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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The life of a private investigator was not a glamorous one.  Then again, I knew that going in.  I didn’t get into this line of work to chase glory.  I did it to help people.  To solve mysteries.  To uncover secrets.  To bring the truth to light.   
 
    Of course, the money didn’t hurt either.  After all, a woman had to make a living.  Sometimes, that living was harder to come by than others.  There were some lean months in this business.  On the flip side, my expertise was often in high demand.  The clients seemed to come in waves.  Then, out of nowhere, I would go weeks without a case.   
 
    That’s why I tried to stock pile my earnings.  To squirrel as much money away in savings as possible.  I didn’t always succeed.  Just like I didn’t always stick to my diet.   
 
    What can I say?  I’m not perfect.  Far from it.  I slipped up every once in a while.  I definitely wasn’t like the investigators on those TV shows that did everything right.  I have always tried my best, however.  My clients certainly appreciated that. 
 
    My latest client, Becky McDavid, sat across from me in my office.  Becky looked like she was a wreck.  I didn’t blame her.  She had come to me a few days before with a nagging suspicion in the back of her mind.  Now, I was about to give her answers.   
 
    “So, what did you find out?” Becky asked. 
 
    Becky was a sweet woman.  She was engaged to a computer programmer.  They were in the middle of planning their wedding.  At least, Becky was.  She was doing most of the work.  Eric Gilbertson had been wise enough to offer support when Becky asked for it, while letting her customize the wedding plans as she desired.  The last thing he was interested in doing was stepping on her toes.  Especially when it came to planning their nuptials.  
 
    The question became, was Eric being so hands-off because he was a smart man, or because he was busy with having an affair? 
 
    That’s what Becky had hired me to discover.   
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, I am.  My entire future is at stake.  If Eric is cheating on me, I can’t go through with this wedding.  All my planning will be for nothing.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “So, don’t make me wait any longer.  I need to know the truth.  Is Eric cheating on me?” 
 
    “I’m happy to report that I have some good news for you.” 
 
    Becky’s eyebrows rose.  “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “I found no evidence that your fiancé is cheating on you.” 
 
    Becky sat back in her chair and took a deep breath.  “Wow.  What a relief.” 
 
    “For both of us.  I was really happy to see that.” 
 
    Becky put her hand up.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m delighted to hear that he isn’t cheating.  I just want to make sure that you have that right.  Are you a hundred-percent convinced that he’s been faithful to me?” 
 
    “Ms. McDavid, I was very thorough with my investigation.” 
 
    Becky bit the corner of her lip.  “All right.” 
 
    “You don’t sound convinced.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I don’t mean to be skeptical.  I’m more confused than anything.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “For example, all those nights that he’s told me he’s been working late, has he?” 
 
    “This is where things get interesting.” 
 
    Becky shrugged.  “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Eric hasn’t been having an affair, but he has been keeping busy at night,” I said. 
 
    Becky squinted.  “Doing what exactly?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked. 
 
    “As ready as I’m ever going to be.  Now, tell me, what did you find out?” 
 
    “All right.  Here we go.  Your fiancé hasn’t actually been working late.” 
 
    “Then what has he been doing?” 
 
    I pulled a folder out of my desk and handed it to Becky.   
 
    “See for yourself,” I said. 
 
    Becky grimaced.  “I’m not going to like this, am I?” 
 
    “Please just open it.” 
 
    Becky slowly opened up the folder.  There were some pictures inside it. 
 
    Becky’s eyes widened as she stared at the photos.  “Wait a minute.  Am I seeing this correctly?” 
 
    I nodded.  “You sure are.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Well, believe it or not, your fiancé has been taking dance lessons at night.” 
 
    “Wow.  That is not what I expected.  At all.” 
 
    “I figured that,” I said.  “Do you know why he would hide something as innocuous as this from you?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I have a pretty good feeling about that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “From the moment I first met him, Eric has been a terrible dancer.  We’re talking absolutely dreadful.  With our wedding coming up, I get the feeling that he’s been taking these lessons so he doesn’t embarrass himself on the dancefloor in front of all of our closest friends and family members.” 
 
    “You could be right.  Perhaps he’s been taking these lessons so he could surprise you on the day of your wedding.” 
 
    “Well, this is definitely a big surprise.  A really delightful one too.  Of all the ways that this situation could have turned out, this is the best possible scenario.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy.” 
 
    “Talk about peace of mind.  I don’t have to keep fretting over this anymore.”  She reached across the table and shook my hand.  “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    “Seriously.  I really owe you.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “Well, you did great.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    It was rare for an interaction with a client to go that well.  Of course, in my line of work, good news wasn’t easy to come by.  When someone had enough of a suspicion to walk into my office and hire me, it was typically because they knew something was up.  Normally, they just needed me to confirm what they already realized deep down.   
 
    That was what made a case like this so refreshing.  Once Becky left my office, I got up and stretched my legs a little.  As I stood in the doorway to my office, my friend and co-worker, Lisa Williamson, approached me.  
 
    “Isn’t it great when things work out for the best?” I asked.  
 
    Lisa nodded.  “I’ll say.  I wish all of our cases turned out like this.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be something?” 
 
    “It would definitely make our jobs easier.” 
 
    “And more pleasant.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the opposite is usually true.  I’m so used to things taking a turn for the worse.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong to think that way,” I said.  “Let’s be honest.  With a case like this, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it turns out the significant other was cheating.” 
 
    “Melody Jane Clue, will you listen to yourself?  This job has really made you jaded.” 
 
    It was rare that someone said my middle name.  When it did happen, usually my mother was the one who said it.  Typically, she was only doing it because she was mad at me.  
 
    So, for Lisa to mention my middle name was a little odd.  First, she wasn’t my mother.  Nor was she mad at me.  Lisa did give off a maternal vibe, however.  She always had.  Maybe it was because she was older and more experienced with investigative work.  She knew the dangers of the job, so she was protective of me.  I appreciated that.   
 
    As for my first name, if you couldn’t tell, my mother was a big fan of music.  In fact, Andrea Clue thought she would become a rock star one day.  That didn’t end up happening.  She settled for becoming a music teacher.   
 
    My mom had high musical aspirations for me, though.  Imagine her surprise when I decided to become a private investigator.  In retrospect, with a last name like Clue, it shouldn’t have blown her away to hear that her daughter would want to get into this line of work.  Yet, she did a double-take when I told her.   
 
    When I first started out, I spent most of my time thinking about how I could help people.  These days, I realized there were good and bad sides to this profession.  Apparently, Lisa classified that as being jaded.  I had a different term for it.   
 
    I shook my head.  “I have just become wiser.”  
 
    Lisa stared me down until I revised my answer.   
 
    “And maybe a little jaded,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with having a little skepticism.  To be good at this job, you need to stay on your toes.  To expect danger to be around every corner.  If you don’t, it could come back to bite you.”  
 
    “Trust me.  I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    “The problem with being jaded is that it can bleed into other areas of your life.  Like, your love life.” 
 
    I got playful with my response.  “What’s a love life?” 
 
    Lisa laughed.  “That’s a good question.  I wish I had an answer for you.” 
 
    “It’s a mystery to me too.” 
 
    “Look at us, two single ladies without a clue.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.  I’m not getting any younger.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  You’re only thirty-six.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  In the grand scope of life, I know I’m still pretty young.  But when it comes to dating, I’m getting dangerously close to turning forty.” 
 
    Lisa laughed and shook her head.  “Four years is dangerously close?  Now I know why you didn’t become a mathematician.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Besides, where does that leave me then at forty-nine?” Lisa asked.  “Without a chance?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.  After all, if you think back to when you were my age, you were married.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Happily married.”  Lisa stared off into the distance.  “That was a different time.  A more optimistic one.  I had my entire life ahead of me.  At least, that’s what I thought.  In reality, it turned out that I just had a divorce ahead of me.” 
 
    “Lisa, you still have a lot ahead of you.  There’s plenty to look forward to.  I know there’s someone out there for you.” 
 
    “All of a sudden you’re being pretty optimistic for a jaded investigator.” 
 
    “I’m being honest.  You just haven’t found the right man yet.  And neither have I.”  
 
    “Well, the universe can bring Mr. Right into my life at any time.” 
 
    “I hope that happens soon.  In the meantime, I want some food.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyebrows rose.  “Healthy food or a treat?” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip.  I then replied, “Maybe a little bit of both.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Does a chocolate chip cookie sound good?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  A woman never turns down chocolate.” 
 
    “Let’s go then.” 
 
    “I wish I could go with you, but I have work to do.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what.  I’ll pick up a cookie for you while I’m out.”  
 
    Lisa smiled at me.  “Thanks.  I owe you one.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Majestic Cove was a scenic town.  It was situated right on the ocean.  Because of its location, it drew a lot of tourists.  Of course, the mild climate also helped.  Not to mention, the natural beauty that was all around. 
 
    The town itself was quite pretty as well.  It was home to a large collection of mid-century modern homes.  There was also a fantastic historic district that featured a number of retail boutiques, antique shops, and restaurants.  That wasn’t all.  The town was also home to a bunch of Redwood trees.   
 
    My favorite part of my hometown was the scenic vistas.  There seemed to be great views around every corner.  I was also a sucker for the ocean.  I loved dipping my toes in the sand at the beach and watching the waves crash in front of me.  When I was younger, I used to do that all summer long.  Now that I was an adult, I couldn’t make it out to the beach as often as I’d like.  Perhaps my schedule would open up more in the future. 
 
    All told, my hometown was a pretty wonderful place.  I was reminded of that as I drove from my office over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  It was pretty incredible to think that I had lived here my entire life and haven’t gotten sick of the place.  Not even after I discovered what kind of an underbelly existed here.  To be fair, infidelity went on everywhere.  It was hardly exclusive to my hometown.  The same with fraud and other things that I investigated on a regular basis. 
 
    When I entered the bakery, I was greeted by some incredible smells.  Very few places in life were as inviting as a bakery.  My stomach knew that all-too well.  I had been known to indulge a little too much. 
 
    My sweet tooth was constantly causing me weight problems.  My scale was kind of all over the place.  Some days it would creep up.  In response, I would have to put in some serious time at the gym.  A few weeks later, after taking the weight off, I would break down and treat myself again.  Sometimes, it was to celebrate wrapping up a case.  Other times, it was because I would stress eat. 
 
    Was it the best cycle to be caught in?  No.  But it was just my life, at the moment.   
 
    Some days, I almost thought it would be easier if I accepted the fact that I would always be a few pounds overweight.  If I wasn’t busy searching for Mr. Right, I might do that.  Since I was trying to find a man to spend the rest of my life with, I wanted to look my best. 
 
    I realized that talking about my health while driving to a bakery made for a strange mix, but welcome to my life.  I only had so much willpower.  In addition, my best friend in the world happened to own the bakery that I was going to.  
 
    When I arrived at the Majestic Cove Bakery, Kristina Fowler, was behind the counter.  My full-figured friend didn’t hesitate to send a wise crack my way.   
 
    “Look who showed up late today,” Kristina said.   
 
    I laughed.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize there was an assigned time for me to show up at your bakery.” 
 
    There were some delicious benefits to being friends with a baker.  And let me tell you, Kristina made the best pastries in town.  I was so proud of her.  Not just for her high standards of quality, but also because she had built this business from the ground up.   
 
    Kristina and I had been friends since elementary school.  Back in those days, I had no clue what a successful woman she would become.  She had surprised me a lot over the last few decades. 
 
    Speaking of which, it was pretty amazing to think about just how long I had known her.  Without a doubt, she was my oldest friend.  Truthfully, she was more than that.  Kristina was kind of like the sister that I never had.  We had been through so much together.   
 
    “Come on, Melody,” Kristina said.  “You know that you show up at the same time every morning.” 
 
    “You got me there,” I replied. 
 
    “So, what happened this morning?” 
 
    “I was meeting with a client.” 
 
    “All right.  I suppose that’s a good enough excuse.” 
 
    “I hope so.  A woman has to make money.  My bills aren’t going to pay themselves.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  It’s a shame too.  Bills are such a nuisance.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.  So, what’s the special of the day?” 
 
    “What, seeing a dear friend isn’t special enough?” Kristina joked. 
 
    “You’re in a really sarcastic mood this morning, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I guess, I am.  You know me.  When I get stressed out, I always turn to humor.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to see you anyway,” I said.  “What are you stressed about exactly?” 
 
