we drove out of my parking lot, I filled my friends in on gropey Charlie and the betrayal of the lemon scones and topped off the story with Mrs. Rudnicki’s slap. All the details pretty much took up the entire drive from my place to Collins Pub on Second Avenue.

				Even into the ordering of burgers and sloshing back my Chimay red beer, Beth continued to pepper me with questions regarding Mrs. Rudnicki and Charlie. It was to the point where I wanted to drop the entire conversation.

				“Enough about my poor relations with my neighbor,” I said, raising my beer and taking a deep swallow.

				“Yeah,” Mallory agreed. “I’m hungry. Let’s order something to eat before we go cruising for hookers.”

				That comment brought some curious looks from the next table.

				“Here’s the thing,” Beth said seriously. She leaned across the table and pointed a finger in my face. “This Charlie obviously knows you and he hangs out at your building, right?”

				“Right.”

				“Did he know Misty too?”

				I shrugged.

				“I have no idea, but I guess it’s possible. Misty had a better relationship with Mrs. Rudnicki than I do.”

				“And Charlie’s a baker, so it’s not unusual for him to be up in the middle of the night, right? You said Mrs. Rudnicki patrols the building late at night. Well, what if she had reason to?”

				“What do you mean?” I asked.

				“What if she knew her grandson was a scumbag lowlife.”

				“From what Jen said,” Mallory piped up. “This Charlie is not exactly a good guy. He slapped his own grandma even. What kind of a guy slaps his grandma?”

				“So what are you getting at? You think Mrs. Rudnicki patrols the building because she’s worried about her grandson?”

				“Maybe,” Beth said.

				The waiter came over and took our orders. Beth and I ordered burgers and Mallory went with a vegan option.

				“What if Charlie was more than just a loser who doesn’t keep his bakery promises and slaps his grandma?” Beth asked.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Do I have to spell it out for you?” Beth asked, rolling her eyes.

				“You have to spell it out for me,” Mallory said. “I think you’re connecting dots that aren’t even there.”

				Our food arrived and we began to devour it.

				“Okay, let me explain it to you this way...” She picked up the pepper shaker and peppered her fries. “Charlie had access to the building through his granny, so that also meant he could’ve had access to Misty, because you said Mrs. Rudnicki had spare keys to Misty’s place. And, since he knew of you from his granny and he also knew you through Merlot’s, he has a connection to you. Charlie had a connection to everyone,” Beth proclaimed triumphantly.

				“But does all that make him a killer?” Mallory asked.

				“No,” I said. “Where’s the motive?”

				“You’ve already said he’s a bottom-feeding sludge hound, who loved to grope and grab,” Beth pointed out. “There’s a good chance he would’ve groped Misty. Maybe she turned him down and he killed her.”

				I blinked at Beth in surprise, because it all made perfect sense. Suddenly I’d lost my appetite.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Pushing my half eaten burger aside, I downed the rest of my beer and ordered another round for all of us.

				“You’ve forgotten one important element in your little display,” I told Beth. “Where’s my dad in all this? You’ve left my dad out of the equation and we all know he’s the number one suspect. Or maybe I’m number one now that the knife showed up with my laptop. Either way, he’s a real suspect. As much as I would truly love to throw all this on Charlie, you have to solve how Misty ended up with a lost dog flyer on her face after I’d already seen her body without one.”

				“Charlie could’ve seen you get the flyers from your dad. He might even have gotten one off your dad himself. He works in the area, right? So he brought the flyer with him when he goes to visit Misty thinking the flyer would be an icebreaker. After all he has something from her dad, right?”

				“Why is he visiting Misty?” I asked.

				“Maybe he had a thing for her,” Mallory suggested.

				“That’s possible,” I admitted. “Every guy I’ve ever known had a thing for Misty.”

				“I admit Charlie isn’t the perfect answer, but I don’t think your dad is either.” She sat back in her chair. “Just because a flyer showed up on her doesn’t mean he was there or that he killed her. I feel like it’s more likely that a known creep like Charlie put that flyer there specifically to frame you or your dad.”

				I thought about that. Charlie could’ve known about the flyers if he’d been delivering bakery stuff when Dad decorated the wall in the alley. Maybe he even saw Dad do it. And he could’ve known who Dad was from either Misty or his granny. It was making sense, and I felt a great relief that it could even be a probable solution. Taking a pull on my beer, I nodded.

				“Maybe you’ve got something here.”

				Beth smiled.

				“Maybe you could get Fred to check out Charlie,” Mallory suggested.

				I duly texted Fred our request to check out Charlie and our suspicions that he might be involved.

				Fred replied that he still hadn’t gotten around to checking out Kiki and that if we kept throwing new people at him he was going to start charging us.

				It felt good to focus on someone else besides Dad, but we still had hooker work to accomplish.

				“We should still check out Kiki at Lenora Street and Fifth Avenue.”

				Everyone was in agreement, but we—Beth and I—needed one more beer for courage. Mallory had a cup of coffee to keep her awake.

				Soon we were bombing around in Beth’s sedan. Beth was riding shotgun and I was in the back, although Beth did a pretty good job of sounding like she was the one in the back seat.

				“Do you have to drive so close to the curb?” she demanded. “Jesus, don’t slam on the brakes like that!”

				By the time we reached Fifth and Lenora, Mallory was so rattled she drove into the nearest parking lot and put the car in park.

				“I thought we were going to drive around until we saw a hooker and then ask her if her name was Kiki,” I said.

				“Beth’s making me crazy,” Mallory said. “If I keep driving with her criticizing from the passenger seat, I’m going to hit a pole.”

				“Well, if you’d drive more carefully then I wouldn’t have to—” Beth started.

				Mallory jumped out of the car obviously miffed by Beth’s criticism. Beth and I climbed out and looked around.

				“Actually, this might be the perfect place to start,” I said.

				We were in the parking lot of Kings Value Motel. It had a neon crown that hung precariously and it looked like a place that most likely charged guests by the hour.

				“Let’s go inside and ask the desk clerk if he knows anyone by the name of Kiki.”

				The Tremendous Trio marched inside the motel and waited for a multi-pierced young man to tear his eyes away from his TV show and come serve us.

				“Yeah?” he asked snapping a wad of gum.

				“We’re wondering if there’s somebody named Kiki staying here,” I asked.

				He carefully looked each of us over and snapped his gum again.

				“Maybe.”

				“Well, could you check?” Beth asked.

				“Nope. Sometimes she’s here and sometimes she’s not. I’m not in charge of Kiki.”

				“Oh. Well, maybe you can tell us which room she’s in and we can see if she’s available?”

				“I can’t be giving out room numbers. At least not without some kind of motivation.” He made gruesome sucking noises and pointed at his crotch.

				Beth reached across the counter and grabbed him by the throat.

				“Where. Is. Kiki?” she demanded.

				“Try McNally’s Pub across the street,” he gasped.

				Beth let go and he fell backward.

				“You’re dangerous when you’re pissed.” I was impressed.

				“I could tell that about her just the way she was yelling at me in the car,” Mallory grumbled as we crossed Lenora toward the pub.

				Beside the word “dive” in the dictionary there should be a photo of McNally’s Pub. Dimly-lit bulbs hung from the ceiling and seating was four or six hard back chairs around each cheap veneer table littered with empty glasses and bottles. The bar was long and there were a half dozen vinyl booths in the back, but I had the feeling we should stay near the door. A couple sucking face in the corner vacated a table for four and we took their seats.

				“This place is disgusting,” Mallory hissed. “Try not to touch anything except yourself.”

				She tugged a bottle of hand sanitizer from her purse, squirted a blob in the center of her palms and rubbed them together. She held out the bottle to me and I snatched it from her outstretched hand and squeezed a four-inch blob on the table, then used a handful of tissues from my purse to wipe down the entire thing.

				“Better.” Beth nodded.

				A bored-looking middle aged woman with massive boobs falling out of a purple scoopneck approached our table. She eyed us skeptically.

				“What’s up?” Beth asked.

				The waitress frowned.

				“We’ll have two Buds and a Coke,” I said.

				When the waitress returned, I handed her some bills to cover our drinks and then slipped her an extra ten dollars.

				“We’re looking for a lady named Kiki,” I said.

				The woman straightened up and tucked the bill into her bra.

				“I know a Kiki, but she ain’t no lady.”

				“Do you know where we could find her?” Beth asked.

				“Well, sometimes she come here and sometimes she don’t, but today she do.” She laughed and shook her head at a joke only she understood, then hooked her thumb in direction of the booths at the back of the bar. “She’s busy with somebody now, but I’ll tell her you wants to see her.”

				“Thanks.”

				After the waitress was gone, I craned my neck to see down the other end of premises, but it was too dark to make out anything other than shadowy shapes.

				We sat there a few minutes sucking our beers. Well, Beth and I sucked back beer and Mallory stared into her glass of Coke trying to decide if it was toxic waste or not.

				“I gotta pee,” I announced.

				Mallory reached a hand across the table and clamped it on my wrist.

				“You can’t use the bathroom in here!” Mallory hissed. “You’ll end up with every disease known to man and a few known only to women.”

				I rolled my eyes.

				“I’m not really going to pee. I’m going to walk down that hall and check out who’s sitting over there and I’ll dip into the washroom, wash my hands and come back.”

				“You need company?” Beth asked.

				“Don’t leave me,” Mallory whispered.

				Just as I went to stand up, a group emerged from the dingy back area and walked to the front. A lanky woman well over six feet wearing a poison green miniskirt and matching tank top paused at the bar on her way out. The waitress said something to her and she tilted her head quizzically at us.

				A few long strides and the tall woman was at our table. An inch of foundation did little to hide the fact that she’d had a recent run-in with someone’s fists, causing a massive shiner.