    “It has just been a busy morning.” 
 
    “For you and me both,” I said.  “Which brings me back to my original question.  Any specials for the day?” 
 
    “Actually, I was running around so much that I didn’t have time to try out anything new.  I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for the usual cupcakes, cookies, pies, and other baked goods.” 
 
    I looked at the case.  “You know, I originally came in here for a cookie, but there’s so much good stuff to choose from.” 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    “Oh dear.  I could have one of everything.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    “You’re a bad influence, you know that?” 
 
    “While you’re making up your mind, there’s actually something else that I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I guess you haven’t heard the news then?” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “About what?” 
 
    “Scott Webster is back in town.”   
 
    Suddenly, the items in the bakery display case were the last things on my mind.  I turned all of my attention to Kristina.   
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked.   
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Wow,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m surprised that this is the first you’ve heard of it.  After all, you’re a professional investigator.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I know everything that goes on in Majestic Cove.  Do you know what he’s doing back in town?” 
 
    Kristina shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It’s a mystery.  I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Maybe.  If he’s staying for a while.  But if he’s only here for a short time, he might leave before I get answers.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a shame?” 
 
    I nodded.  “It sure would.  By the way, how do you know that he’s back in town?  Did he come in here?  Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “Melody, slow down.  Talk about a lot of questions at once.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m just curious.” 
 
    “Vikki Gilbert came into the bakery earlier and told me that she had spotted him.  She didn’t get a chance to talk to him, though.  He was getting into his car in front of the pharmacy.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, if you do get more information, let me know.” 
 
    “You know, you could always call him.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I’m just not sure if he wants to be bothered.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a risk that you’re going to have to take.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I left the bakery a few minutes later with a few chocolate chip cookies to bring back to the office.  One was for me, and one was for Lisa.  Normally, I would have eaten my cookie before I made it back to the office.  Things were different that day.  My focus was entirely on Scott.  
 
    I debated whether to phone him or not.  Perhaps he was just in town to deal with a personal matter.   
 
    Ultimately, I decided to grab my phone and dial his number. 
 
    I had no idea how this conversation was going to play out, but I was incredibly nervous. 
 
    Scott didn’t pick up the call right away.  In fact, my call ended up going to voice mail. 
 
    That was not what I expected. 
 
    Suddenly, I had another decision to make.  Should I leave him a message?  Or just try to call him back later? 
 
    I ended up leaving a message. 
 
    “Hi, Scott.  This is Melody.  We haven’t talked in a while.  I hope things have been going well for you.  I heard you were back in town.  I was wondering if you are planning on staying a while, or if you’re only back for a few days.  Anyway, give me a call back when you can.  You know the number.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I returned to the office a few minutes later.  When I arrived, Lisa informed me that a new potential client was sitting in my office.  Apparently, her name was Amy Dearborn.   
 
    She was a petite woman in her thirties.  She had an oval face and long brown hair.  She was fidgeting with her hands as she sat in a chair across from my desk.   
 
    When I entered the doorway of my office, I asked, “How can I help you?” 
 
    Amy was so startled to hear my voice that she nearly jumped out of her chair. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.  I’m just a little jumpy.” 
 
    “Well, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.  I would have come here if I didn’t have my worries.” 
 
    “Let me rephrase my statement.  You don’t have anything to worry about with me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I outstretched my hand.  “By the way, my name is Melody Clue.” 
 
    She shook my hand.  “I’m Amy Dearborn.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.  Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    “I have some suspicions about my fiancé.” 
 
    “What kind of suspicions?” 
 
    “That he might be cheating on me.” 
 
    I had a feeling she was going to say that.  Then again, in my line of work, it was always a pretty safe assumption.  Of all of the cases that I ended up taking, suspected infidelity was the most common thing that clients wanted me to investigate.   
 
    There wasn’t even a close second.  Sure, I also occasionally investigated insurance fraud, or conducted extended background checks for companies, or worked on missing person’s cases, or tracked down a long-lost relative for a client. 
 
    One time, a client believed that one of their employees was stealing from them.  But they weren’t sure who it was.  So, they hired me to pretend to be a new employee at the company to sniff out the truth. 
 
    That was a unique experience.  It was also highly uncommon.   
 
     The bulk of my work centered around romantic relationships that seemed to be on the verge of imploding.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong.  It would be great if some other types of cases came my way.  They just didn’t.  Not in large numbers.   
 
    As someone who was trying to make a living, I wasn’t really in a position to be choosy.  I had bills to pay.  I had to go where the money was.   
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.  “I hope your suspicions turn out to be unfounded.” 
 
    “So do I, but I’m starting to have some really strong doubts about Connor.” 
 
    “What makes you suspect him of being unfaithful?” 
 
    “He’s always telling me that he has to work late.” 
 
    “When you say always, how often are you talking about?” 
 
    “Constantly,” Amy replied.  “Especially lately.  It seems like it happens three or four times a week.” 
 
    “Is there a chance that he’s telling the truth?  That he really is working late?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but I doubt it.” 
 
    “What makes you so skeptical of his claims?” 
 
    “On the nights that he isn’t supposedly working late and we do happen to meet up, he acts different around me.  It’s a subtle change, but it’s definitely there.  He thinks I don’t notice, but I do.  I just haven’t said anything to him about it.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate?  How are his actions different exactly?” 
 
    “Up until recently, he used to give me his undivided attention.  Now, even if he’s sitting right across from me at a table, his head always seems to be off in the clouds.” 
 
    “I see.  Is that all?” 
 
    “He also doesn’t seem to desire me nearly as much as he used to,” Amy said. 
 
    I grimaced. 
 
    “Anyway, do you think you can help me?” Amy asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “I can definitely conduct an investigation.” 
 
    “Good.”   
 
    “I need to find out the truth.” 
 
    “You say that, but before we begin, I just have to give you a warning.  If I start poking my head around into your fiancé’s life, there’s a chance that you aren’t going to like what I discover.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “Do you really?  Are you certain that you’re prepared to find out the truth?  Because once I start investigating, there’s no telling what I’m going to uncover.” 
 
    “Are you trying to scare me?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I just want you to be prepared for any and all possibilities.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “In that case, I’ll get started right away.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Before Amy left my office, I had her give me as much information about her fiancé as she could.  I always wanted to be armed with plenty of knowledge when I began a case.  I didn’t want to encounter too many surprises along the way. 
 
    Frankly, I would have been fine with coming across zero surprises, but that almost never happened.  I could count on one hand the number of times that a case went exactly as I predicted it would.  Even though I had no idea what would come next, I wanted to be prepared for anything.   
 
    According to Amy, her major point of suspicion began with her fiancé constantly claiming to be working late.  Naturally, paying a visit to Connor Taggart’s workplace seemed to be the logical place to begin my investigation.  
 
    Especially around five o’clock when most of the employees at his company went home.  I stationed myself across the street.  From my parking spot, I had a great view of the office complex and the building’s parking lot. 
 
    Based on what my client told me, Connor would be allegedly working late that day.  Perhaps he was telling the truth.  Then again, that was a pretty common cover story.  I would get an answer soon enough.  If it turned out that Connor actually was working late every night, this would be a quick and easy case for me.   
 
    That would be fine by me.  I loved easy investigations.  I would still get paid for my time without having to deal with any messy details.  
 
    I was getting a little ahead of myself.  
 
    This case was just beginning.  As I waited for employees to start shuffling out of the building, I scrolled through a couple of photographs of Connor that Amy had provided me with. 
 
    I then put my phone down when I spotted the first wave of employees making their way to the parking lot.   
 
    “All right.  Looks like people are leaving for the day.  Will Connor be in that group?” I said to myself. 
 
    I looked closely at each and every person who left the building.  None of them were Connor. 
 
    When those employees finished walking to their cars, I wondered aloud, “Hmm.  Maybe Connor is working late.” 
 
    It turned out that I had spoken too soon.   
 
    A few minutes later, a number of other employees left the building.  Connor was one of them. 
 
    “So much for working late.” 
 
    At that moment, it became clear that something was up.  He had lied to his fiancé.  The question became, why? 
 
    There were a number of possible explanations.  There was a chance that he really was cheating on her.   
 
    Then again, there were other possible explanations.  Some were pretty basic.  For example, perhaps he had just gotten done with his work earlier than he thought. 
 
    I wasn’t going to draw any conclusions right then. 
 
    At least, I wasn’t planning on it.   
 
    As I watched Connor head out to the parking lot, a new wrinkle in the case developed. 
 
    A woman exited the building directly behind Connor.  She was a pretty brunette.  The brunette was smiling as she began to speak with Connor. 
 
    “This could get interesting,” I said.  “I wonder what they are talking about.  Or where they are headed.” 
 
    Connor and the brunette kept walking and talking as they made their way to the same corner of the parking lot. 
 
    From a distance, it appeared that they were headed to the same car.  I was definitely on high-alert as I watched them. 
 
    A few seconds later, they both stopped beside a green sedan.   
 
    I wondered, would they both get into the sedan? 
 
    That proved to not be the case.  The brunette opened up the driver’s-side door of the vehicle, waved good-bye to Connor, and then hopped into the car. 
 
    Meanwhile, Connor turned around and walked away. 
 
    “Wow.  I didn’t expect that.  Maybe those two are just work friends.” 
 
    Then again, there was a chance that Connor would walk back to his car and end up following the brunette.  Perhaps they would head over to a low-cost motel together.  I had seen a similar scenario play out a number of times in the past during other investigations.   
 
    The next few moments would be very interesting.  I paid close attention to the woman.  Her car pulled out of the parking lot and turned right. 
 
    A few seconds later, Connor walked toward a blue sedan.  He got inside the car and drove to the edge of the parking lot.  From there, he turned left. 
 
    So much for my theory. 
 
    I continued to talk to myself.  “If you’re not going to follow that brunette, then where are you headed?” 
 
    I fired up the ignition of my car and followed Connor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Over the years, I had learned how to tail someone without being spotted.  It involved keeping a safe distance between my vehicle and the person I was following.  A few car lengths of buffer was usually sufficient.  
 
    When I had spoken with Amy earlier, she had given me her home address as well as Connor’s address.  Amy lived at 185 McGovern Trail.  Connor resided at 824 Tilden Drive.  A large part of me hoped that Connor would head home.  Or that he’d go over to Amy’s place.  Perhaps he had left work right then to surprise her.   
 
    For a few moments, Connor’s vehicle actually began to head in the direction of Amy’s house.  I allowed myself to get a little excited.   
 
    When Connor’s car turned right a few blocks before it reached McGovern Trail, I realized that my enthusiasm was a little premature. 
 
    He wasn’t headed to Amy’s place, after all. 
 
    “You’re really making me guess today, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ultimately, Connor’s car came to a stop beside The Majestic Cove Diner.  Connor parked his car, got out, and entered the restaurant. 
 
    I parked across the street from the diner.   
 
    “Are you meeting someone here?  Or are you just hungry for dinner?” I asked. 
 
    Luckily, the diner had plenty of large windows.  I was able to see inside the diner from my car.  
 
    Another fortuitous twist was that a host led Connor to an empty table directly in front of a window.   
 
    I kept my eyes on Connor as I waited for something interesting to happen.  I had so many questions.  Was he meeting someone?  Was he just going to grab a bite to eat alone?  What were his plans for the evening? 
 
    A few minutes ticked by without much to report.   
 
    About five minutes after Connor was seated, a black-haired waitress came by to take Connor’s order.  Judging by their body language, they didn’t seem to know each other at all.  Connor definitely didn’t appear to be flirting with her.  The waitress just scribbled down his order and walked away from the table.  
 
    Connor then started scrolling around on his phone.  That went on for a few minutes.  
 
    The waitress then returned to Connor’s table with a coffee mug.   
 
    Connor thanked the waitress and then took a sip from the mug.  
 
    After that, he looked at his phone again. 
 
    Granted, Connor had only been at the diner for about ten minutes, but it was starting to look like he was just there to grab a bite to eat.  
 
    In a way, that made some sense.  It was dinnertime.  What didn’t quite add up was why he had not invited Amy to join him?  Or why he didn’t just go straight to Amy’s place?  Surely, she would have prepared some food for him.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to get an answer to my questions. 
 
    Shortly after Connor began sipping on his coffee, a redheaded woman entered the diner.  When she reached the host stand, she was led over to Connor’s table.   
 
    The redhead took a seat across from Connor.   
 
    Suddenly, I knew I couldn’t remain in my car any longer.   
 
    “It’s time to take action,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Reading body language was nice and everything, but there was only so much information that I could get from that.  The rare exceptions were when a fight broke out or when two people started kissing.  
 
    I didn’t expect Connor and the redhead to start kissing.  Not out in the open.     
 
    If Connor was having an affair with this woman, he probably wouldn’t be stupid enough to kiss her in public. 
 
    I needed to know what those two were talking about at that table.   
 
    There was one easy way to do that.  I got out of my car and entered the diner.  When I reached the host stand, I told the goateed employee who greeted me to seat me at a table near Connor’s. 
 
    Suddenly, I would be in a great position to eavesdrop.   
 
    As I sat at my table, I held up a menu in front of me to make it seem like I cared about the food at the diner.   
 
    Really, the only thing I cared about was overhearing Connor’s conversation.  Connor and the redhead were currently just making small talk.   
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me,” the redhead said. 
 
    “Of course, Nancy.  I always have time for you,” Connor replied. 
 
    “So, how’s the wedding planning going?” Nancy asked. 
 
    “I think it’s going pretty well.” 
 
    Nancy chuckled.  “You think?  You mean, you don’t know for sure?” 
 
    “Honestly, Amy is the person to ask about wedding stuff.  She’s doing all of the planning.” 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” Nancy replied.  “Is that her choice or yours?” 
 
    “If she wants my input, I’m happy to give it to her.” 
 
    “But she just hasn’t asked?” 
 
    “Not really.  Which is fine by me.  I have other things going on.” 
 
    “True, but are any of them more important than your nuptials?” 
 
    “That’s a good point.  Either way, it should be a great wedding.” 
 
    “I’m definitely excited for it.  Who doesn’t love a wedding?” 
 
    “My bank account has a few complaints.  But what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Hey, no one ever said that weddings were cheap.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding,” Connor replied.  “But enough about that.  You told me on the phone that you have something important to talk to me about.” 
 
    Nancy grimaced.  “I sure do.” 
 
    “And for some reason, you didn’t want to tell me what it was over the phone.” 
 
    “I was worried that Bill would overhear what I was saying.” 
 
    “I’m confused.  Why would you care about that?” 
 
    Nancy took a deep breath before replying, “There’s no easy way to say this.” 
 
    “Nancy, we’ve been friends for years.  You can tell me.  Now, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Bill and I have been having problems.” 
 
    “Oh.  I didn’t realize that.” 
 
    “That’s because I’ve been trying to keep them under wraps.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve been doing a good job of it.  I had no clue.” 
 
    “Keeping this a secret has taken a lot of energy.  I just can’t keep it inside any longer.” 
 
    “I understand.  So, tell me about it.  What kind of problems are you talking about?” 
 
    “Honestly, it kind of feels like everything is falling apart,” Nancy replied. 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that.  Is it anything specific?  Or a bunch of small things?” 
 
    “If I’m being brutally honest, I’m not sure if Bill even loves me anymore.” 
 
    Connor’s eyes widened.  “Seriously?” 
 
    Nancy reluctantly nodded.   
 
    “That’s terrible,” Connor said. 
 
    “It’s definitely not something you want to find out about your boyfriend.” 
 
    “So wait, did he just come out and tell you that he doesn’t love you anymore?” 
 
    “He’s never said those words.  I’m just getting that vibe from him.” 
 
    “Have you come out and asked him?” 
 
    Nancy shook her head.  “I’ve been too terrified to bring up the subject with him.” 
 
    “Here’s what I don’t get.  Say it is true.  Why is he still with you then?” 
 
    “I have a feeling that he just doesn’t want to be alone.”   
 
    “You could be right.  I mean, we’ll argue about all kinds of things, but he never brings up breaking up.  He just kind of moves on to the next thing.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?  I mean, you have a great relationship with Amy.  I know it probably rarely happens, but if you and your fiancé do disagree, do you ever act emotionless and wait for the subject to change so you can move on?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Exactly my point,” Nancy said.  “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I know you said that it terrifies you, but you really need to talk to him about this.” 
 
    “What if it turns out that I’m right?  What if he really doesn’t love me anymore?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  That would be absolutely awful.” 
 
    “You can say that again.”    
 
    “But you need to know the truth.  Even if it is awful.  At least then you’ll know where you stand.” 
 
    Nancy took a deep breath and replied, “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “I hope you’re wrong about Bill,” Connor said.  “Maybe he’s just acting that way because something else is going on in his life that he hasn’t told you about.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “There’s only one way of knowing for sure.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.”  Nancy became quiet for a moment.  “Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.  What is it?” Connor asked.   
 
    “Don’t tell Amy about this, all right?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Actually, it would be great if you don’t tell anyone about this.  It’s just so embarrassing.” 
 
    “You have nothing to be embarrassed about.  None of this is your fault.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.” 
 
    At that moment, their waitress, Jill, returned to their table. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want more than just the coffee?” Jill asked. 
 
    “No, this is it,” Connor said. 
 
    Jill turned her attention to Nancy.  “How about you?” 
 
    Nancy glanced at Connor and asked, “Don’t you want some food?” 
 
    “Normally, I’d love some.  But I actually have to be going.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Connor nodded.  “There’s somewhere that I need to be.” 
 
    “Are you meeting up with Amy?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, thanks for meeting with me.” 
 
    “No problem.  I hope things work out for you.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    Connor put some money down on the table.  He then got up and walked away.   
 
    Clearly, Nancy didn’t feel like sitting at the table alone.  She got up a few seconds after Connor and also exited the restaurant.     
 
    As Connor and Nancy both left, the waitress came to my table.   
 
    At first, I didn’t notice Jill approaching.  I was too caught up looking outside at Connor.   
 
    Jill pulled my head out of the clouds.  “What can I get for you?”  
 
    I had been in such a daze that Jill’s presence startled me. 
 
    In addition, I had to come up with a quick excuse to explain why I had to leave the restaurant right then.   
 
    I had to follow Connor at all costs.  That was my job.  I couldn’t sit there at the table and order food.   
 
    I grimaced.  “Actually, I need to be going.  I just got a phone call from work.”  
 
    “Okay,” Jill said.  “But before you leave, are you sure you don’t want to order something to-go?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not today.  Sorry.” 
 
    Jill shrugged.  “Suit yourself.” 
 
    I got up from the table and left the diner.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As I reached my sedan, Connor had already gotten into his car and had pulled out of the restaurant’s parking lot.  His sedan was currently moving north on Eldridge Boulevard. 
 
    If I wanted to tail him, I needed to get back into my car in a hurry.  Once I reached my sedan, I hopped into the driver’s seat, fired up the ignition, and made some tracks to catch up with Connor.   
 
    Luckily, Connor wasn’t exactly burning rubber.  It wasn’t too difficult to close the gap.  Within thirty seconds, I was only a few cars behind him. 
 
    The real question became, what was Connor’s next destination?  He told Nancy that he had somewhere to be.  Was that home?  Or elsewhere? 
 
    About fifteen seconds later, Connor turned left onto Wilson Avenue.  He then slowed down as he approached the Majestic Cove Motor Lodge.  Talk about a dingy place.  It seemed like a motel that was built for affairs.  Over the years, I had spent a lot of hours staked out in the parking lot of that place.  That parking lot had become like a mobile office for me.   
 
    If a person was going to cheat on their spouse, this was probably the cheapest place to do it.  The Motor Lodge didn’t technically charge by the hour, but the cost-per-night was the lowest of any place in town.  There was a good reason for that.  The motel offered zero frills.  The accommodations were as basic as possible.  Just a bed, a TV, and a bathroom.   
 
    Personally, I would never stay there.  I couldn’t imagine how many bed bugs were in those rooms.  Also, I wasn’t in a relationship.  But if I was, I would definitely never cheat on my significant other. 
 
    This situation wasn’t about me, however.  It was about Connor.  Did a romantic rendezvous await him at the motel?  I was curious to find out.   
 
    I began speaking to myself again.  “Are you meeting up with someone here?” 
 
    That certainly seemed likely. 
 
    Imagine my surprise then when he didn’t actually turn into the parking lot of the motel.  Instead, it turned out he was slowing down so he could pull up to a pump at the gas station that was located next to the motor lodge.     
 
    “Wow.  I’m really jumping the gun today.  I’m also coming to a bunch of incorrect conclusions.  Am I off my game or what?” 
 
    I parked on the street across from the gas station as Connor pumped his gas.   
 
    A thought popped into my mind as he finished up.   
 
    I scratched my chin and said to myself, “He could just be filling up his tank before heading over to the motel.” 
 
    It was a decent theory, but it turned out not to be true.  When Connor left the gas station, he continued down Wilson Avenue, leaving the motor lodge in his rearview mirror.   
 
    How odd. 
 
    Usually, cases didn’t shake out this way.  There weren’t typically quite so many starts and stops.  Most often, the subject went to one location after work.  Or on their lunch break.  Then I would stakeout in front of that place and get the information I was looking for.   
 
    Connor had really thrown me for a loop.  And he wasn’t even done yet.  Right then, I had no clue if Connor was cheating on Amy or not. 
 
    I got a little antsy as I followed Connor.    
 
    “You’ve certainly had a busy day,” I said.  “Where to now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I got an answer. 
 
    Connor’s car turned right onto Tilden Lane.  It was safe to assume that he was headed home.  After all, he did live on this street.   
 
    As he pulled into the driveway of his mid-century home, I paid close attention to the front door.  Part of me was expecting a woman to be standing there, waiting for him.   
 
    That wasn’t the case.   
 
    Connor’s car parked in the driveway.  Connor then got out of his vehicle, went up his walkway, and entered his house.  As he closed the door behind himself, a look of confusion came to my face.   
 
    “Hmm.  If you were just going to go home, then why did you tell Nancy that you had somewhere to be?” I asked. 
 
    Something about this situation didn’t quite add up.  I felt like I was staring at a nearly completed puzzle that happened to be missing a piece.   
 
    A new theory came to me.   
 
    “Maybe you just got tired of talking to Nancy and felt like heading home.” 
 
    With Connor back inside his house, I set up shop on the street a few houses away.  It would be too obvious if I parked directly across from his home.   
 
    At that point, there was no telling how long Connor would remain inside his place.  He could stay there overnight.  I might not see him again until morning.  Then again, perhaps he had just briefly stopped at home to get changed.  Or to pick up something.  The next few hours could be very interesting.   
 
    This was a lot more reminiscent of my typical experience during a case.  I would sit outside of a location, unsure of what would happen next.  This could go on for hours.  Or I could end up staked out there in a number of shifts over the course of a few days.  There was no way of telling.   
 
    That level of mystery just happened to come with the territory.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    One of the worst parts of the job were the stakeouts.  Notice how I said one of the worst, and not the absolute worst.  That dubious distinction went to the act of being chased by an irate subject.  It had only happened a couple of times, but they were both terrifying.   
 
    The first time, I was staked out in front of a low-rent motel.  I had just taken a photo of an unfaithful husband for one of my clients.  Unfortunately, I was also spotted in the process.  Once Malcolm Tilden spotted the camera in my hand, he blew his top.  He immediately ran over to my car and looked like he wanted to strangle me.  If I wasn’t so quick to fire up the ignition of my car and speed away from the scene, Malcolm might have attacked me.   
 
    What a disaster that would have been.  Malcolm wasn’t messing around.  I saw a fire in his eyes as he barreled toward me.  He knew exactly what was at stake.  If I showed my client the pictures I had taken, it would be the end of his marriage.   
 
    Luckily, I escaped by the skin of my teeth. 
 
    After that experience, I briefly questioned my career choice.  Things could have gone much worse.  Especially if Malcolm had a weapon on him.  Or if he was a little bit faster on his feet.  I was so glad that neither of those things happened to be true.   
 
    When I trained to become an investigator, I was warned about the potential dangers of the job.  I had heard a bunch of horror stories.  I knew that something terrible could possibly happen to me.  At the same time, I also realized that those awful experiences were incredibly infrequent.   
 
    For example, Leonard McKay, the investigator that I trained with, had been on the job for over thirty years at the time, and he’d only felt threatened on a handful of occasions.  Most of his stories were second or even third hand.   
 
    As it was, I had been on the job for over three years before Malcolm Tilden chased me.  Even so, I still came away from the experience completely shaken. 
 
    Ultimately, it took me the better part of a week to make a decision about my future.   I told myself there were drawbacks to every profession.  Besides, I happened to be really good at this.   
 