				“I’m Kiki,” she said with her hands on her hips. “How can I help you ladies?”

				“Y-you can’t!” Mallory blurted. “We don’t need any help. We’re fine. Okay even.”

				“Don’t mind her. She’s not well,” I said. “Do you know a homeless guy by the name of Jack Hamby?”

				“No. I don’t think so.” She frowned. “But then I see a lot of homeless dudes around here. Describe him.”

				“White. With dark, longish hair with a lot of gray. He’s fifty, but looks older, wears a denim jacket and blue jeans.”

				“Basically you just described every guy living in an alley around this place.” She threw back her head and laughed to show near perfect teeth. And a huge Adam’s apple.

				“How do you know my name and what makes you think I’d know this Jack Hamby?”

				“Well, maybe it’s not Jack you even know.” I swallowed the last mouthful of my beer. “Do you know Misty Nichols?”

				“I think I know a Misty,” she said thoughtfully. “Short, plump black girl with a Jesus tattoo?”

				“No, tall white blonde girl who was killed.”

				“Killed? Are you cops?” She looked at each of us in turn. “Because you sure don’t look like cops.”

				“No, I’m just looking for someone who knew Misty, or knows Jack, because Misty was killed and now Jack’s a suspect. Jack’s my dad. Misty’s my half sister.”

				“Sorry for your loss, but...” she shrugged. “I don’t know how to help you.”

				“I was told you might know the truth about the whole thing.”

				She looked totally taken aback. “Who told you that?”

				“Nobody you know...” I said mysteriously. No way was I sharing details of HOD.

				“I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know these people you’re talking about and I sure as hell don’t know about anybody killing nobody.”

				“What about a storage locker? You know anything about a storage locker that might have something to do with Jack Hamby?”

				She shook her head.

				Where to go from here? I scrawled out my name and number on a napkin and handed it to her.

				“If you hear anything about it, I’d appreciate a call and I’d be willing to pay you for your time.”

				She nodded, got to her feet and waved for a friend who’d been waiting at the door.

				“That’s the tallest woman I’ve ever seen,” Mallory whispered.

				“It’s a guy, idjit,” I whispered back.

				“Wow!” Mallory shouted, causing heads to turn in our direction.

				The waitress returned and asked if we wanted another round. We declined and reconvened back at my apartment where we took Mojo for a walk and thought about our lack of progress.

				“I say we try to talk to Kiki again tomorrow night,” Beth suggested. “Maybe by then she’ll have heard something.”

				“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” I pointed out. “She had no idea who the hell I was talking about.”

				“But HOD left that note saying that a hooker named Kiki knows the truth,” Mallory protested.

				“Screw HOD,” I said angrily. “If it’s going to leave a note, how about a note saying exactly who killed Misty and then exactly where the evidence is to prove it?”

				“Well, maybe HOD doesn’t know,” Mallory said. “Or maybe it’s trying to keep you safe.”

				Mojo did her business and I did my job cleaning up after her. Then we headed back to my place.

				“We tried HOD’s way,” Beth said. “Now I think we should try mine.”

				“What’s yours?” I asked.

				“This time instead of hanging out at skuzzy bars, we target a specific bakery.” She poured herself a glass of water at my sink.

				“I understand what you’re saying about Charlie,” I said, keeping my voice down, because Mrs. Rudnicki might be old, but she had the hearing of a bat. “But as much as the guy creeps me out, I can’t see him as a murderer.”

				“That’s what neighbors said about Gary Ridgway,” Beth pointed out.

				Mallory gasped. “You don’t think he’s like the Green River Killer?”

				“So what do you suggest?” I asked Beth.

				“We could do another field trip and follow Charlie and then...” she began.

				“I don’t think Seattle is quite ready for another Tremendous Trio field trip.” But my wheels were spinning and an idea was shaping up in my head. “Do you remember how we caught scum-sucking-toilet-worm when he was cheating on you?”

				Beth was sipping her water and smiled over the glass. “I sure do.”

				“The three of us went to that motel. I lit a piece of paper on fire outside his door and then all three of us screamed fire until the worm and the wormette burst out of the room naked,” Mallory pointed out.

				“Right.” I nodded. “And how did we know the worm was at that particular motel at that exact moment?”

				“We were tracking him on Beth’s home computer using the GPS she hid inside his car,” Mallory said.

				“Bingo.” Beth made her hand into a gun and shot me.

				I smiled.

				“You still have the GPS?” I asked feeling both excited and sick in the pit of my stomach.

				“What are you suggesting?” Mallory asked cautiously.

				“This guy comes to Merlot’s every morning to make a delivery, right?”

				“So?”

				“I’ll get Mitch to accept the delivery inside Merlot’s, and ask him to delay Charlie with a bit of conversation and then I’ll head out into the alley and hide the GPS in his van,” I said as if it was no big deal.

				“That sounds very James Bond,” Mallory said. “Except we don’t have all the fancy gadgets Bond has, and you’re likely to get caught.”

				“It’s a great plan,” Beth said. “It caught the worm, right?”

				That was true. Even though I could think of a million reasons why the plan could blow up in my face, at least it was something. And something was a helluva lot better than nothing.

				I put a call in to Detective Kellum and asked him if he’d looked into Charlie.

				“He comes around Merlot’s and had access to the building so—”

				“I’m not saying we’ve totally ruled him out, but his grandmother alibied him for the time frame when we figured Misty was killed.”

				“You’ve got to have suspects other than my dad,” I said.

				“I’m not discussing my case with you,” Kellum stated evenly. “But new leads are coming in daily.”

				I hung up and told my friends his reply.

				“Sounds like he’s blowing you off,” Beth remarked.

				“Well, we’ll just keep doing investigating on our own then,” I said, now even more determined.

				Beth and Mallory left with Beth dropping Mallory at home, then rushing to her own place to get the GPS. It was decided she’d stay with me for the night. Beth assured me she was staying in order to discuss the tracking device plan in greater detail, but I knew she didn’t want me alone. I was grateful. The longer this went on, the more skittish I became. Also, this way I had a ride into work in the morning.

				I didn’t sleep very well that night. I tossed and turned and worried about our plan. Plans weren’t exactly the Tremendous Trio’s forte. First, I wasn’t entirely sure Charlie had anything to do with Misty’s murder. Second, I wasn’t positive I had what it takes to get into the spy business.

				When I woke up at the crack of dawn, it was because Mojo was barking her fool head off. When a Yorkie barks persistently, it’s equivalent to a high pitched jackhammer.

				I raced into the living room to see what the hell had her so riled.

				“Shut up!” Beth called out from her place on the sofa. She pulled a pillow over her head.

				Mojo had her nose pressed to the underside of my door sniffing and snorting much like a truffle pig.

				“What’s wrong, Lassie. Did Timmy fall in the well again?” Beth groaned.

				“She’s as nervous as I am these days,” I said, scooping up the dog and comforting her.

				“That dog’s the worst alarm clock ever,” Beth grumbled.

				“Go back to sleep,” I told her.

				I glanced through my peep hole and saw nobody outside. I held Mojo’s muzzle to my face.

				“No more barking.”

				She made a grumbling whine and looked longingly at the floor. I put her down then opened the balcony door. After filling her water and food dishes, I headed to the shower then woke Beth to do the same so we could head in to work.

				We went over the plan one more time and suggested locations I could hide the palm-sized GPS tracking device. By then I was running late for work and had no time to take Mojo for her walk.

				Mojo did not look happy to be missing her morning walk, so I dug out an eleven inch veal chew from the back of the cupboard behind the coffee cups. She ran over and sat then looked up at me, hopefully. When I wasn’t quick enough to hand the treat over, she went through her whole arsenal of lay-down, roll-over, sit-up and beg. I applauded, handed her the chew and she scurried off to her princess bed happy as can be. I was now officially forgiven for the lack of a morning walk and was dismissed for the remainder of the day.

				“Let’s go,” Beth urged, slipping a cardigan over her blouse. “I’ve got to get to work too.”

				Hurriedly, I slipped on my worn peep-toe flats and slung my purse over my shoulder. In my attempt to zip out of my apartment, I stepped right onto a massive bouquet of flowers at my door.

				“What the hell?”

				I bent and scooped up the cellophane wrapped package and breathed in the sweet scent of carnations, daisies and irises in delicate pinks and mauves. To anyone else flowers may have meant love, friendship or happy birthday. To me they meant death.

				Nothing reminded me more of my mom’s cancer and eventual demise than the sweet aroma of fresh flowers. It made me want to puke. I sure as hell wasn’t having them in the apartment.

				“Here you go.” I handed the bouquet to Beth.

				“I’d really prefer a coffee, but thanks,” she said dryly. “Who’d do such a terrible thing? Doesn’t everyone on the planet know how much you detest flowers by now?”

				I reached into the fragrant spray and retrieved a small white envelope.

				“I bet it’s from Mitch.” She smiled.

				“If it is, then he’s still pissed at me. He knows how I feel about flowers ever since Mervin Lo sent me a bouquet for being employee of the month a while back.”

				“Open it.”

				As we walked to the elevator, I slid my finger under the envelope flap and pulled out the small card inside.

				“So sorry for everything. Love, Arthur xoxo,” I read aloud.

				“Arthur?” we both chimed.

				“How about that. Guess he didn’t get the message about you hating flowers, but they’ll look great on my desk at work.” She took a sniff of the blooms. “He never once brought you flowers in six whole months?”

				I thought about that and could honestly say that in six months of dating it had never come up. That kind of made me angry all over again, because usually the whole flower thing was at least a second or third date discussion.

				She pressed the key fob to unlock her car and as I climbed in the passenger seat, she put the flowers in the trunk so the smell wouldn’t overpower me.

				“Well, in Arthur’s defense, he bought me lots of other things—chocolate, romantic cards and little pins.”