    That said, while I decided to stay the course and remain an investigator, I definitely kept my eyes peeled more than ever after that. 
 
    Given all that, you’d think that I would be more prepared the second time I got chased by a subject.  Guess what?  It was still a terrifying experience for me.   
 
    If something like that did ever happen again, I had a feeling that it would terrify me as well.  In my experience, there were some things in life that you could never truly get used to.  Danger was one of them.  
 
    Never mind the fact that I had self-defense training.  Or that I also carried a can of pepper spray in my purse.  I was definitely prepared for trouble.  But just because I knew how to handle myself didn’t mean that I craved danger.  In fact, the opposite was true.  If it was up to me, I would never need to use that can of pepper spray for the rest of my life.   
 
    It would be great if every case went smoothly.  Deep down, I knew that was a pipe dream.  But I could still pray for the best.  
 
    Those rare exceptions aside, stakeouts were normally a boring activity.  They were a test of my patience.  I could sit in my car for hours without anything to show for my efforts.  Actually, scratch that.  On rare occasions, I would spend multiple shifts sitting in my car over the course of a few days and come away with nothing.  That was brutal.  I wasn’t the most patient person in the world to begin with.  Although, ever since I had become an investigator, I had developed more patience.  Mostly out of necessity.   
 
    While I sat there, deep in thought, my phone rang.    
 
    I grabbed my phone and checked the caller identification screen.  I saw my mother’s name listed.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I loved my mother dearly, but she had the tendency to be very long-winded.  Andrea Clue didn’t seem to know the meaning of the term brevity.  Or, she just had no interest in it. 
 
    After three rings, the call went to voice mail.  I figured that my mom would just leave a message that I would listen to later. 
 
    That didn’t happen.   
 
    Instead, my phone rang again.  After glancing at my phone, I saw my mother’s name listed again.   
 
    Wow.  It wasn’t like her to call twice in a row like this.  What was going on?  Was she in trouble?  Was there some kind of an emergency? 
 
    Suddenly, I had to know for sure.  I couldn’t take any chances.  What if this was serious and I didn’t answer the phone? 
 
    I whispered a quick prayer to myself.  “Please don’t be an emergency.  Please be okay.” 
 
    I knew I was jumping ahead to the worst-case scenario, but if something happened to my mother, I would never be the same again.  
 
    There had already been enough tragedy in my life.  Four years ago, I had lost my father.  I would never forget the moment that my life changed forever.   
 
    I was on a stakeout, much like this one, when I received a call from my mother.  When I picked up the phone, she had some terrible news for me.  According to my mother, she had just sat down at the kitchen table to have dinner with my father when he had a heart attack right in front of her.  Apparently, it all happened incredibly fast.  My mother called 9-1-1 immediately. 
 
    Since we lived in a relatively small town, paramedics arrived at the scene less than ten minutes later.  Despite how quickly they sped over to my parents’ house, it didn’t matter.  It was already too late.  By the time they got there, my father was already dead.   
 
    As devastating as my father’s death was for me to deal with, it was infinitely worse for my mother.  After all, they had been together for over forty years.  They had built a life together.  Then, in one instant, everything changed.   
 
    For it to all happen right in front of her, and for her to be completely helpless to stop it, only made matters worse.  I felt so bad for my poor mother.   
 
    These days, when I was on a stakeout and I received a call from my mother, the call would trigger some awful memories.  How could it not?  I tried not to linger on the past for too long, but sometimes I felt like I was powerless to stop it.   
 
    One of the things that really got to me was the fact that I never got a chance to say good-bye to my dad.  Sure, in the months leading up to his death, every time I saw him, I told him that I loved him, but I still would have liked to say some final words to him before he passed away.   
 
    Unfortunately, that wasn’t the way things played out.  On the flip side, at least we had not gotten into an argument the last time that I spoke with him.  In fact, our last conversation had been a pleasant one.  We spent a lot of our discussion joking around.  Then, at the end, we briefly talked about grabbing a donut later that week at his favorite bakery in town.  He had abstained from indulging in donuts for a while for health reasons, but he felt like he’d earned a treat. 
 
    As for my mother and I, we had always been close.  After my father’s sudden passing, our bond become tighter.  We were all that we had left.  
 
    So, if something was wrong with my mother right then, I would lose it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hit the accept button on my phone and took the call.  “Mom, is everything all right?” 
 
    “Have you heard the news?” my mother replied. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Scott Webster is back in town.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” 
 
    “Why do you sound so nonchalant?  You haven’t seen him in four years.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “And now here he is, back in Majestic Cove—” 
 
    “Mom, I hate to cut you off, but is this the only reason that you called me?” 
 
    “I thought you’d want to hear the news.  This is a big deal.” 
 
    “You could have left a message.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?  I want to talk to you about this.” 
 
    “Before we continue, I just want to be sure of something.  You’re not experiencing an emergency of some sort, are you?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “It’s just that I’m in the middle of a case.” 
 
    “Oh.  I didn’t realize that.  Are you chasing someone down?” 
 
    “I’m doing a stakeout.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s talk.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Mom, you’re incredible.  I told you, I’m conducting a stakeout.” 
 
    “I know how stakeouts work.  They can feature long periods of inactivity.” 
 
    “You got me there,” I replied.  “I’ll tell you what.  As long as we keep this conversation brief, I’ll stay on the phone with you.  But if anything happens related to my stakeout, I’m going to have to hang up the phone right away.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” my mother said.  “Do you know why Scott’s back?” 
 
    “I thought you would tell me,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know what he’s doing here.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “Of course, I do.  I thought you were the engine that drove the rumor mill in this town.” 
 
    “I do have my limits.” 
 
    “That’s news to me.” 
 
    Just then, a car pulled into Connor’s driveway.  
 
    My eyes widened.  “Mom, I have to go.” 
 
    “All right.  Take care of yourself.” 
 
    I hung up my phone and grabbed my camera.   
 
    I was incredibly interested in seeing who was inside that car.  It definitely wasn’t Amy.  She didn’t drive a white car. 
 
    After the car came to a stop, a blond woman got out of the vehicle.  The woman headed up Connor’s driveway and approached his front door. 
 
    A few seconds after the woman rang the doorbell, Connor swung open his front door. 
 
    He immediately gave the woman a big smile.   
 
    That wasn’t all.   
 
    Connor also gave the woman a quick kiss on the lips.   
 
    I didn’t hesitate to snap a photo of that. 
 
    Granted, it wasn’t a deep kiss, but their lips did press together.  There was a chance that it was a friendly greeting, but it wasn’t likely.  Connor didn’t give Nancy a quick kiss at the restaurant.   
 
    Before I came to any definitive conclusions, I would need more information.  I couldn’t return to Amy with just this.   
 
    After their quick kiss, Connor invited the woman inside his house.  Once the woman entered his foyer, Connor closed his front door.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This was where the dirty part of my job came into play.  If I just sat in my car and waited for more things to happen out in the open, I could miss out on the juiciest details.  In order to find out the truth about Connor and this blond woman, I had to get creative.   
 
    I got out of my car and crept up to Connor’s house.  Thankfully, I had the cover of night on my side.  Otherwise, it would have been a very risky move for me to sneak around like this out in the open.   
 
    Since it was dark out, and I was wearing all black clothes, I was able to avoid drawing attention to myself.  When I reached the front of Connor’s house, I kneeled down in front of his living room window.  His blinds were shut about halfway.   
 
    I had my camera by my side as well as my phone.  To not give myself away, I put my phone on vibrate.  The good thing about my phone was that it had a built-in microphone.  I began to record the conversation that I overheard. 
 
    Although, to be honest, Connor and the blond woman weren’t exactly having a very stimulating conversation.  They were mostly making small talk as they both drank a glass of wine. 
 
    Even though things started off slow, they ended up heating up rather quickly.  Once they had both finished their wine, Connor took the woman’s hand.   
 
    “Betsy, what do you say we head back to the bedroom?” Connor asked. 
 
    “I’d love to,” Betsy replied. 
 
    Connor and Betsy then disappeared down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to miss out, I moved around to the side of Connor’s house.  I ended up kneeling down right below Connor’s bedroom window. 
 
    Just like in the living room, his blinds were only half closed.  That was great news for me.  It meant that I could take a bunch of relatively unobstructed photos.  In addition, I also continued to record audio on my phone. 
 
    And let me tell you, I ended up getting some definitive evidence that confirmed all of Amy’s worst fears.  I will spare you the graphic details, but suffice it to say, by the end of the evening, there was no longer any doubt about whether Connor was cheating on his fiancé.  He absolutely was.  I had the photos and audio to prove it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The next day, I called Amy into my office.  She looked really jittery as she took a seat across from my desk. 
 
    “Thank you for coming in,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Amy replied.  “Although, I didn’t expect to hear back from you so soon.” 
 
    “That was a pretty unexpected twist for me too.  But what can I say?  I already have an update for you.” 
 
    “You really do work fast.” 
 
    “Trust me.  These quick results have nothing to do with me and everything to do with Connor.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I’m surprised that you called me all the way in here.  I just figured you’d tell me everything over the phone.” 
 
    “Amy, this isn’t the kind of thing that is suited for a phone conversation.” 
 
    “How come?  Is it bad news?” 
 
    “There really isn’t an easy way to reveal this to you.”  I handed her a large folder.  “So, just open this up and see for yourself.” 
 
    Amy opened the folder.  Inside were a number of photographs that I had taken the night before.   
 
    I expected her jaw to drop as she flipped through them.  After all, a number of them were really graphic.  Not to mention, each and every one of them featured an image of her fiancé in some compromising positions with another woman. 
 
    Rather than recoiling and tossing the folder aside or completely freaking out, Amy just kind of sat there quietly.   
 
    Even though she didn’t say a word, I could tell that her emotions were raging inside of her.   
 
    I gave her some time to process what she had just seen.  She could take as long as she needed.  After all, this was devastating news.   
 
    Finally, she closed the folder and placed it back on my desk.  
 
    She still didn’t open her mouth to reply, however.   
 
    At that point, I decided to break the silence. 
 
    “I know that isn’t what you wanted to see.  It wasn’t very pleasant for me to see either,” I said. 
 
    “I can imagine,” Amy replied. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.  It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “No, but I’m still very sorry.”  
 
    “You’re not the only one.  Even though I had my suspicions about Connor, I thought there was a chance that I was just being paranoid.  I guess I wasn’t.” 
 
    “What a terrible time to be right.” 
 
    She winced.  “What a terrible time, in general.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do now?” I asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  I’m going to give him a piece of my mind,” Amy said.  “Then I’m going to break things off with him.” 
 
    “Talk about a lousy afternoon that you have ahead of you.” 
 
    “I have a feeling that I might have a number of bad days ahead of me.  But there’s no avoiding that.” 
 
    “At the moment, no.  Talk about a mess.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  It’s crazy to think that my entire life just changed in the span of twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Do you regret coming to me?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.”   
 
    My eyebrows rose.  “Really?” 
 
    “At least now I know the truth.  Even though it is heartbreaking.  It’s better than building a life with him that was built on a lie.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point.” 
 
    “What I regret is giving my heart to someone who would betray me this way.  What a scumbag Connor is.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “I’m going to let him have it.” 
 
    “Good.  Let it all out.” 
 
    “Trust me.  He is about to get an earful.”  Amy got up from her chair.  She pulled out her wallet.  “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    I grabbed an envelope from inside my desk and handed it to her.  
 
    “Here’s an invoice,” I said. 
 
    Amy took the envelope and placed it in her purse. 
 
    “Anyway, I wish you the best of luck going forward.  I hope you’re able to find someone who is worthy of your love.” 
 
    “Maybe at some point in the future that will happen,” Amy said.  “Right now, I just want to unload on Connor.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said.  “At the same time, be sure to take care of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Once Amy left my office, I got up from my desk and decided to stretch my legs.  I headed over to the reception area.  My coworker, Lisa, knew that my conversation with Amy would be emotional.  Lisa had been in my position plenty of times over the years.  Despite all of our combined experience in the investigative world, discussions with heartbroken clients never got easier to stomach.   
 
    That was why Lisa approached me and looked at me with sympathy in her eyes.     
 
    “That was a tough one, huh?” Lisa said. 
 
    I let out a groan.  “It was definitely a rough conversation.” 
 
    “It seemed like she handled the news pretty well.  I didn’t hear her throwing any furniture around.” 
 
    “She actually remained pretty calm, relatively speaking.  I have a feeling that she was saving most of her energy for when she confronts Connor.” 
 
    “What a fireworks show that might be.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I’ll say this.  I would definitely not want to be Connor right now.” 
 
    “No way.  He’s in some serious trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble of his own making,” I said.  “I feel so sorry for Amy.  A few days ago, she was busy planning her wedding.  And now she’s going to have to find a way to pick up the pieces of her broken life.”     
 
    “Yeah.  What a poor woman,” Lisa said. 
 
    The conversation fell silent for a moment.  
 
    Lisa decided to change the subject.  “It really makes you wish that your next case would be a heartwarming one, doesn’t it?  Like reuniting long-lost family members.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t even want to think about what my next case might be.  I just want to take a break,” I said. 
 
    “A cookie break?” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Look at you, jumping to crazy conclusions.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me I’m wrong?  Because it turns out that I know you pretty well.” 
 
    I held up my hand.  “Actually, I’m not getting a craving for cookies at the moment.” 
 
    Lisa put her hands on her hips.  “Is that so?” 
 
    “I’m in the mood for a full-on chocolate binge.  Truffles had better watch out.” 
 
    “I guess so.  You look like you’re not messing around.” 
 
    “I never mess around when it comes to treats.”   
 
    “Do you mind if I join you?” Lisa asked.  “I’m having a craving of my own.” 
 
    “Let’s go raid the bakery,” I said. 
 
    Just as Lisa and I began to walk toward the exit, my phone rang.   
 
    Instinctively, I grabbed my phone to check who was calling.  There was always a slight chance that the call was an emergency.   
 
    As I looked at the caller identification screen, I saw Scott Webster’s number listed.   
 
    I had been so busy that I had forgotten about the message that I’d left on his voice mail.   
 
    I was fascinated to hear what he had to say. 
 
    I stepped aside to take the call. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    When I answered the phone, Scott and I started to make a little bit of small talk.  From there, he asked if I could meet him at Majestic Cove Bakery.  Talk about some interesting timing.  I was just about to head over there. 
 
    I told Scott that I would be over there shortly.   
 
    When I arrived at the bakery, Scott was seated at a table.  There was a donut in front of him. 
 
    Scott looked a little different than the last time I had seen him.  He was still a tall man with a round face.  He still had short brown hair and hazel eyes.  He was also still in great shape. 
 
    The biggest difference was the look on his face.  Like me, he was in his late thirties.  Unlike me, he looked incredibly weary.  He used to have this spark to him.  I didn’t see it when I glanced at him that afternoon. 
 
    When Scott spotted me, he gave me a smile.   
 
    “You sure made it here in a hurry.  Is that because you were excited to see me?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Scott, you know how small of a town this is.  Traffic doesn’t really exist here,” I replied.  
 
    “You’ve got me there.” 
 
    I leaned in and gave him a hug.  “I’m also really happy to see you.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you too.” 
 
    “On the way over here, I was actually wondering why it took you so long to call me back.” 
 
    “It has only been about twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “I know, but you used to answer messages almost right after you got them.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Too busy to let me know that you were even coming back into town, apparently,” I said.  “I mean, I had to hear the news from Kristina.” 
 
    “How did Kristina know?” 
 
    “One of her customers spotted you the other day and passed the news on to Kristina.” 
 
    “This town sure loves to gossip, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Of course, it does.  That’s never going to change.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “I actually had a number of people gossip to me that you were back.  There’s a lot of buzz surrounding your return to town.  Not to mention, a fair amount of mystery.” 
 
    “I wish you were kidding, but I know you’re not.” 
 
    “You know how small town life is.” 
 
    He nodded.  “I sure do.” 
 
    “Speaking of mysteries, would you mind clearing up a few for me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Are you only back in town for a few days?  Or are you planning on staying a while?” 
 
    “I’m back in town for good.” 
 
    As an investigator, it usually took a lot to surprise me, but Scott’s statement made my jaw drop. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I replied. 
 
    He nodded.  “I just transferred to the Majestic Cove Police Department.  I’m their new lead detective.” 
 
    “Wow.  I never thought I’d hear those words coming out of your mouth.” 
 
    That was especially true given the circumstances surrounding Scott’s departure from town a few years ago. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t,” he replied.   
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m happy to hear it,” I said.  “It’ll be really nice having you back in town full-time.  I’ve really missed seeing you these last few years.” 
 
    “I’ve missed having you in my life too.  I also regret not staying in touch better.” 
 
    “Hey, we’ve both been really busy, right?” 
 
    He nodded.  “And a lot has happened.” 
 
    “It sounds like we have a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
    “We certainly do.  I can’t wait to do it.” 
 
    In a wild twist of timing, just as Scott finished speaking, he got a call on his police radio.   
 
    “Sorry.  I have to take this,” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    Scott stepped away from the table to take the call in private.   
 
    While I waited for him to return, I thought about the bombshell that had just been dropped.  Scott was back in town—for good.  That was incredible.  
 
    A few seconds later, Scott walked back over to the table.   
 
    “I hate to run out on you like this, but I have to go.  I’m needed.  It’s important police business.” 
 
    “I understand.  We’ll finish this conversation later,” I said. 
 
    He gave me another smile.  “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    Scott then grabbed his donut and exited the bakery. 
 
    As Scott dashed over, my head drifted into the clouds.  What a stunning turn of events.  Right then, I had no idea what the future had in store for me, but I was excited to find out. 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pretzels, Problems, and Peril 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    So much for a quiet night of relaxing in front of the TV.  A few minutes ago, I had taken a seat on my couch, ready to eat the soft pretzel that I had just finishing warming up in the oven.   
 
    It had been a stressful week for me and I wanted a little bit of a treat.  I love salted pretzels.  I was also a big fan of the cheesy dipping sauce that came with soft pretzels.  
 
    After I plopped down on the couch, I turned on the TV, fully expecting to watch some baking show, or a reality competition program.  Something that was entertaining, but not too mentally taxing.  As a private investigator, I dealt with enough stress during the day.  Some days, when I returned home from work, I felt like my brain was completely fried.  That was why I craved light-hearted entertainment in the evening.   
 
    Unfortunately, when I turned on the television that evening, there was some breaking news.  It wasn’t some national news story either, or a story that had no effect on my life.  This was a local story.  Filled with the kinds of details that I couldn’t ignore.   
 
    To start, the news reporter was stationed across the street from a mid-century modern home that I recognized.  That home was owned by Connor Taggart.  Right then, my focus wasn’t so much on the house, but rather the yellow police tape that was blocking off his front yard.  The tape wasn’t the only striking image I saw.  
 
    There was also a police car visible onscreen.  Not to mention a coroner’s van.  What a terrible scene.   
 
    Brooke Gladstone, the TV reporter, walked over to one of the law enforcement officers to try and get an interview. 
 
    She went straight to Detective Scott Webster.  Scott was an old friend of mine.  Despite knowing him for most of my life, I had never seen him on TV before.  Talk about some terrible circumstances for his first television appearance.   
 
    It had actually been quite a strange few days for him.  He had just moved back to Majestic Cove after living in San Francisco for a number of years.  He was trying to settle into a routine.  Then this happened. 
 
    Scott probably expected his first few days on the job to go a little differently.  After all, Majestic Cove was a relatively small town.  There were only about twenty-five thousand full-time residents.  It was also generally known as a safe place.  At least, in comparison to a big city like San Francisco.  Yet, there Scott was, at a crime scene. 
 
    “Detective, can I get a statement from you?” Brooke asked. 
 
    “There isn’t much I can tell you right now,” Scott said.  “My plan is to hold a press conference tomorrow when I have more details.” 
 
    “I understand.  I just have a few quick questions for you.” 
 
    Scott folded his arms and took a deep breath.  “All right.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Is it true that a homicide took place here?” 
 
    “That is the current theory.” 
 
    “Can you share the name of the victim?” 
 
    Scott shook his head.  “Not at this time.” 
 
    “Do you have a suspect in custody?” 
 
    “Not currently,” Scott replied.  “Anyway, I have an investigation to conduct.  Please excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Brooke continued with her news report, but I was in too much shock to pay close attention to what she was saying. 
 
    I stood in front of my TV with my mouth hanging open.  I just couldn’t believe what was happening. 
 
    The detective had tried to keep his answers as general as possible, but I could read between the lines.  A murder had taken place at Connor’s house.  Most likely, the victim was Connor.  Currently, there were no suspects in custody.  That meant the killer was roaming the streets.  It was a terrifying situation.  No wonder Scott didn’t want to give specifics.  Details could lead to people panicking. 
 
    Granted, murder wasn’t completely foreign to this town.  A few homicides had taken place in the thirty-six years that I had lived here.  They were pretty uncommon, however.  Rare enough that it made me do a double-take when I heard about it. 
 
    I probably would have sat in front of the TV with my mouth hanging open for a while longer, but my phone rang.   
 
    When I looked over and checked the caller identification screen on my phone, I saw Lisa Williamson’s name listed.  Lisa was a co-worker of mine at the investigation agency where I worked. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    “Can you believe this?” Lisa asked.   
 
    “No.  It’s insane.” 
 
    “It’s pretty crazy to think that you were staked out in front of that house a few nights ago, isn’t it?” 
 
    Earlier in the week, I had been hired to investigate Connor.  His fiancé, Amy Dearborn, had suspicions that he was cheating on her.  Actually, make that his ex-fiancé.  When I uncovered evidence that Connor had been unfaithful, Amy broke off their engagement.  
 
    “A lot of things about this situation are completely nuts,” I said. 
 
    “I agree, but it’s especially wild that a murder would take place at Connor’s house shortly after you just finished wrapping up a case involving him,” Lisa said. 
 
    “It definitely cuts a little too close to the bone.” 
 
    “At a time like this, I can’t help but think about Amy.  You don’t think she had anything to do with this, do you?” 
 
    “I have no answers for you.  I’m still trying to process what I just saw on the news.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I have a bad feeling about your former client.” 
 
    “Your instincts are acting up on you, huh?” 
 
    “They sure are.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “You know how spot-on my gut usually is.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  You have great instincts.” 
 
    “So do you.  What’s your gut telling you right now?” 
 
    “Not much of anything.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I don’t have a good read on things.  I need more information first.” 
 
    “That’s fair enough.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that fair is the last way to describe this situation.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I will say this, though.  I hope Amy has a rock-solid alibi, because the police are definitely going to suspect her.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “I keep thinking about what she told you after you revealed that her fiancé was cheating on her.” 
 
    “You mean, how she was going to give him a piece of her mind?” 
 
    “Exactly.  What if things got a lot more heated than she thought they would?  What if they got out of hand?  What if she took extreme measures?” 
 
    “You’re really doing a lot of speculating now.” 
 
    “Aren’t you doing the same?” 
 
    “I’m trying not to.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I hope Amy is innocent.  She seemed like a sweet woman.” 
 
    “She was.” 
 
    “But as a private investigator, I can’t help but have suspicions about her.  She definitely had a motive for wanting Connor dead.  The question becomes, did she have the means and the opportunity?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It should be interesting to see what the detective has to say about this.” 
 
    “Knowing Scott, he probably isn’t going to say much.  He generally doesn’t like to discuss details when it comes to an ongoing investigation.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him.  It’s hard enough solving a murder even when a bunch of details don’t get released to the public.” 
 
    “I wonder if he knows about Betsy.  Or Nancy.  Or that woman from Connor’s work.  Come to think of it, there’s a number of people that Scott is going to want to talk to during his investigation.” 
 
    “There sure is.” 
 
    “I’ll call him tomorrow.  I’m pretty sure he has his hands full right now.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  There’s no busier time than at the beginning of a case.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, until Scott interviews Betsy or Nancy, I’m going to reserve any judgment about Amy.” 
 
    “That’s your call.  I’ll just say this.  You know just as well as I do that when Amy left your office, she wanted to chew Connor out.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “You also know what people are capable of when they are pushed to the brink.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “So, even though neither one of us knows what really happened, you have to admit, things don’t look good for Amy right now.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and replied, “They sure don’t.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The next day, discussions about the murder were unavoidable.  Everyone had an opinion.  Then again, in a place like Majestic Cove, the residents had an opinion about almost everything.  That was just life in a small town.  Still, I was used to the gossip being about the town alcoholic.  Or who was having relationship problems.  Not something crazy like a murder.  Yet, one had taken place.  And it was turning this town upside down. 
 