				“So why now?” she asked. “Does he honestly think that he could sleep with Misty and then get back in your good graces with a bunch of dumb flowers?”

				“I don’t want to think about that now.” I shook my head. “I’m too nervous about what I have to do with the GPS thingamajig.”

				She handed me the black device that fit into the palm of my hand.

				“Just put it somewhere he’s not going to readily find it. For example, you could just toss it in the glove box or under a seat or something. The charge will hold for a few days.”

				“Sounds simple enough. Provided he doesn’t catch me, and you know, murder me on the spot.”

				“I thought you didn’t believe he was the killer?”

				“Thinking about it kept me up most of the night,” I admitted. “I’m warming up to the idea considering my only alternative at the moment is me or my dad.”

				“Okay, once you’ve managed to get the GPS tucked away inside his vehicle text or give me a call and I’ll log in from my computer at work and I’ll keep tabs on him. Once you’re home from work you can get the log-in information from me and see where he goes for yourself.”

				“Sounds like a good plan.”

				We stopped at a Starbucks on our way. I refused to support the mega corporation and instead usually chose to make my own coffee or steal a few espresso shots in the morning off my boss like a normal person. Beth, on the other hand, couldn’t skip her morning fix, so I sat in the car and waited.

				My cell phone rang and I glanced at the display. Detective Kellum. My heart did a little pitter patter and I went back and forth on whether to take the call or let it go to voice mail. I couldn’t stand the suspense—I answered.

				“Hello?” I said breathlessly.

				“Hi, Ms. Hamby, this is Detective Kellum.”

				“Yes.”

				“I understand you reported your Neon stolen.”

				“Yes. Has it turned up? I really hate being without my car. It’s driving me crazy and—”

				“Your car showed up in the parking lot of Hooverville Bar. You know the place?” he asked.

				“Sure.”

				Just then Beth hopped back into the car sipping her latte and I said to her, “It’s Detective Kellum. He’s found my car at Hooverville’s.”

				“Wow,” Beth gushed. “I’m impressed. I never thought they’d find it.”

				“So Ms. Hamby,” Kellum continued. “You say you’re familiar with Hooverville’s?”

				“Yeah. It’s just up the road from Safeco field. I’ve gone there for beer before a game on occasion. Guess whoever took my car didn’t realize the Mariners are on a losing streak.”

				Beth and I chuckled a little about that.

				“So you didn’t drive it to that lot a day or two ago and just leave it there?”

				“No. Why would I do that?” I asked.

				“Maybe because you had something in the car you didn’t want someone to find.”

				“Like what?” I asked. “I mean, besides some of the fast food wrappers under the seat, I swear you aren’t going to find any illegal substances of any kind unless they were put there by someone else. I don’t even smoke an occasional joint anymore, Detective. I’m clean.”

				Beth snorted at that and I slugged her in the arm.

				“There weren’t any drugs found inside your car.”

				“Oh good.” I was very relieved. To Beth I said, “No drugs were in my car.”

				She gave me a thumbs up and steered back into traffic. We were a block from Merlot’s now.

				“We did, however, find something in the trunk that shouldn’t have been there.”

				I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

				“What was there?”

				“The body of a woman named Alison Walker was in the trunk of your car, Ms. Hamby. Her throat had been cut.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				It was a good thing Beth was driving, because I would’ve run a car up the curb and taken out a few pedestrians after hearing the news. As it was I had to lean forward with my head between my knees trying not to pass out. It took ten minutes before I was able to tell Beth about Alison Walker.

				“She died because she talked to me,” I sobbed.

				“No, she died because there’s a homicidal maniac out there who killed her,” Beth said firmly. “And that same person is out to hang you by placing your laptop in her shopping cart and her body in your car.”

				“I wish this was over.” I hiccupped and sniffed.

				“Why don’t you call Mitch and tell him you need to take the day off. I’m sure he’d understand.”

				“What about getting the GPS into Charlie’s van?”

				“That can wait.”

				“Not if he’s the murderer,” I said firmly.

				She pulled up to the alley entrance of Merlot’s and gave me a minute to compose myself.

				“Call or text me after it’s done, and if you can’t go through with it for any reason, then that’s fine,” she assured. “Don’t risk your life over this, okay?”

				I nodded and slipped out of her car and into Merlot’s back entrance.

				Mitch was already there and he glanced up.

				“What’s wrong?” Mitch asked. “Your eyes are red and puffy. Either you’ve been crying or you smoked a joint on your way in to work.”

				I took my apron off the hook and slipped it over my head.

				“My car turned up.”

				“Oh good!”

				“There was a body in the trunk.”

				“Not good.”

				I sniffed back a few extra tears and then blurted out the details. By the time I was done describing the fact that my laptop and a bloody knife had turned up in her cart and then Alice Walker had turned up in my car, Mitch looked shocked and appalled. He held up a hand.

				“Enough.” He shook his head. “You need to have a personal day. Go home, or better yet, go and spend the day with a girlfriend so I don’t have to worry about you alone at home.”

				“No. I can work. I have to work.”

				“Then let’s get ready to open before my head explodes.”

				I debated about sharing the tidbit about visiting Kiki the transvestite hooker at McNally’s and the small fact that I planned on slipping a tracking device into the van of our bakery delivery guy. Sometimes a girl just has to know when to leave well enough alone.

				We prepared Merlot’s in silence except for the whir of beans grinding and the sound of water running.

				“By the way, the Times had an article in the paper last night about the benefits of chai,” Mitch said.

				So I was out in hookerville chasing murderers and transvestites with the Tremendous Trio and Mitch spent last night at home quietly reading the newspaper. It sounded so normal. I sighed.

				“Okay,” I said. “I’ll check the supply.”

				Whenever an article appeared touting the benefits of chai, green tea or any other substance, we’d have a run on it for a day or two.

				“By the way, there’s something else I need to tell you,” I said and I turned my back to count the boxes of chai tea in the cabinet.

				“Something besides the fact that your stolen car was recovered with a body inside?”

				“Our baker might be a murderer and I’m going to plant a tracking device in his vehicle,” I said quickly with my back still turned.

				“Excuse me?” Mitch grabbed me by the shoulder and whirled me around. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

				“I wish I were.”

				I told him everything I knew about Charlie and the possible connections and then blurted out how we’d used a tracking device to catch Beth’s wormy ex and had decided that tracking Charlie might be a good way to go.

				“Seriously? You think this guy could be a murderer, but you want to sneak into his delivery van and hide a tracking device? Do you have a death wish?”

				“It’s either Charlie or my dad,” I said softly. “I’ve gotta take a chance that Charlie’s up to no good. And I need your help.”

				I could see him waver as I asked him to distract Charlie when he came to make the delivery, but when I told him I’d do it with or without his help, he agreed. We spent a minute discussing how the plan might work and then we opened Merlot’s for business.

				True to form, within the first half hour we’d served a number of chai teas and a few chai tea lattes. And then for one of our heavier-set regulars who really wanted to be healthy, but didn’t want to make that leap too suddenly, one chai crème frappe double-blended with strawberry syrup, extra whip and chocolate sprinkles.

				Twice I accidentally short-changed customers and once I dropped an entire beverage behind the counter. Mitch glanced at me and frowned. I was anxious. I had the GPS in the front pocket of my jeans under my apron and my nerves were pinging. Charlie was late. What if he didn’t show?

				By the time a ring finally sounded at the back door, it had quieted out front. Things were going according to plan. I nodded to Mitch and we sauntered casually into the back room and toward the door. On the way, he whispered in my ear, “You don’t have to do this. I’ll put the GPS in his van instead.”

				“No. Let’s stick with the plan.”

				I stopped and retrieved a large garbage bag from the corner.

				I opened the door and greeted Charlie nonchalantly.

				“Hey, I’m just going to toss this in the Dumpster. Mitch can help you with the delivery.”

				“Actually, Charlie, can you come around front? I want to ask you a couple of questions about our pastry lineup.”

				“Sure,” Charlie replied.

				As soon as Charlie was out of the back area of Merlot’s, I tossed the garbage in the bin and dashed toward the rear of his delivery van. The door was open and I looked around frantically for a place to stash the GPS. I’d planned on stuffing it in the wheel well, but there were so many boxes, I had to shove some aside. I glanced nervously over my shoulder and knew I had only a minute at most.

				The sickening stench of sugar threatened to overwhelm me as I shoved a dozen boxes to the left a few inches so that I could jam the GPS under the floor covering and into the wheel well. The tracking device made a slight bulge, but I decided to chance it and was moving boxes back to cover the hump when I heard a voice behind me.

				“Can I help you?” Charlie asked, dryly.

				I let out an “Eep!” of surprise and whirled around to see Charlie standing outside his van and Mitch running up behind him.

				I sputtered, “Ah hah!” And pointed inside his van at a box of lemon scones. “Just as I suspected.”

				“Ah geez, Jen, can’t you just leave well enough alone?” His eyes were hard marbles as he nudged me aside and slammed the door shut to the van.

				Mitch looked like he was going to pass out with relief.

				“Those pastries were only to be sold to Merlot’s,” I said.

				“Just drop it, Jen,” Mitch said with a nervous chuckle.

				“Yeah, nobody cares about the damn lemon scones except you, okay? So stop making such a big deal of it,” Charlie said.

				“You’re an amazing baker, Charlie.”

				He looked taken aback by this sudden compliment.

				“Thanks.”

				“You started Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! in your own kitchen and walked up and down the streets of Seattle with samples hoping that cafe owners would order your baked goods so you could stop working the night shift at the gas station up the road. Do you remember that?”

				“Of course I remember that. I was there.” He laughed, but he couldn’t look me in the eye. He looked at his shoes instead, and it made him look guilty as sin.

				Mitch slipped his hand in mine and tried to tug me back inside Merlot’s.

				“I was the first. I tasted those damned lemon scones and I said ‘whoa, I’ve got to send these to the owner,’ right? And he cut a deal with you to bake them just for Merlot’s.”

				He turned and faced me then and the rage in his face was terrifying. His fists opened and closed at his sides angrily. Sure he was skinny as a skeleton, but I was willing to bet he was quick like lightening. I expected him to hit me or worse, but instead he jabbed a finger roughly into my shoulder.

				“They’re pastries for God’s sake, Jen,” he hissed. “Let it go or you’ll be sorry!”

				Mitch stepped between us and backhanded Charlie’s hand away.

				“Time for you to go,” he growled.

				Charlie nodded abruptly then turned and climbed behind the wheel of his van. When he took off, I had to double check that I hadn’t peed myself out of fear. My pants were dry, but I had sweat stains under my arms.

				“Let’s get back to work before I drop dead of a heart attack,” Mitch grumbled.

				As we walked back inside, I texted Beth that the deed was done. She texted me a thumbs up in return.

				The phone rang in my hand and I answered before glancing at the call display.

				“Hello?”

				“Did you like the flowers?”

				Arthur. Damn.

				“Hi, Arthur,” I said. “That was quite a surprise...” I didn’t want to hurt his feelings and say that his impromptu show of affection made me want to vomit. “I’m at work right now so...”

				“Oh. Sure. I just wanted to see if you got them and to also see if we could go out together later.”

				“Well, no, I don’t think so.”

				“Seriously? Even after the flowers?”

				Now I was getting pissed.

				“Yeah. It takes more than flowers to wipe away the memory of you sleeping with my half sister. You want to do something for me? You really want to do something for me?”

				“Sure,” he said, but he didn’t sound very sure.

				“Look into Charlie Rudnicki.”

				“Who’s that?”

				“A baker who delivers to Merlot’s. He runs a business named Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! His grandmother lives across the hall from me and he’s a creep and it seems he might be connected with what’s happened. He had access to the building, so he could’ve known Misty. He came around Merlot’s almost every day, so he could’ve known my dad would be an easy target to hang her murder on. See what you can find out about his connection to Misty. Also, let me know if he has a storage unit.”

				“Jen, I’m a traffic cop on desk duty, not a psychic,” he said heatedly. “If you think this Charlie guy killed Misty, why don’t you tell Kellum that?”

				“I did, but—”

				But Arthur hung up in my ear.

				By the time my shift ended, my near-peed-my-pants experience felt like a lifetime ago. When Beth called to ask if I wanted to come over and track Charlie, I was chomping at the bit.

				“But Mojo’s been alone all day, could you come to my place and we’ll do it there?”

				“I guess you’re still using that crappy laptop Mallory loaned you?”

				“Yeah, because it’s better than nothing and, well, even if they give me the old one back, I’m not sure I want to use it.”

				“You’ve got a point,” she agreed.

				There was a pause while we both thought about a bloody knife and the impact it could have on the desirability of a four-year-old laptop.

				“I’ve been following Charlie most of the day and he hasn’t done much but make deliveries and hang at the bakery. I’ll continue tracking him on my iPad while I’m out. I’ve got to meet an, um, friend for a drink before I come to your place.”

				“A friend? Is this like a date friend?”

				“It’s possible, but it’s too early to say for sure.”

				“This would be the first time since the scum-sucking-toilet-worm! This is huge!”

				“Not that huge. I’ve yet to determine whether or not it’s officially a date.”

				“Okay, but if you’re having fun and not wanting it to stop at drinks, don’t worry about little old me.”

				“It’ll end at drinks,” she said evenly. “I’m not a slut.”

				“Oh hey I know that.” I was grinning ear to ear, because Beth dating was the best news I’d heard in a while.

				“Stop smiling,” she said. “You’re putting way too much pressure on this already.”

				“Okay, okay,” I said, still grinning. “I’ll see you later...whenever you get there...no rush.”

				I disconnected the call and hung up my apron, still smiling.

				“That looks great,” Mitch said, hanging up his own apron.

				“What?” I looked around.

				“Your smile. It’s been a while since I saw it.”

				“I haven’t had a lot to smile about these days.”

				“True. Need a ride home?”

				“Yes,” I said emphatically. As much as I wanted to be strong, independent and tell him “no, I’m fine without your help,” the truth was I hated riding the bus and I was a little squeamish about being alone in my apartment.

				Once I was comfortable in the passenger seat of his Camaro, Mitch asked, “So I take it there’s no news on the Charlie front?”

				“None. Beth said he’s basically worked all day, but she’s coming over in a little while and we’ll continue to keep tabs on him.”

				“And how has your...thing with your hand been going?”

				I considered his question.

				“You don’t want to know.”

				“I don’t?”

				“No.”

				He was quiet as he maneuvered in and out of traffic.

				“Why don’t I want to know?”

				“Because you, my friend, aren’t exactly good with stuff like this.”

				“Stuff like what?”

				I sighed. He was going to make me say it.

				“Stuff like my spirit guide. That kind of stuff.”

				“You make me sound like I’m a snob or wimp or something.” He sounded hurt.

				“You’re not a snob, or a wimp. You just want things neat and tidy and explainable and I’m, well, I’m anything but those things. Especially now.” I closed my eyes for a second. “Don’t get me wrong, I wish I could be drama free and happy-go-lucky and peachy keen and all that. I really wish I, too, could spend my evenings reading the paper instead of tracking down trannies named Kiki...”

				“Who’s Kiki?”

				“Never mind that. What I’m trying to say that things aren’t neat and tidy in my life right now.” I thought a moment. “And I don’t think my life has ever been that way, so I just might be a little too...” I searched for the word. “Messy for you.”

				He had no reply to that. I wanted him to argue and say I was just what he wanted. Instead, I got silence.

				When he dropped me off in the front of my building, he leaned in and kissed me neatly on the cheek.

				“Do you want me to come up and keep you company until Beth arrives?”

				My head screamed “Yes!” , but what left my lips was, “I’ll be fine. She’ll be here soon.”

				“Okay. See you tomorrow then.”

				As I climbed out of the car and walked toward my building, I felt intensely sad. I’d expected more than a kiss on the cheek from Mitch. Maybe not a roll in the hay, but I’d hoped he’d at least fight for our relationship to have a chance to start.

				I checked my mail before riding up the elevator. Nothing but bills. When I reached my apartment door there was a sticky note on it that said, “I need to see you right away!”

				The note was signed by Mrs. Rudnicki.

				I had my keys in my hands and it would’ve been so very easy to just open my door and walk through, but I knew the old lady was probably spying through her peephole at me right now. With a sigh of reluctance I turned around and walked up to her door. I knocked soundly and it swung open.

				“Mrs. Rudnicki?” I called out.

				“In here!” Mrs. Rudnicki called from down the hall in her bedroom.

				“I saw your note,” I said, walking toward the sound of her voice. “So what’s up?”

				I entered the bedroom and immediately knew something bad was up. Mrs. Rudnicki was lying on her bed with her hands and feet bound. She had a look of complete horror on her face.

				My eyes barely had a chance to take that in when pain exploded in the back of my head and the carpet was rising up to meet me.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				When I regained consciousness, my eyes were trying to focus on the ceiling. My first semi-conscious thought was This isn’t my bedroom ceiling. There’s a beer stain over my bed that was created when Arthur and I were playing Cowboy and Indian and he jumped on my bed with a can of Bud.

				“Are you okay?”

				My second semi-conscious thought was Why is Mrs. Rudnicki talking to me while I’m trying to sleep here on the floor?

				I tried to get up, but my hands and feet were tightly bound. I wriggled to my knees before the room began to spin and my head hurt worse than after Jell-O-shot nights in college. I could hear Mrs. Rudnicki squirming around on her squeaky bed trying to get up herself. Next thing I knew she’d wriggled right off the bed and landed on me.

				“Ow,” I moaned.

				She didn’t move for a few seconds. “Are you dead?”

				“No!”

				I rolled out from under her and got groggily to my feet.

				“What happened?”

				“I don’t know,” she replied, her voice filled with emotion. “I—I came back from a walk and there was this man in the hallway knocking on your door and next thing I knew he had a gun in my face and was tying me up with these plastic ties.”

				My eyes narrowed.

				“Would this man happen to be Charlie?”

				“No!” She flopped around on the floor like a seal trying to get to a sitting position.

				“Don’t hurt yourself. Let’s try and dial 9-1-1 on your cordless phone.”

				In theory, it was a great idea. In practical fact, we wrestled with the phone to knock it off the cradle and then we hopped around, flopped around and were a sweaty mess by the time we maneuvered it into a position we could attempt to use on the floor. I tried punching in the numbers with the cordless phone on the floor behind my back and Mrs. Rudnicki instructing me, but I couldn’t even come close to the right numbers. Finally it was Mrs. Rudnicki who dialed using her pointy, old-lady nose.

				We told 9-1-1 that we’d been assaulted and were tied up. Then we got ourselves to a sitting position using her bed as a back rest while we waited for the police to arrive.

				“What was with the note on my door?” I demanded.

				“He made me write that,” she said.

				I raised my eyebrows.

				“I thought he was going to rape me,” she insisted.

				That was a visual I really didn’t need.

				Her eyes brimmed with tears as she described how scared she’d been.

				It wasn’t long before the place was hopping with uniformed and non-uniformed cops. It was a huge relief to get the ties cut from my ankles and wrists. Missing in action was Detective Kellum. Maybe it was his day off.

				Because I never saw my attacker, I listened intently as Mrs. Rudnicki’s description: tall, average build, middle aged white guy with a day’s growth on his chin. Gee, that narrowed it down to a few million in the greater Seattle area.