    Considering how much conversation there was about the news report, it was surprising how few details were publicly available.  There was plenty of speculation to go around, however.  Gossip could often be really dangerous.  Or misleading.  I just wanted the facts.  Unfortunately, I knew I wouldn’t get them at Majestic Cove Bakery.  That said, one thing I would get at the bakery was a tasty breakfast.   
 
    I sure needed one.  It had the makings of a long day.  When I saw my good friend, Kristina Fowler, standing behind the counter, it appeared that it had already been a very busy morning for her.   
 
    Thankfully, it wasn’t terribly busy when I arrived at the bakery.  I hated long lines.  I also wanted to be able to chat with my dear friend.   
 
    “What a crazy day, huh?” Kristina said.  
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  Although, last night was a lot wilder.”   
 
    “By the way, how are you holding up?”  
 
    Confusion filled my face.  “Me?  I’m fine.  Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “You know, because of the case.” 
 
    “But that case has nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Not directly.  It’s more that people in this town are scared.  I figured that you would be too.” 
 
    “I don’t think you and I have anything to be scared of.” 
 
    “Really?  Because I’m terrified.” 
 
    “Of what?”   
 
    “There’s a killer on the loose.” 
 
    “True.  But from the news report, there’s no indication that we’re dealing with a serial killer.  Or that the general public has a reason to be panicked.” 
 
    “You’re really not scared then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same for myself, but I hate the idea that a murderer is on the loose in our town.  There’s no telling what they might do next.” 
 
    “If I had to guess, they’ll probably try to hide.  To keep a low profile.  To not draw attention to themselves.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Generally speaking, that’s exactly what happens.  It’s rare for a killer to strike twice.” 
 
    Kristina put her hand up.  “But not impossible.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “After all, we’re talking about a crazy person here.  And maniacs are known for doing wildly unpredictable things.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’m going to do a lot of looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re overreacting, but there’s a chance that you aren’t.  Besides, it doesn’t hurt to be careful.” 
 
    “Those are my feelings exactly.”  Kristina grimaced.  “I hope Scott solves this case in a hurry.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “You know what would really be great?  If a murder didn’t take place in our town in the first place.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “I mean, this is an idyllic little small town.  Murders aren't supposed to happen here.  It’s supposed to be peaceful.  And relaxing.”   
 
    I looked off into the distance.  “Wouldn't that be nice?”  
 
    “It sure would.”   
 
    I winced.  “I wouldn’t count on it, though.” 
 
    “Melody, why did you have to say that?” 
 
    “As nice as it is to let my head drift into the clouds, I think it’s important to be realistic.” 
 
    “I’d call that pessimistic.” 
 
    “Kristina, I’m just being honest.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to try to remain optimistic.  Ever since I saw the news story last night, I’ve been doing some serious praying that the police are going to find the killer sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I hope your prayer is answered.” 
 
    “Haven’t you been praying too?” 
 
    “Of course, I have.” 
 
    “Good.  Right now, this town can use all of the help that it can get.” 
 
    I stared deep into Kristina’s eyes.  “Wow.  You’re even more rattled than I thought you’d be.” 
 
    “Melody, I know you’re a private investigator, but I’m just a baker.  I’m not built for situations like this.  I hate danger.” 
 
    “I don’t like danger either,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe not, but it doesn’t scare you quite as much.” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    She corrected me.  “Definitely not.  For example, you know that I try not to eat on the job, but things have been so stressful this morning that I’ve already eaten two chocolate chip muffins.” 
 
    “You aren’t messing around.” 
 
    “Nope.  Now, I realize that two might have been a little excessive—” 
 
    I clarified my statement.  “I was just talking about the chocolate chip part.  It’s not like you to eat chocolate so early in the morning.” 
 
    “I realize that it’s a dangerous precedent.” 
 
    “It sure is.  What if you start getting a taste for chocolate every morning?  Where do you go from there?  Chocolate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner?” I joked. 
 
    Kristina chuckled.  “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “I thought that would make you laugh.” 
 
    “Thanks for the zinger.  I definitely needed a good laugh.” 
 
    “In that case, I wish I had another joke handy.” 
 
    “If you think of one, feel free to text me.  I have a feeling that by the end of the day, humor will come in more handy than ever.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, if I’m going to get through the day, I’m going to need something really tasty.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right place.  What can I get for you?” 
 
    I stared at the display case.  “That’s a tough decision.” 
 
    “How about the usual?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it says about me that I come here enough to have a usual order.” 
 
    “It says that you’re a great friend.  And that you have quite a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Correct on both accounts.” 
 
    Kristina grabbed a croissant from the display case and bagged it up for me.  “Here,” she said.  “Enjoy.” 
 
    “How could I not enjoy a croissant?  Especially when you make them so tasty.” 
 
    “You always know how to bring a smile to my face.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest.  No one makes croissants like you.” 
 
    “Thanks for making me feel special.” 
 
    I took a bite of the croissant.  “Wow, this is really something.  You’ve outdone yourself.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The work life of a private investigator was filled with a number of quirks and curiosities.  I didn’t have a set schedule.  It wasn’t some nine-to-five deal.  I often ended up working nights.   
 
    In addition, even though I would have liked to have a steady flow of cases, that wasn’t always how things played out.  Sometimes, there would be a gap between clients. 
 
    Given how erratic my schedule could potentially become if I let it, I always attempted to bring a sense of normalcy back to my line of work.  I liked checking in at the office.  Even if it was just for a few minutes.   
 
    That particular morning, I didn’t happen to be working on a case.  Since I was between clients, I assumed that it would be a slow day. 
 
    I was dead wrong.   
 
    When I arrived at my office, my co-worker, Lisa, was already there.  And she was devoting all of her attention to a TV that was in front of her.   
 
    She was watching a press conference that Detective Scott Webster was giving.  As Scott stood at a podium, he still didn’t go into a great deal of detail.  He provided mostly basic information.  The detective did identify Connor as the victim, though.  He also mentioned that there were a number of possible suspects.   
 
    In addition, he made it clear that since this was an ongoing investigation, there were some aspects of the case that he could not discuss with the media or the public.   
 
    At the end of the press conference, he made a plea to the public.  Apparently, if anyone had information that might lead to the arrest of the killer, they should call the police department’s tip line. 
 
    When the conference was over, Lisa turned off the TV.   
 
    Normally, at that point, we would both get right back to work.  However, neither of us had any cases to keep us busy.  So, we just ended up sitting at our desks, thinking about this crazy turn of events that had turned our hometown upside down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, I got a visitor in my office.  Much to my surprise, it was Scott. 
 
    “Look who it is,” I said.  “We were just watching you on TV earlier.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Scott replied. 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” 
 
    “I figured you’d be busy doing some work.” 
 
    “It’s a slow day…for us.  For you, I imagine it’s just the opposite.” 
 
    “It was been quite a day already.  And it’s still just the morning.” 
 
    “I imagine you have your hands full.” 
 
    “This case is definitely keeping me busy.” 
 
    “Which makes me wonder why you had time to stop by here.  Shouldn’t you be out interviewing suspects?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I will be doing a lot of that later.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you doing that right now?  I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s nice to see you again, but I can’t help but think that there are better uses of your time than making small talk with me.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to make small talk.” 
 
    “Why did you come here then?” 
 
    “I have a sensitive topic to discuss with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m actually here on official police business.” 
 
    “Now I’m more confused than ever.  Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” 
 
    “It is my understanding that Amy Dearborn hired you the other day,” Scott said.  “Is that right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “In that case, I need to ask you some questions about the work that you did for Ms. Dearborn.” 
 
    “Scott, is she a suspect in Connor’s murder?” 
 
    “Why don’t you let me get to my questions?” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you didn’t just answer me.  It was a pretty simple question.” 
 
    “Please don’t make this any more difficult than it already is.” 
 
    “All right.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Why did she hire you?” 
 
    “She had suspicions that her fiancé was cheating on her.” 
 
    “Were her suspicions correct?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Connor was fooling around on her.” 
 
    “Do you know who her fiancé was cheating with?” 
 
    “Her name is Betsy Lafferty.” 
 
    Scott pulled out a notepad and scribbled Betsy’s name down.   
 
    “Thank you for that.  I will definitely be paying her a visit,” Scott said.  “Now, back to Amy.  When you revealed to her the truth about her fiancé, how did she react?” 
 
    “Not well,” I said. 
 
    “Did she get really angry?” 
 
    “You do think she’s a suspect in this case, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he said.  
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Did you say that because you think it’s a mistake to suspect her?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the professional.” 
 
    “If you have an opinion, feel free to share it.” 
 
    “Honestly, Amy didn’t strike me as the murdering type.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She was a sweet woman.” 
 
    “A lot of woman are sweet until they find out that they’ve been cheated on.” 
 
    “I know.  And I get it.  In a murder case, a scorned lover is always a suspect.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten?  I’ve watched every single episode of Detective Chuck Mayhew.” 
 
    Scott scoffed.  “Right.  The TV show.” 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Do you believe everything you see on TV?” 
 
    “Hey, am I wrong about scorned lovers as suspects?” 
 
    “No, you aren’t.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “So, the TV show got that part right.  But they get a lot wrong.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Melody, I’m in the middle of a murder investigation.  Discussions about the inaccuracies of TV shows can wait.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Back to Amy.  You said she didn’t react well to the news about her fiancé being unfaithful.  Was she angry?  Sad?” 
 
    “A little bit of both.” 
 
    “Did she tell you what her plans were regarding Connor?” 
 
    I became quiet.  I knew exactly where he was going with his questioning.   
 
    Scott waited a few seconds for me to speak up.  When I didn’t, he broke the silence.   
 
    “Melody?” 
 
    “She said she was going to give him a piece of his mind.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “From what I could tell, she just planned on breaking up with him, not murdering him.” 
 
    “As you know, plans can change.” 
 
    “If you’re going to suspect Amy, you should also suspect Betsy.  That woman also has a motive.” 
 
    “At this point, I suspect a lot of people.  In fact, I haven’t ruled anyone out yet.” 
 
    “There’s some other people you should talk to as well.  For example, Connor was good friends with a woman named Nancy.  And he seemed to be pretty chummy with a woman at his workplace.” 
 
    “You’re just a treasure trove of information today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, Amy shouldn’t be the focal point of your entire investigation.” 
 
    “Why are you defending Amy so much?  Are you friends or something?” 
 
    “No.  She was just a client.” 
 
    “Then how come you are coming to her defense so much? 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “It sure seems like it.”   
 
    “I’m just telling you to keep your eyes open.  I admit.  There’s a chance that she could be guilty,” I said.  “Then again, she might be innocent.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “If you ask me, there’s nothing fair about any of this.  I can’t believe a murder took place in this town.  When was the last time something like that happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  It has definitely been a while.” 
 
    “That’s the way I like it.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.  I moved back here to get away from cases like this.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose.  “Is that the main reason you moved back to Majestic Cove?” 
 
    “One of the reasons.” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” 
 
    “I don’t really have time to get into that right now.  It’s kind of a long story.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to hearing it one day.” 
 
    “You will.  Just not today.  I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, good luck,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    While most of the residents in town couldn’t think about anything other than the murder, my mother had different things on her mind.  She wasn’t afraid to tell me all about them.  As a matter of fact, the moment she got on the phone with me, she got right to the point.   
 
    “It’s time for you to have a serious relationship,” she said. 
 
    “Wow.  Don’t hold your feelings back or anything,” I joked. 
 
    “Melody, this is no laughing matter.  You need to fall in love and settle down.” 
 
    “Sure.  I’ll get right on that.” 
 
    “I’m being serious.” 
 
    “I know you are.  I also don’t think you realize that life is a little more complicated than that.  Just because you want me to fall in love doesn’t mean that I can make Mr. Right materialize out of thin air.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy, but it’s necessary.  After all, you’re not getting any younger.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you felt the need to bring that up.” 
 
    “Because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “Bold statements are just spilling out of your mouth left and right this morning, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.  When I woke up this morning, I felt like the future was warning me that the window for making my dreams come true is getting a lot tighter.” 
 
    I squinted.  “Your dreams?” 
 
    “Yes.  I want my only daughter to be happily married.  I also want you to make me a grandmother.” 
 