				“Sound like anyone you know?” an officer asked me.

				“Seriously? Sounds like half the guys that come in for coffee in the morning.” I turned to Mrs. Rudnicki. “Are you sure he wasn’t six feet something and super thin?”

				“No,” Mrs. Rudnicki assured. “Why?”

				“I thought maybe he’d answer to the name of Charlie, that’s why.”

				Mrs. Rudnicki looked appalled.

				“My grandson would never do such a thing!”

				“Yeah, right, he’s a real prince. I forgot.”

				The officer asked about Charlie and Mrs. Rudnicki explained that I didn’t get along with her grandson, but he would never tie her up in her apartment and leave her like that.

				Beth showed up in the middle of the gong show expecting to track Charlie. She had her iPad in a bag slung over her shoulder. I told her what had happened and then I leaned in and whispered, “I can’t wait to see where he’s been driving around this evening.”

				We waited patiently while Mrs. Rudnicki gave her statement a number of times and then I followed it up with a brief one of my own.

				Once the police had gone, and Mrs. Rudnicki stubbornly refused to be checked at the hospital, I invited her back to my place.

				“I think you need a drink.” I took her by the hand.

				I dragged her out of her apartment and across the hall into mine. I pressed Mrs. Rudnicki into a chair. Mojo jumped up and down, thrilled to see me. I scooped her up, gave her some loving then handed the excited ball of fur to Mrs. Rudnicki.

				“She’ll make you feel better,” I said.

				Mrs. Rudnicki wrapped her arms around Mojo and stroked her soft fur. Immediately I saw some of the fear evaporate from her eyes. Yorkie love. If I could bottle that kind of magic, I’d be rich.

				I poured her a king sized glass of wine and then we sat in my living room quietly, each of us contemplating the horror of the evening.

				Mrs. Rudnicki called an elderly friend to come stay with her and then headed to her own apartment. After she was gone, I downed a couple of Tylenol, because my head felt like someone had hit it with a baseball bat, although Mrs. Rudnicki said it was the butt of a gun.

				Once it was just me and Beth, we ordered a pizza and enjoyed the solitude. I told myself everything was fine, but my hands still shook.

				“If Mallory were here she’d suggest you did something bad in a prior life to have so much shit go wrong in such a short period of time,” Beth said matter-of-factly.

				“Maybe it means I’m getting all the bad stuff in my life out of the way in one intense period.” I touched the back of my aching head and hoped that was true.

				Beth used her iPad to show me how the GPS had tracked Charlie’s movements from the time I stuffed the tracking device in his van.

				“Ah ha!” I cried.

				“Do you see something?” Beth leaned in toward the screen.

				“Yeah, about an hour after he left Merlot’s he stopped at 2-a-Tea. Dirty double-crosser,” I muttered.

				“That doesn’t make him a murderer.”

				We looked over the track he took throughout the day. Basically he’d stopped to make deliveries and then gone out again.”

				“His vehicle’s moving again,” Beth said, pointing to the obvious yellow circle now bobbing along across the digital map. We watched his course for a few minutes.

				“Going home,” I said and, sure enough, that’s exactly where the van went and two hours later it was still there.

				Beth yawned. “Well, this has been exciting, but I’ve got to work in the morning.”

				“Come with me to walk Mojo?” I asked, hating the way I felt vulnerable, weak and needy and wishing that I had a guy in my life who’d comfort me.

				“I’m going to pack you and Mojo a bag and bring you to my place and I’ll walk her once we’re there.”

				I was instantly relieved. On second thought, it was great to have girlfriends, because they always knew what you needed without being told.

				Once we reached Beth’s place, she settled me on the sofa with a thick ham and cheese sandwich and the television remote.

				“You sit back and relax. I’ll take old fuzzy butt here for a good jog so she’ll be ready for bed when I get back.” She bent and kissed me on the top of my sore head. “You deserve a break.”

				When she got back a half hour later I’d eaten half the sandwich and was ready for bed.

				“Take a couple of Tylenol now so you don’t have a headache wake you up. Because I’ll probably be gone to work when you get up, I’ve left instructions on top of my iPad on the table letting you know how to log in and check out Charlie’s travels tomorrow. I’m in meetings most of the day, so I won’t be able to tune in to the Charlie show until the evening.”

				“I gotta work early,” I said with a yawn.

				“Nope, you’re taking the day off and staying here where you’ll be safe. I already called Mitch and told him about your run in with the butt of a gun and he said he’d call someone for your shift. Mallory has a day off tomorrow, so she said she’d swing by with food.”

				“That’s not necessary,” I said.

				“That sandwich I made you was the last edible thing in the house. Ramen noodles and alcohol are not listed on the American Food Guide Pyramid.”

				“You sure?” I stifled another yawn.

				“Yes. So she’ll make sure you’re fed and will even walk Mojo for you.”

				“Thanks, Beth. Will you marry me?” I hugged her.

				“If you did it for me, then I’d be lucky to have you,” she said into my hair. “I’ll be working on my computer, but you need to sleep.”

				She didn’t have to tell me twice. Although I did go straight to bed, I wasn’t used to hitting the hay at just after ten so I found myself wide awake at six in the morning. The minute I sat up I felt a throbbing in the back of my head. When my fingers caught the lump in my hair, I winced.

				I got up and went in search of more Tylenol. Beth had left the bottle in the kitchen with a note. She’d already caught the bus for work. I took a couple of tablets and then had a shower. It’s really difficult to wash your hair without touching your scalp. It’s even harder to brush it. I felt like I’d tortured my head enough, so went to the kitchen and made coffee. Mojo lifted her head only briefly as if to say, it’s too early, go back to bed.

				Deciding to enjoy some fresh air with my coffee, I went to Beth’s balcony and sat down on a padded wicker chair. Ten floors below, Seattle was waking and busily pushing, shoving and honking its way in to work. I had the day off and no plans whatsoever. That felt very weird. And wrong.

				Frowning into my coffee, I debated what to do with my day. I decided that I needed a second cup of coffee before I could decide. Standing in the stony silence of Beth’s kitchen, I suddenly heard a very muted beep. It was so quiet that at first I thought I’d imagined it. I tilted my head and listened. A few seconds later, I heard it again. It sounded like my cell phone. I searched my purse and then the sofa, but no phone. Then I went to the bedroom and found my phone in the pocket of the jeans I’d worn last night.

				I had a whopping five new text messages and three missed calls. Both Mitch and Mallory had texted last night to say that they were sorry to hear about what happened and they’d check in with me today. Then there were three texts from Fred left last night. The last two were wondering why I hadn’t called him about the first one. The first one said:

				I found your dad. Call me.

				“Oh my God!” I shrieked. I dialed Fred’s number and he answered with a groggy, “’ullo?”

				“Where did you find him?” I demanded.

				“Jen, it’s six-fricking-thirty in the morning!”

				“I know, I know... Where is my dad?”

				“Harbourview Hospital. He was seen trying to direct traffic in the middle of the I-5 and luckily nobody used him as a speed bump. Apparently he was in a psychotic state, and they’ll be keeping him there for at least a few days to get his meds straightened out.”

				“Thank God,” I whispered, my voice filled with emotion. I closed my eyes and big fat tears slid under my lashes. “Thank you, too, Fred. Seriously. Thanks.”

				“Yeah. You’re welcome. I’m still working on the other stuff, but you gotta let me go back to sleep, okay? I’m useless if I don’t get enough sleep.”

				“Sure. Bye.”

				I sent out a flurry of text messages about Dad. Mallory borrowed a car from her neighbor and picked me up almost immediately wearing a white hoodie that said Vegans Save Lives. She got me to the hospital in record time. We didn’t get a lot more information at the hospital other than what we already knew. Dad was brought in yesterday, because he was found in a psychotic state. He couldn’t have visitors yet, but I was able to leave my name and number with the doctor who’d most likely get back to me later in the day.

				“Sorry to drag you down here so early on your day off,” I told Mallory.

				“Hey, I’m glad to help and of course you had to come. He’s your dad.”

				A flame of hope fanned inside my chest. If they got his meds straightened out and he actually stayed on his pills, he might even start talking again. He might even know who I was. The dream felt too big to even speak out loud.

				“Do you mind if we stop by Merlot’s?” I asked Mallory. “I need to send Mervin Lo an email, but his personal email address was on my old laptop, so I need to go in and get it off the work computer.”

				“And you want to see Mitch.” She elbowed me good-naturedly in the ribs.

				“That too,” I admitted with a lopsided grin.

				We were walking out of Harbourview Medical Center toward the parking lot. Clouds had gathered in a tight knot over the city and the air felt cooler.

				Mallory parked the car out in front of Merlot’s and I walked in the front door like a patron.

				“Hey,” Mitch called out. “Good news about your dad.” Then he frowned. “Well, not good that he’s in the hospital, but good that you know he’s safe.”

				“Yeah.” I grinned.

				He came around to the front of the counter and pulled me into a hug.

				“I am so glad you’re okay. I never should’ve just dropped you off at your place like that with everything that’s going on. I should’ve stayed with you.”

				“Not your fault.” I said, grinning because he still held me.

				As if he realized the hug was going on way too long, he released me and headed back around the counter.

				“You just couldn’t stay away from Merlot’s even for a day, huh? Today you need to rest. Besides, Minnie’s already working your shift, and it’s not that busy so...”

				“I’m not here to work. I just need to get Mervin’s email addy. I wanted to send him an email regarding the bakery stuff.”

				He nodded okay, snatched up the notepad next to the register and went in the back to get the email.

				“While we’re here let’s get a couple of coffees,” I suggested to Mallory.

				Minnie approached the register.

				“You’re a triple shot skim latte right?” she said to me.

				“Hey, good memory,” I nodded.

				“I’ll have a chai tea,” Mallory said.

				I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

				Minnie did up our drinks and handed them to us just as Mitch returned.

				“Here you go,” he said handing me the notepad. “I wrote the email in red ink so you could see it amongst all your X, Y & Z scribbling.”

				“My what?” I took the notepad.

				“You know...” He tapped the notepad. “We all call that your X, Y & Z pad.”

				“Right,” I laughed. They’d all teased me about my doodles before.

				At Mallory’s confused look Minnie added, “All day long when she’s working she scribbles X, Y & Z over and, over and over again all over and every day. Whoever is working flips over to a new page and she just does it over again.”

				Mallory took the sheet of paper and looked down at the notepad in stunned surprise.

				“Can I keep this?”

				“Of course,” Mitch chuckled. “It’s yours.”

				We walked out of Merlot’s and climbed back into the car.

				“What’s up?” I asked Mallory as she started the car. “You’ve got a weird look on your face.”

				“Can we go back to my place? I need to check something,” she said.

				“Sure. What’s up?”

				There was a tiny nugget of worry in the pit of my stomach that was growing into a huge ball of fear.

				“Well,” she began. “Remember when we were going through the yellow pages and calling the storage unit companies?”

				“Yeah? I guess we never finished.”

				“No, but I had the end of the alphabet and I’m pretty sure one of those pages had a huge ad for a company called X, Y & Z Storage.”

				“Oh my God!” I shrieked loud enough to startle her.

				Mallory cut across traffic to a cacophony of car horns, steered into a parking lot and put the vehicle in park.

				“That’s it!” She stabbed the notepad with her finger. “That’s the important message from HOD!”

				“Maybe...” I felt like that was putting a lot of pressure on random doodling. “So let’s head to your apartment and—”

				“Forget that,” Mallory said and, in a take charge moment, dug out her phone and began surfing online. “Got it!” she declared. “X, Y & Z Storage on East Madison and Twelfth.”

				Mallory drove like a woman possessed and I hung on like a person who wanted to live to see another day. We were there in a few minutes, and Mallory was able to get parking close to the entrance.

				“Wait a second,” Mallory said as we raced inside. “This place has hundreds of units. How do we know which one the key opens?”

				“I think I know,” I said.

				An older bald man was working the counter when we stormed inside.

				“I’m looking for unit #207B?”

				“Section B is on the left side of the building and 207 is upstairs. Go outside and take the stairs or elevator around the corner.”

				We headed in the direction he said, and once inside our footsteps echoed against the concrete flooring and row upon row of metal rollup doors. The second floor stairwell opened onto unit 250 and went down in number from there. We ran down the long hallway at full speed. It was almost as long as a football field and we nearly blurred right past 207. Screeching to a halt, I was panting as I fumbled to peel the iSkin off the back of my Blackberry to reveal the key.

				“There’s security cameras everywhere here,” Mallory noted.

				I glanced up to see one in the corner of the hall peering down at us.

				“We have a key and we’re not being destructive, I doubt we’ll attract attention,” I said hopefully. “Well, here goes nothing.”

				What I felt was—here goes everything.

				I jammed the key inside the padlock and turned. When the lock sprang open my heart skipped a beat. With shaky hands I removed the lock and together Mallory and I hefted the rollup door.

				I held my breath until the door was completely up and then let the air out of my lungs in a huge whoosh.

				Lost dog flyers were everywhere; taped floor to ceiling in the ten-by-ten space and stacked in piles on the floor. One cardboard box lay in the corner, no doubt also filled with lost dog flyers.

				I spun around and around the room for a minute then sat down hard on the concrete floor and cried. Mallory sat down next to me and slung an arm around my shoulder. We sat there for a minute thinking about what to do.

				“I can’t believe all this running around and investigating brought me to a room full of flyers,” I said with disgust. “The same stupid papers dad has been handing me for months.”

				I picked up a handful of flyers that were on the floor next to me and sighed.

				“I guess in his delusional state maybe he thinks these mean something.”

				“Yeah,” Mallory agreed, picking up a small handful of her own. “I mean, it may not even be about the dog, because if it was, this would be a pretty bad picture. Your dad’s ill, so I guess we shouldn’t’ve expected some brilliant answer to who killed Misty.”

				“You’re right,” I said. “The dog isn’t even in the center of the picture. The dog is blurred and there’s too much stuff in the background and—” I stopped short and held the flyer up to my face. “Is that the crown sign from the King’s Value Motel in the background?”

				Mallory held a sheet up to her face and squinted.

				“It sure looks like it. That’s gotta mean something, right?”

				I nodded. “I wish the lighting was better in here.”

				“Do you want to grab a few sheets and take them back to the car?”

				I agreed it was a good idea. I took the handful of papers in my hand and decided to take those along with the box of them in the corner. We rolled down the door and locked it to protect Dad’s special cargo and then headed to Mallory’s car. The sunlight streamed in through the car windows and I stared hard at the papers as if willing them to provide all the answers.

				We decided to go back to Beth’s to get Mojo and then go to my apartment. While Mallory drove, I continued to analyze the flyers. I was positive the image in the background was a cluster of people standing in front of the Kings Value Motel.

				I put the box down on my coffee table and Mallory sat on the opposite side of the box and picked up a flyer.

				“So if it’s not about the dog, then the message Dad was trying to send was about the motel, or the people standing in front of the motel,” I said.

				“Sure, but these have been copied and re-copied so many times that whoever’s in the background is just a gray and black blur.”

				“We need to find the original flyer,” I said. “The one he first brought in to be copied.”

				I picked up the box I’d put on the table and started going through the stack of flyers inside. At the very bottom of the box was a Rite Aid photo envelope filled with four-by-six photographs. I began shuffling through the pictures.

				“Hookers,” I said quietly. I flipped through them quicker. “Dad took pictures of prostitutes coming and going from the King’s Value Motel.” It was hard to keep disappointment from my voice.

				“Did you find the one that matches the picture on the flyers?” Mallory asked.

				“There’s a couple here of the dog.”

				I handed her the photos of the black lab on a street corner. The angle of the shot clearly looked as though Dad was either a very bad photographer, or he didn’t even care if the dog was in the picture. I flipped ahead a few more pictures and stopped.

				“Here it is,” I said, looking at the picture. “Dog in the front, but clearly he was aiming for the hookers in front of the motel. One guy with his back to the camera and two hookers. Looks like...” I squinted. “It is...the tall one is Kiki.”

				Mallory walked around the coffee table and came to sit down next to me. She bent and rubbed Mojo’s ears while she took the photo from my hands and stared at it hard.

				“Something looks familiar about the other one,” Mallory said. She pointed to the stack of photos still in my hand. “Are there any clearer shots?”

				I flipped through the photos, and it became clear that they were taken consecutively only seconds apart. Slowly, the people in the camera began to turn in the direction of the shot. The final picture in the stack was a close-up shot of three people under the glow of the Kings Value Motel. The two people with Kiki caused me to breathe in sharply.

				Arthur and Misty.

				“It looks like your dad knew Misty was cheating on you with Arthur,” Mallory said. “I guess he was trying to warn you.”

				“Sure,” I said, but I frowned at the photo, because it looked like more than that to me.

				Mallory’s phone rang and she took the call.

				“I’ve got to return my neighbor’s car, so he can get to work. Do you want to come with me?”

				“No, that’s okay,” I said. “I want to go through this stuff some more. Once Beth’s off work maybe we can all grab a bite to eat.”

				“Sure,” she said, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “You going to be okay?”

				I told her I was fine, although I didn’t feel fine at all.

				“Mojo will protect me.”

				The dog looked up sleepily from her princess bed and we both laughed. I locked the door behind Mallory and set the alarm before I sat back down with the photos all around me. Misty liked to wear her clothes clingy and her necklines low, but what she was wearing in the picture was more...less?...than that. Miniskirt with a slit. Tank top with her breasts spilling out. It was hooker wear.

				I had the picture up to my face now. The look on Arthur’s face confused me. He didn’t look like a happy guy out to get laid with a woman dressed as a hooker. He looked totally and completely pissed off. And Kiki, although a full head taller than Arthur, looked absolutely terrified.

				I put down the pictures and rubbed my eyes. I needed to clear my head so I decided to get into the shower. The hot spray felt good on my back and neck, but did little to wash away the thoughts inside my head. My hand began to itch just after I stepped out of the shower. I toweled off and had a moment of déjà vu. I gave in to the itchy palm holding a finger to the steamy mirror. My finger scrawled one word “Run!”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I felt chilled. I flung open the bathroom door and gasped when Mojo let out a small but powerful bark.

				“You scared the hell out of me,” I scolded.

				Quickly I dashed into my bedroom and began yanking on clean clothes. If I was to listen to HOD and run, where would I run to? And, more importantly, who was I running from?

				Mojo snagged my night T-shirt with her teeth and dragged it around the room before deciding to curl up and go to sleep in it. I looked at my dog and decided for now, she would be safest at home.

				“I’m going out for a while,” I told her. “Don’t wait up.”

				I paused to turn on the TV for her and then snatched up the envelope of pictures and stuffed it in my purse. Grabbing my phone on the way, I slid my feet into shoes and set the alarm and locked the door behind me. I felt immensely better just getting out of the apartment. On my way down in the elevator, I called Mallory and told her about the HOD message.

				“Sounds like you’re in danger,” she breathed into the phone.

				“Maybe, but maybe not.”

				“What else could ‘run’ mean?” she demanded.

				“I’ve been meaning to get some exercise. Maybe it’s a message advising I take up jogging.” I joked. Then I got serious. “I’m scared.”

				“What are you doing now?”

				“How about I just take the bus over to your place and we can wait together until Beth gets off work.”

				“Great idea,” she agreed.