    “Stop right there.  This conversation just took a turn that I’m not comfortable with.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There’s no way that I can think about having a baby at this stage in my life.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You don’t feel like you’re biological clock is ticking out of control?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t really want to have this conversation right now, but you’ve kind of forced the issue on me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” my mother replied.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not even sure that I want to have babies,” I said. 
 
    My mother gasped.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Mom, there’s no need to react that way.” 
 
    “Of course, there is.  You’re my only child.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Which means you’re the only chance I have of becoming a grandmother.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Are you really going to put pressure on me to have kids?” 
 
    “Honey, you know it’s been a dream of mine to become a grandma.  Oh, the spoiling I would do.” 
 
    “I hate to pull your head out of the clouds, but have you forgotten that there’s currently a murder investigation going on?” 
 
    “Scott’s the one conducting that investigation, not you.  In fact, you have nothing to do with that case.” 
 
    “My point is this.  Knowing that there’s a killer on the loose in town, I just don’t think it’s the best time to have a conversation about finding Mr. Right.  Or having kids.” 
 
    “I think you’re wrong.  I believe it’s a great time.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A discussion like this takes my mind off of the horrible things that are taking place in town.”  
 
    “That’s an interesting perspective.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s really interesting?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You keep bringing up how hard it is to find Mr. Right, but I think you’re just complicating your search.  I already know who the perfect man for you is.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and replied, “This should be good.” 
 
    “Isn’t the answer obvious?  Scott is Mr. Right.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been skeptical about my recommendations in the past, but hear me out.  Scott is a great choice.  He’s a wonderful man.  You’ve been friends for years,” my mother said.  “If anything, it’s crazy that you two never got together the first time that he lived in town.  Now that he’s back, though, don’t let this opportunity pass you by.” 
 
    “Mom, we’ve had this discussion before—” 
 
    My mother cut me off.  “And we’re going to have it again.  Because your explanation doesn’t add up.” 
 
    “The timing was never right for us.  Either he was in a relationship while I was single or he was single while I was in a relationship,” I said.  “Sometimes, we were both dating other people.  You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Well, guess what?  He’s single now.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Honey, we live in a small town.  Gossip travels fast in Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “Of course, it does.  How about when it comes to this case?  Have you heard any useful gossip that might be able to solve this murder?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Naturally, the rumor mill can’t provide any useful information.  It’s only good for idle gossip.”  
 
    “Melody, stop trying to change the subject.  You and Scott are meant to be together.  I know it.” 
 
    “Mom, haven’t you been listening to me?  This is terrible timing for this conversation.  There’s a murder investigation going on.” 
 
    “Yes, and it will end at some point.  When it does, you and Scott should go out on a date.” 
 
    “Mom, I have to go.  I have some things to take care of,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I didn’t actually have work to do.  I just wanted the conversation to be over.  My mother meant well and I loved her dearly, but she didn’t always listen to me.  The last thing I was prepared for right then was to have children.  Frankly, finding Mr. Right had been giving me enough trouble.  Don’t tell my mother that.  She was convinced that Scott and I were destined to become a couple.  Then again, she’d always felt that way. 
 
    Was she correct?  Don’t ask me.  Like I said, I wasn’t exactly in the right mind frame for that topic.  Honestly, I didn’t even know the full reason that Scott was back in town.  It was important to take things one step at a time.   
 
    I knew Scott would agree with me about that.  Besides, he currently had his hands full.  It was his job to find Connor’s killer.  That was a heavy burden to carry on his shoulders.  I didn’t envy him.  After all, what if he wasn’t able to find the murderer?  What if this case went cold?  That would be awful. 
 
    While Scott was keeping busy, the opposite was true for me.  I didn’t have anything on my plate.  Not only was I between cases, but I didn’t even have any paperwork to do.  What a rarity.  Even though I was glad that I wasn’t busy to the point where I was tearing my hair out, I didn’t make any money when I didn’t have any clients.  Days like this weren’t carefree or relaxing.  Instead, I found myself wondering where my next paycheck would come from. 
 
    Unlike with other lines of work, where there were various ways of drumming up business, as an investigator, I had to let clients come to me.  Sure, I could buy advertising to put my name out there, but it turned out that ads weren’t cheap.  There was also no guarantee that it would bring me any new clients.   
 
    In an ideal world, there would never be a need for a private investigator.  My job would be obsolete.  Clearly, we were not living in a perfect world.   
 
    At this point, you might be asking yourself, what exactly did I do with all of my idle time? 
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, I spent a large amount of time thinking about Connor’s death.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A lot could happen in forty-eight hours.  For example, Scott could have solved the case.  He could have put the killer behind bars.  Then everyone in town could breathe easily.   
 
    Unfortunately, none of that happened.  Instead, two days went by and the killer was still at-large.  That was the worst-case scenario.  By that point, Scott must have been incredibly frustrated.   
 
    He also must have done a lot of running around, because I didn’t end up crossing paths with him at all.  Not even at the bakery.  According to Kristina, he had not stopped into her business once.  It didn’t make sense to me.  How had he managed to avoid stress eating? 
 
    Much to my surprise, no new clients came my way either.  Rather than spending all of my time fretting about business, I decided to take a stroll through downtown Majestic Cove.  Business would pick up again soon.  I knew it.  I just needed to be patient.   
 
    As I meandered from boutique to boutique, my head began to drift into the clouds.  At least, initially.  About halfway down the street, I spotted a familiar face.  It was Amy Dearborn.  She was just coming out of a store.   
 
    Amy was my last client.  According to Scott, she was also a suspect in the murder investigation.  Even though it had only been a few days since the last time I saw her, she looked radically different.  It was amazing how ragged she was.  The woman was an absolute wreck.  I didn’t know if she had gotten any sleep recently.   
 
    “Amy, are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head.  “Not at all.  These last few days have been insane.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.”   
 
    “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “You mean, that Connor was murdered?” 
 
    “Well, there’s that.  But also, the police think I did this.” 
 
    “Did they tell you that?” 
 
    “A detective came and questioned me at my work.  He pulled me aside in front of my manager.  Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was?” 
 
    “Thankfully, that’s never happened to me.” 
 
    “You have no idea how lucky you are.  It was so traumatic.  I don’t know why the detective couldn’t have talked to me at home.” 
 
    “I don’t have any answers for you.” 
 
    “Ever since that happened, everyone at work has looked at me differently.  They have all been silently judging me.  It’s not fair.  And it’s not right.” 
 
    “I know you’re upset about your work situation, but let’s get back to my question for a minute.  When the detective spoke to you, did he tell you that he thought you were guilty?” 
 
    “Not in those words, but he sure acted like I was a killer.  He asked me tons of questions.  And he made a whole bunch of accusations.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “He told me that things didn’t look good for me.  Especially since I don’t have a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I told him that I was at home, but he didn’t believe me.  He said that since I was alone, there’s no way of corroborating my story.  I don’t know why he didn’t believe me.” 
 
    “I’m sure he had a reason.” 
 
    “Are you taking his side?” 
 
    “No.  I’m not taking a side.” 
 
    “Because I’m not a murderer.  I don’t care what anyone says.” 
 
    “Amy, calm down.  I didn’t accuse you of being a killer.” 
 
    She stared into my eyes and took a deep breath.  “I’m sorry for snapping at you.  I’m just so on edge.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “This is just such an awful situation.  Even though I didn’t do anything, I couldn’t convince the detective of that.  Do you know how terrifying it is to have a detective suspect you of murder?” 
 
    “I have never been in that position.” 
 
    “You should count your lucky stars.  It is the most horrifying experience of my life.  I keep thinking, what if I get arrested?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  If you’re innocent then why would you be arrested?” 
 
    “Come on, Melody.  You know that sometimes the police make mistakes.  I’m sure you’ve heard stories about innocent people going to jail.  I certainly have.” 
 
    “Yes, it does happen.  Sometimes.  But it’s usually pretty rare.” 
 
    “You can’t say that it never happens, though, can you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s exactly the problem.” 
 
    “Amy, Detective Webster is a good man.  He’s also a fair man.  I can’t see him arresting the wrong person.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You know the detective?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you talk some sense into him?” Amy asked. 
 
    Before I had a chance to answer, she kept talking. 
 
    “Tell him I’m not a killer.  Please,” Amy said. 
 
    “I can talk to him, but he was just doing his job.  And being thorough.  The fact is, someone did kill Connor.  And they are still roaming the streets.” 
 
    “Like I said before, it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “I heard you.  I just can’t help but wonder who it was.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe the woman Connor was cheating on me with.  Or his friend, Nancy.  Or someone from work.  There’s all sorts of possibilities.” 
 
    “Did you mention those people to the detective?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He said he’d look into it.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what he’s doing now.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  Anyway, I need to get home.” 
 
    “Big plans today?” 
 
    “No.  I just need a drink,” Amy said.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    The next day 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, it felt like all roads led to Majestic Cove Bakery.  Don’t tell my diet that.  It would give me a stern talking to.  But what a diet failed to realize was that there was only so much will power to go around.  Even if I was really good for a stretch of time, I would eventually find my way over to the bakery.  Not just because the pastries were amazing.  Although, they were.  In fact, they were the best pastries that I’ve ever tasted.  That was saying a lot.  I’ve done a fair share of indulging over the years.  
 
    The other reason that a trip to the bakery was almost a guaranteed was because my best friend happened to run the place.  As I made my way into the bakery that particular morning, I thought that Kristina would greet me with a smile.   
 
    As I swung the door to the bakery open, however, Kristina had her hands full behind the counter.  The bakery was packed.  She was really working hard to earn her paycheck.  It was rare to see the bakery that busy when it wasn’t peak tourist season.  During the offseason, there would be brief rushes.  As a local, I thought I had them all timed out.  That way, I could avoid them.   
 
    Not this time.  What a strange rush of customers.  Had dozens of residents all gotten the urge to torpedo their diets all at once?  It was more likely that this homicide case was the real culprit.  Stress was an absolute beast.  It made people turn to comfort food.  And what was more stressful than knowing a murderer was on the loose? 
 
    I wasn’t a big fan of waiting in line…even for pastries.  Also, it was pretty clear that Kristina wouldn’t have time to chat with me that morning.  Given all that, I briefly considered turning around and leaving the bakery.   
 
    Then I spotted a familiar face at a nearby table.  Scott Webster was sitting by himself, deep in thought as he munched on a donut.   
 
    There had been a lot of jokes made over the years about cops and donuts.  In my experience, they were all appropriate.  Scott loved chocolate-glazed donuts.  They were his favorite.   
 
    At that moment, I could have sent a one-liner his way.  After all, we had a playful friendship, filled with frequent jokes and sarcasm.  As I approached his table, I decided not to make a crack about donuts.   
 
    I did joke with him, though.  “Hey, stranger.  What a surprising place to run into you.”  
 
    I expected Scott to reply with a wisecrack.  He didn’t.   
 
    Instead, he just nodded at me and said, “Morning, Melody.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in a few days.  It’s almost like you’ve been busy solving a murder or something.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy, all right…not solving this murder,” he bemoaned. 
 
    His voice was filled with discouragement as he spoke. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, it has been a pretty rough few days.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that all of your hard work pays off.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold your breath.  I’m certainly not.”   
 
    “Do you think you’re close to finding the killer?” 
 
    “It sure doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Wow.  You are just in a bleak mood, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Sorry.  You probably weren’t prepared for that level of brutal honesty.” 
 
    “I’m all for honesty.  I was just hoping that the truth wouldn’t be quite so unpleasant.” 
 
    “You and me both.  I hate cases like this.  They are so frustrating.  By this point in an investigation, you expect to make a lot more progress.” 
 
    I stared deep into his eyes.  “I have to say, this conversation has gone much differently than I thought it would.” 
 
    “Sorry.  You just caught me at a weird time.” 
 
    “Clearly.”   
 
    “I’m kind of at a weird low point.”   
 
    “In the case?” 
 
    “I mean, in terms of my mood.  The sugar from my pastry hasn’t kicked in yet.  Once it does, I’m sure my mood will get better.” 
 
    “But for how long?  If things are as bad as you say they are, it could be a lousy rest of the week for you.” 
 
    “It might be.  I’ll just keep at it, though.  That’s what this donut is for.  To give me some fuel.” 
 
    “I hope it does the trick.” 
 
    “I’m sure, it will.  Donuts never let me down.  That’s what makes them so incredible.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s good to know that some things never change.  Your love of donuts is timeless, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Hey, we all have a weakness.” 
 
    “I sure do.  Multiple weaknesses, actually.  When stress gets the best of me, it’s amazing what kinds of treats I get cravings for.” 
 