				I clicked my phone off and stepped off the elevator and exited my building near the back, nearly bumping into a very tall young man with exceptionally full lips.

				“Oh!” He jumped back in surprise. “Um. Hi, Jen, look, I was just on my way to see you.”

				“Do I know you?” I asked, tilting my head. Sudden recognition dawned. “Kiki?”

				“Yeah,” he leaned in and whispered. “I go by Ken when I’m not working.”

				“Oh. Sure. How’d you find me?”

				“You, um, wrote your number down and gave it to me, remember? I Googled a reverse lookup and got your address.”

				“Why didn’t you call?”

				“This was too delicate a matter to talk about over the phone. Can we go somewhere and talk? Can I buy you a coffee or something?”

				“Um. I don’t know,” I said warily. “My friend is waiting for me. Can’t you just tell me what you want to tell me here?”

				“I’d rather not do it right here in the open,” he said looking worriedly over his shoulder. “How about we just sit in my car. I’m parked right at the corner. Give me five minutes and then you can go see your friend. Please?”

				I saw my bus come and go from my stop across the street and I knew it would be at least fifteen minutes until the next one.

				“Fine,” I agreed. “Five minutes.”

				“Good,” Kiki aka Ken said, brightly.

				We stepped around the corner of the building and he opened the passenger door to a blue Jeep with dark tinted windows. I climbed inside and he politely shut the door then jogged around to the driver’s side.

				“So what’s this about? You know something about my dad?” I asked curiously.

				“Hello, Jen,” came a familiar voice from the back seat.

				I turned in stunned surprise to see my ex-boyfriend, Arthur, with a gun pointed in my face.

				“Drive, Kiki,” barked Arthur.

				Kiki offered me an apologetic look as he started the vehicle and signaled to turn onto the street.

				“What are you doing?” I asked, my eyes huge.

				“Turn around and look forward the entire time or I’ll shoot you,” he said evenly.

				I snapped my gaze forward.

				“I don’t understand,” I blurted. “Is this because we broke up? Is that what this is about? Maybe we can work things out.”

				“Hand me your phone,” he ordered.

				Reluctantly I tossed my Blackberry hard over my shoulder and enjoyed the sound of it hitting him solidly in the head.

				“Ouch!”

				“Well, you told me not to look back,” I explained.

				“Shut up!” he shrieked.

				Kiki worriedly chewed his lower lip.

				“I demand to know what’s going on,” I said.

				I felt the press of cold steel against the back of my neck.

				“You are in absolutely no position to be making demands. This is how this is going to work. First, you’re going to tell me where the storage locker is and then you’re going to give me the key.”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, trying to sound tough.

				Thwack!

				Arthur cracked the gun against the goose egg at the back of my head. I saw stars and my eyes watered.

				“X, Y & Z Storage on East Madison and Twelfth, unit #207B,” I blurted. I seemed to only be tough when I didn’t have to endure any pain.

				Kiki drove the Jeep ever so carefully so as not to draw any attention to us. My mind whirled about how I could possibly get out of the vehicle without getting my head blown off. No answer came to me and soon enough we were parked and walking into the public storage building. Arthur zipped up a hoodie and slipped the hand with the gun in the pocket then pulled the hood over a ball cap to shield his face.

				“Lead the way to the correct unit, honey-bunch,” Arthur instructed.

				I walked on ahead with Kiki and Arthur following close behind. Remembering the cameras in the hall near the unit, I thought of a way to at least get Arthur’s face on camera to prove what had happened. Once we neared unit 207, I stopped so abruptly, Kiki walked into my back. Arthur stumbled forward, tripping on Kiki.

				“Sorry!” I cried, but in an elaborate move meant to look like I was grabbing Arthur to steady him, I knocked off his ball cap.

				He snarled, reached for the cap and snapped it back on his head. He didn’t appear to notice the camera as he whipped out the gun and jammed it under my chin.

				“No more funny business. Which unit belongs to your dad?”

				“Th-this one,” I said, never more relieved than when he pulled the gun away from me and took a step toward unit 207B.

				I told Arthur that the key was tucked inside my phone case. He slid the case off my phone, took out the key and unlocked the padlock. Once he rolled open the unit, he shoved me inside.

				Looking around at all the lost dog flyers, Arthur let out a low whistle.

				“Your dad is bonkers, know that?” he chuckled. “He just had to take my picture and then post it all over town.” To Kiki he instructed, “Use the cable ties to bind her hands and ankles while I take down the posters.”

				My eyes grew huge as I realized I was about to be tied up and left here.

				“Don’t,” I pleaded with Kiki.

				“I’ve got no choice,” he whispered back. “He’ll kill me. He’s crazy!”

				Kiki strapped my hands behind my back and then sat me in a corner and strapped my feet together. Arthur gathered up the papers and crammed them into a trash bag. Once he was done, he double checked my ties were secure before yanking out a roll of duct tape and slapping a strip across my mouth.

				“Now that we’re done with her, let’s go pay her daddy a visit at the hospital.” He looked over at me and sneered. “Don’t worry, Jen. I’ll make sure it’s quick and painless.”

				As the locker door was sliding down, I pleaded with my eyes, but Arthur only laughed while Kiki looked like he would throw up at any second. The worst sound I ever heard was the click of the lock on the outside of the metal door.

				The minute I heard their footsteps fade down the hall, I began to writhe around on the hard concrete floor like a caterpillar. I grunted against the duct tape and, once I reached the rollup door, banged my head loudly against the metal. Then I realized that, until someone else came down that hall, there was no way to make myself loud enough to be heard in other parts of the building. I felt completely useless and, when I thought of Arthur on his way to kill my dad, I was enraged. I needed to get out and save him!

				For the first hour, I ran through every scenario possible inside my head. I knew Mallory would be missing me and wondering where I was, but she had no car to go looking for me. Still, she’d know enough to make some calls and she would know something bad had happened, especially because of HOD’s message that I’d relayed to her. Still, would she think to check the storage locker? I didn’t think so. The entire thing made ice cold fear run through my veins.

				Over the course of next couple of hours, I banged my body against the door so often I was bound to die of a concussion long before I starved to death. Then I worked on attempting to scrape the duct tape from my mouth. I found that by repeatedly scraping my face along the metal support beams I was managing to loosen the tape, as well as rip out any peach fuzz hairs from my face in an excruciatingly slow manner. I developed a routine of slamming myself against the door a few times, hoping someone would hear me and then resting with my face against the wall trying to scrape off the tape.

				In a moment of exhaustion, I collapsed against the door, my sobs muffled by the tape. I started to cry, but it’s hard to weep when your mouth is covered in duct tape. Replacing tears was a big wallop of worry. I was terrified that Arthur would kill my dad. Poor Dad who’d done nothing except try to warn me that Arthur was more of a scum-sucking-toilet-worm than Beth’s ex ever was. I thought up new names for Arthur and not a single one would I able to use in public, because they all rhymed with trucker.

				I pinched my eyes shut and thought of all the people who mattered to me. Mostly I thought about my girlfriends and Mitch. I also worried about my fur baby. If I died, I knew Mallory would do the best she could with Mojo. But would she remember to play Attack Duck? Would Beth visit and accidentally-on-purpose drop bits of cheese for Mojo to snarf off the floor?

				Suddenly, I heard footsteps approaching from down the hall. Someone was coming down the hall! I felt a surge of hope, as I wriggled and inched my way up to a standing position again and banged my head against the door. When those steps stopped outside, and I heard someone fumbling with the lock, that hopeful feeling fell away in a wave of panic. Arthur was back to finish me off.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				In a split second I developed the perfect plan, one that involved me knocking Arthur out by head butting him the minute he opened the door. In reality, when the door rolled up, I lost my footing, fell forward and landed face first in the hall.

				Kiki gasped loudly and jumped back. Then he lunged at me with a large pair of scissors in his hand. Arthur sent him to do his dirty work. As I lay face down in the hall I waited for the feeling of the blades tearing into my flesh, but, abruptly, the ties binding my feet were cut and then my wrists were unbound.

				“We’ve got to hurry,” Ken said. Helping me up by the elbows. “Oh my God, what happened to your face?”

				My fingers went to my forehead and came away smeared with blood, but I ignored that as I grabbed Kiki and thanked him for rescuing me.

				“But what about my dad?”

				“Arthur expected me to wait outside Harborview Hospital for him when he went in to deal with your dad, but I knew he wouldn’t find him there. Earlier today I saw your dad at one of his old corners panhandling, but I never told Arthur.”

				“He was discharged from the hospital?” I asked, relief washing over me.

				“He discharged himself. Just took off. That’s what Arthur said when he called from his hospital room. He expected me to wait for him, but I took off too. By now, Arthur’s on the hunt for your dad.”

				“Let’s go!”

				My feet were having difficulty finding enough circulation immediately, so Kiki linked an arm in mine and half-dragged me out of the storage building.

				Once we were inside his car, he stepped on the gas and we rocketed out of the parking lot. As Kiki drove, he loaned me his phone and I called Detective Kellum and told him everything.

				“Where are you?” Kellum demanded.

				“Finding my dad.”

				“Stay put and leave this to us.”

				“I’m sorry,” I said. “I seem to have a bad connection. I can’t hear you.”

				I disconnected the call from Kellum and handed the phone back to Kiki. There was no way I was going to sit on my ass while my dad was in danger.

				“How long has Arthur been a dirty cop?” I asked Kiki, as he took a sharp angle and I slid into the door.

				“That guy’s been dirty since long before he was a cop,” Kiki sighed shaking his head. “He’d come around as a customer and pay extra to slap around girls, but once he became a cop, things got worse. He figured he could get it for free and get a cut of what we brought in. Those of us without pimps were at his mercy. He was trying to get in good with the vice cops so he could move up into that division. He figured if he had working girls afraid of him, it would only work to his advantage.”

				“He was moving into vice?” I remembered him saying it, but at the time I chalked it up to bragging.

				“That’s what he said and that’s what he wanted.” He shrugged. “Who knows?”

				“Did you know if my half sister, Misty, was working the streets?”

				Kiki was stopped at a red light and she glanced over at me.

				“Yes. I’m sorry. She told me once she was only doing it so she could blackmail Arthur once he got higher up in the force.”

				So Misty had fallen back to her old ways and ended up making a few bucks on her back.

				I remembered coming back from a date with Arthur and we’d spotted Misty going into the building. I’d told Arthur about her being my half sister and that there was no love lost between us. Did I sign her death warrant by telling him that, or had she actually tried to blackmail him?

				My dad would’ve seen Misty on the streets and known about Arthur’s slimy ways through others on the street. Like Alice. She told me the police wouldn’t help Dad. She must’ve known about Arthur, too, and he killed her the same way he killed Misty. All to keep his dirty secret. Boy, I really knew how to pick ’em.

				We drove up and down the streets of Seattle looking for Dad. For as long as I could remember, I felt my itch from Hand of Doom would one day bring me luck. Where was that luck now?

				We’d already driven by the location where Kiki had seen Dad earlier. I had Kiki stop at the entrance of one particular alley that was long, shadowed and filled with large Dumpsters that would provide ample hiding places.

				I jogged down the lane, tossing aside a stack of cardboard boxes and calling for Dad. It started to rain and the wet stung the injured parts of my face, but it didn’t slow me down.

				When I got back to Kiki’s car, I shook my head.

				“It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.” I had an idea. “Let’s swing by the Bread of Life mission.”

				It was only a couple of blocks from where we were and I was greeted at the door by Melvin, the kindly older man who’d remembered Dad from before.

				“Yes, he was here. Very distraught and agitated. I told him you’d come by looking for him a few days ago and that got him even more worked up. He wrote me a note that said “Jen’s in danger!” He tilted his head and looked appraisingly at my face. “I’m guessing danger found you and you somehow fought it off.”

				“Yes, but now it’s out to get my dad. If he comes here, please keep him here until I can get him somewhere safe.”

				“I’ll do that,” Melvin promised. “An officer already came by a little while ago looking for your dad.”

				My stomach clenched.

				“Did the officer give his name?”

				“No. Seemed nice though...short brown hair and freckles on his nose.” He smiled. “Looked too young to be a cop.”

				“But not too young to be a murderer,” I said. “That’s Arthur Byrne, and if he comes around again, call the cops, but don’t tip him off. He’s the one after my dad.”

				Back in Kiki’s car, I listened to Kiki phoning around to a few friends, but sadly nobody had seen my dad.

				“I know it’s a long shot, but let’s try Merlot’s again.”

				We drove down the alley of the coffee shop, but Dad wasn’t lurking anywhere near Dumpsters. When I saw Mitch’s Camaro parked in its usual spot. I felt a gripping need to see him.

				“Pull around front and we’ll check the street again.”

				When Kiki pulled to the front, though, there was no Dad taking up residence on a spot of pavement across the street. Part of me had ached to see him there as he had been for weeks. I guess I thought he might just be delusional enough to go back to that location.

				“Could you park?” I asked Kiki quietly. “I really need to go inside and talk to someone.”

				Kiki said he’d stay in the car and keep look out. I walked into Merlot’s and spotted Minnie behind the counter.

				“What the heck happened to your face?” Minnie gasped.

				“I walked into a wall. Repeatedly. Where’s Mitch?”

				“He’s in the back with someone.”

				I sped past her and into the back room. Mitch was sitting at the small staff table with a phone in his hand. He dropped the phone, sprung up from his seat and grabbed me into a bear hug.

				“Oh my God, Jen, I’ve been worried to death. Kellum came by here looking for you and your dad. He said you’d been locked up in a storage locker by Arthur.”

				I sighed into his hug.

				“I’m fine.”

				He pulled away.

				“You don’t look fine but you’re alive.”

				“I need to find my dad.” I was no longer able to keep emotion out of my voice and the words came out on a sob. “I’ve been looking everywhere. Arthur’s going to kill him!”

				“Arthur won’t get him,” Mitch said firmly.

				Leading me by the arm, he pushed open the storage room door and inside the room stood my father.

				I threw my arms around Dad’s neck and sobbed uncontrollably. He looked distinctly uncomfortable at my show of emotion, but he didn’t pull away.

				Kellum arrived within seconds, and the EMTs were there shortly afterward. Dad and I rode to the hospital together and Kellum came along in the ambulance. Dad still wasn’t talking, but I could see relief in his eyes. I talked to Kellum about what I’d put together regarding Arthur and his connection to Misty.

				“We caught Arthur just outside the Bread of Life a few minutes before we got Mitch’s call,” Kellum said. “Arthur basically confessed to everything and, of course, we’ve got Kiki as a witness,” the detective told me.

				“I’m just so glad it’s over!”

				“Well, Arthur was on our radar before Misty’s death. We’d heard from a few people on the street that he might be dirty. We placed a tiny surveillance camera at both entrances to your building after your break-in. When Arthur dropped off flowers at your place, he had Kiki waiting outside in the car for him. Then Kiki was seen entering the building when you and Mrs. Rudnicki were attacked. Arthur had ordered him to kill you both in Mrs. Rudnicki’s apartment. Kiki said it was because you suspected Charlie.”

				“So Arthur figured Charlie would be a great fall guy?” I asked. I unconsciously rubbed my aching head. I was going to have one helluva headache.

				“Yeah. Kiki said Arthur checked into Charlie and agreed that he had no alibi, had access to both you and Misty and also had an old assault record. If things went sideways, Charlie was the perfect scapegoat.”

				“And is Kiki going to do time?” I asked. “He rescued me and he could’ve killed me and Mrs. Rudnicki, but he didn’t.”

				“I’m sure he’ll be fine in return for testifying against Arthur.”

				After a few hours at the hospital, they’d agreed to keep Dad to complete his psych evaluation and I was told I’d have to stay overnight for observation. Kellum stayed with me while the doctor cleaned my wounds and dressed my head with non-designer gauze bandages.

				“I just don’t get why Misty would go hooking? I mean, sure, when she was in her teens she got into some bad drugs and turned a few tricks. When she moved in with me and Dad, she kept stealing from me, even pawned my mother’s jewelry that she left me. It’s what caused the rift between us. But I thought she’d put all that behind her. I thought she’d even gotten a good job at a department store or something.”

				“She had,” Detective Kellum said. “But she had friends still working the streets. She hung out with them and Arthur saw her, ran a background check, then couldn’t resist getting a little on the side and using her old record against her. He convinced her to do a few rolls in the hay for some good customers in return for him not telling her current boss.”

				I told him what Kiki said about how Misty bragged that she’d blackmail Arthur in the future.

				“I could see she could see that as a way out,” Kellum said.

				“When my dad saw Misty on the streets, he took the pictures and made the lost dog flyers to try and get my attention,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “I was too stupid to really pay attention.”

				“Nobody noticed the flyers were a message.”

				“So was Dad in the apartment after Arthur killed Misty? Was the flyer left on her face his calling card?”

				“We don’t know for sure. Once he’s feeling better, maybe your dad will talk to us. We’ll have to see.”

				“If only I’d thought to hand my dad a pen and paper instead of a cup of coffee every day.”

				Kellum tossed back his head and laughed at that and said he had a ton of paperwork to do on this case. He said he’d send in the fans waiting in the lounge area of the hospital.

				All the good people in my life arrived to see me: Beth, Mallory and Mitch. And, yes, even Mojo who’d been smuggled into the hospital under Mitch’s hoodie.

				“I’ve got the day off tomorrow,” Beth said. “So I’ll stay at your place with Mojo.”

				“Promise you’ll play Attack Duck.”

				“Sure. I’ll even accidentally drop a bit of cheese for her after her walk.”

				“Thanks.” I grinned.

				“I can pick you up in the morning and take you home,” Mitch offered touching my cheek tenderly with the tip of his finger.

				“I accept.”

				After everyone was gone, the doctor gave me something to help me fall into a dreamless sleep. Before I knew it the morning had arrived and Mitch was there to drive me home.

				“Do you mind if we check on my dad first?” I asked.

				We headed to my father’s hospital room only to find it vacant. The nurse at the front desk said he’d checked himself out very early in the morning.

				“How was he? Was he stable and were you able to give him some meds?”

				She sighed.

				“You know how these things go...”

				Yeah. I did. He could be on his medications today and stay on them for a lifetime, a month or an hour.

				“Oh we did find this in his room though.” She reached behind the counter and handed me an old photo. “It had a note saying to give it to Jen.”

				I blinked back tears that he’d remembered my name. That was a good sign right there.

				“Thanks,” I said looking over the photo with a feeling of nostalgia and longing.

				It was a picture of our family: my mom, dad and me. I was about twelve. Probably the last year I thought of my dad as normal. I turned the photo over and saw a note in Dad’s crisp script.

				



				Dear Jen,

				Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.

				



				Mitch read it over my shoulder. “Sounds like it’s from the Bible. Do you know what it means?”

				I shook my head no, but I suspected Dad knew about HOD and thought I should use it for good.

				We left Harborview and climbed into Mitch’s Camaro. Although my head still felt like I’d gone a few rounds with a sledgehammer, I got him to crank the radio and drive with the windows rolled down just so I could feel alive.

				When he pulled into the parking lot of my building a familiar feeling came over the palm of my hand.

				“Kellum still has my purse, do you happen to have a pen and paper?”

				“What’s with the weird smile?” Mitch asked as he reached into the glove box and pulled out a scrap of paper and a ballpoint pen.

				“I’m feeling lucky.”

				* * * * *
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