    “Which makes me wonder, what’s stressing you out right now?” Scott asked. 
 
    “Oh, stress didn’t bring me here this morning,” I said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Nope.  My sweet tooth did.” 
 
    “So, you’re not stressed out at all?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “That must be nice.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  It isn’t really pleasant knowing that a killer is still on the loose.  And your update didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.” 
 
    “It’s like I said before—” 
 
    I cut him off.  “The sugar hasn’t kicked in.” 
 
    “There’s that.  And also, you’re an old friend.  I’ve always felt really comfortable sharing things with you, good or bad.” 
 
    “Do you have anything good to share with me?” 
 
    He grimaced.  “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “How bad are things exactly?  This case isn’t in danger of going cold, is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s too early to be talking that way.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re leaning toward one suspect over another?” 
 
    “I really shouldn’t discuss details of the case with you.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Scott, I think it’s a little too late for that.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ve been doing nothing but talking about the case since the moment I walked in here.”   
 
    “If anything, that means I should stop while I’m behind.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “You just told me that you feel comfortable sharing things with me.  It might help you to talk things out.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Seriously.  When a case has me stuck, I always find that it’s helpful to discuss things with a friend.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.  But your cases are a little different than mine.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.  We have a lot more in common than you think.  I’m an investigator, just like you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say you’re just like me.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “That’s not all.  I also happen to have a familiarity with all of the suspects in this case.” 
 
    “Honestly, there isn’t a whole lot to discuss.  None of the suspects have a verifiable alibi.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I know.  Crazy, huh?” 
 
    “So, you haven’t been able to eliminate any of them?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “They also all look guilty in their own way.” 
 
    “No wonder you’re stress eating.” 
 
    “It isn’t the best way to start off a case.” 
 
    “Way to understate things.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s impossible to overstate what a pain cases like this are.  Especially since the investigation seems to have hit a standstill.” 
 
    “You’re really not making any progress?” 
 
    “I’m waiting for a new piece of evidence to emerge.  Or a lead to materialize.  Or for one of the suspects to do something out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “And what if none of those things happens?” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    “You seem pretty confident about that.” 
 
    “It always does…eventually.” 
 
    “Yeah.  But when is eventually?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I just need to be patient.  Sometimes, with the passage of time, the killer starts to feel like they are in the clear and they let their guard down.  That’s when they slip up,” he said.  “Other times, they just get sloppy.  Or I end up stumbling upon a nice lead.  You’d be surprised how often something useful comes from the tip line.” 
 
    “I hope that happens soon.” 
 
    “Like I said, I just need to hang in there.  I feel like I’m one piece away from breaking this case wide open.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    My conversation with Scott didn’t give me a whole lot of confidence about this case.  I knew he would continue to try his best, but things didn’t sound promising.  I realized that these things took time.  That he couldn’t force things.  The problem was that every second was precious.  The more time that went by, the greater the chance was that the killer would get away.   
 
    When a case went cold, it rarely ever heated up again.  As I left the bakery, the future felt shakier than ever.  Scott could put on a good face, but I knew he was in trouble.  Whether he was willing to admit it or not, he needed help.   
 
    I couldn’t just remain idle any longer.  My lack of patience really became apparent.  I decided to take action.  I wasn’t going to do anything extreme, but I would poke my head around a little.  Who knows?  Maybe I would get lucky.  Even if I didn’t, it wouldn’t hurt anyone.   
 
    Besides, this whole experience might be good for me.  It would help to keep my investigative skills sharp.  After all, it had been a slow couple of days for me.  Since I still didn’t have any clients currently, it left me with a bunch of time on my hands.   
 
    As it happened, Connor’s house also happened to be on the way back to my office.  That seemed like a logical place to start.  A few minutes later, I pulled onto his street and drove up in front of his mid-century modern home.   
 
    It was a quiet day in his neighborhood.  There didn’t seem to be anyone around.  It was pretty crazy to think that a murder took place here just a few days ago.  It just looked like a normal day on an ordinary street. 
 
    Of course, by that point, the yellow police tape was gone.  Forensics had done a thorough sweep of the area.  Theoretically, they had gathered all of the useful information that was available.  There was no reason to keep up a police presence.   
 
    I was happy that no one was around.  I wouldn’t feel comfortable going up to Connor’s place if I thought I was being watched.  Honestly, I was so used to working under the cover of darkness that it felt strange to be doing an investigative activity like this in broad daylight. 
 
    I didn’t have a whole lot of choice.  What good would it do me to wander around looking for clues in the dark?  The odds were already stacked against me as it was. 
 
    I walked up Connor’s driveway, completely aware that this could easily amount to nothing.  But really all it cost me was a little bit of time and energy.   
 
    I started to do a visual scan of the area.  I was looking for anything that happened to stand out.  Perhaps I would get lucky and spot something in the grass.  Or on the driveway.  There was also a small chance that his walkway would have some sort of surprise in store for me.   
 
    Ultimately, none of that proved to be true.  It appeared that the forensics team had done a good job of going over things.  On one hand, that was really refreshing.  It was nice to know that they had been thorough.  On the other hand, if the team had gathered everything they could from this site, it meant that my actions here would most likely be fruitless. 
 
    Before I left, there were two more places left to check.  The first was Connor’s trash can.  I lifted up the lid and began to rummage around. 
 
    My dirty work did not pay off.  I didn’t find anything useful.  I put the lid back on the can and also picked up the can.  What if something had fallen and had lodged beneath the can? 
 
    It was a decent theory, but it didn’t end up holding any water.  I didn’t find anything.   
 
    I then moved over to Connor’s car.  If I was going to catch a break at the crime scene, this would probably be my last chance of doing it.   
 
    As uncomfortable as this would be, I got down on my stomach and looked under the car.  While I was on the ground, I could only imagine how weird my activities would look if someone happened to drive by.  Rather than worrying about that, I concentrated on what was in front of me. 
 
    Much to my surprise, my efforts paid off.  Behind the front driver’s-side wheel of Connor’s sedan, I spotted something very interesting.  It was shiny and had a gold tint.  As I looked closer, I realized that it was an earring.  I immediately reached into my purse and grabbed a tissue.  I then picked up the earring with the tissue and stared at it.   
 
    A number of questions popped into my head right then.  Whose earring was this?  How long had it been there?  Did this earring have ties to the murder?  Did it belong to the killer?  Had it come off as they fled the scene?  Or was finding this earring unrelated to the crime? 
 
    At the moment, I didn’t have any answers.  I knew what my next step was, though.   
 
    I had an important phone call to make.  I grabbed my phone from my purse and dialed Scott’s number.   
 
    When I told him where I was, he had a surprising reaction.   
 
    “What are you doing at the scene of the crime?” Scott asked. 
 
    “That part isn’t important—” I said. 
 
    “It is to me.” 
 
    “Scott, I found something.  You need to check this out.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “An earring.  I found it behind a tire.  Bring the forensics team with you.” 
 
    “We’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Don’t think you’re going to avoid my question, though.  I still want to know what you were doing at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “We can talk about that when you get here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took Scott about ten minutes to arrive at Connor’s house.  The forensics team was right behind him.  I handed over the earring and the tissue to the head of the forensics team.  They bagged up the items and brought them over to their van.   
 
    Scott then spoke with me in private. 
 
    “You decided to conduct your own investigation, didn’t you?” Scott asked.   
 
    “Aren’t you going to say thank you?” I replied. 
 
    “This case is an official police matter.” 
 
    “Which, by your own admission, you weren’t making very much progress with.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can just poke your head around.” 
 
    “I still haven’t heard a thank you, which is strange, considering how I just found something that might be crucial in solving this case.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m very appreciative of what you found.  And I hope that it leads to identifying the killer.  That is a separate issue from what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m an investigator.  Does it really surprise you that curiosity got the best of me after a while?” 
 
    “Knowing your personality, it doesn’t surprise me in the least.” 
 
    “Hey, our personalities aren’t all that different.” 
 
    “I guess not.  One thing that is different is the fact that I’m a police detective and you’re not.” 
 
    “In my defense, I didn’t intend on investigating.  It’s just that after talking to you, I felt like you could use some help.” 
 
    “You’re a unique woman, you know that?” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that you didn’t mean that as a compliment?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t.” 
 
    “In that case, why don’t we talk about the earring some more?” 
 
    “There isn’t really much more to say.  At least, not at the moment.  The forensics lab will analyze it.  Hopefully, they’ll find a fingerprint on it.  If so, we’ll be in business.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, keep me updated.” 
 
    “Melody, this isn’t your case.” 
 
    “I realize that.  Would it kill you to update me, though?” 
 
    “I need to get back to the station,” Scott said.  “Take care of yourself, all right?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The rest of my day ended up being pretty boring.  Of course, it would be hard to top the excitement of finding a clue at the crime scene.  After leaving Connor’s house, I headed over to my office.  Much to my delight, I ended up getting a new client that afternoon.  My business drought was mercifully over.  It was about time.  Things were suddenly looking up for me.   
 
    As for the case, I didn’t receive an update until the following morning.  The update didn’t come in the form of a phone call from Scott either.  Instead, when I arrived at my office, I happened to see Lisa staring at a TV.  When I asked her what she was watching, she pointed out that there was a breaking news story unfolding.   
 
    As I looked at the television, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  The police were dragging Amy Dearborn away in handcuffs.  My jaw dropped.   
 
    They were arresting Amy?  Was this related to the earring I found?  Had that jewelry belonged to Amy?  Did Scott believe that she was the killer? 
 
    I couldn’t sit back and wait for him to call me.  I pulled out my phone and called him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scott didn’t answer his phone.  At least, not the first time that I called.  Rather than leaving a voice mail, I hung up my phone and dialed his number again.  This time, he answered.   
 
    “I can’t really talk right now,” Scott said. 
 
    “You arrested Amy?” I replied. 
 
    “Melody, I have my hands full right now.  I’ll call you later.” 
 
    Scott then got off the phone.   
 
    I could have left things at that, but I needed more answers.  And I knew just where to get them. 
 
    I hopped in my car and drove over to the police station.  I knew that Scott wouldn’t be able to meet with me right away, but once he got a free moment, I wanted to talk to him.   
 
    I ended up sitting in the lobby for a couple of hours. 
 
    Scott then came out to see me.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Scott said.   
 
    “Do you really need to ask that?” I replied.  “I can’t believe you arrested her.” 
 
    “I told you I would call you later.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m impatient.” 
 
    Scott laughed.  “There’s an understatement for you.” 
 
    “Now, will you please answer my question?  Why did you arrest her?” 
 
    “Because I believe she’s guilty.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I replied.  “The earring that I found at the scene.  Did it belong to Amy?” 
 
    Scott nodded.  “It sure did.” 
 
    “Wow.  I did not expect that.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s just not what you wanted to be true.” 
 
    “It’s a little bit of both.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  It’s a shame, but that’s just how things go sometimes.” 
 
    “Is the earring the only piece of evidence that you have tying her to the murder?” 
 
    Scott shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Really?”  
 
    “There’s more.  We also got a call on our tip line this morning.  The caller said they spotted someone matching Amy’s description leaving the scene right around the time of the murder.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “Wait a minute.  Where was this call a few days ago?  Why did it take this person four full days to call your tip line?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Sometimes people don’t want to get involved.  Other times, they are afraid of coming forward.  Maybe the tipster thought that we’d be able to solve this case without their help.  Honestly, there’s all sorts of reasons why this person might have waited to come forward.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “In the end, what matters is that I have enough to arrest Amy.  So, I did.” 
 
    “Did you question her?” 
 
    He nodded.   
 
    “Did she give you a confession?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  She was defiant.  Amy insists that she’s innocent.” 
 
    “You don’t believe her, though?” 
 
    “Would it be nice to get a confession?  Of course.  Will the district attorney need one to get a conviction?  No.  As it is, there’s a strong case against Amy.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I asked you.  Do you personally believe that she is guilty?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I took a deep breath.   
 
    “I take it that you don’t agree with me,” he said. 
 
    “She’s just the last person I would have expected to commit murder.”   
 
    “That happens sometimes.  Actually, you’d be amazed about how often the killer ends up being someone you don’t expect.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Something about this case still doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    “A man was murdered.  Of course, this case doesn’t sit right with you.  This entire situation is incredibly disturbing.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I was talking about.  I thought I was good at reading people.  For Amy to be a killer, it really calls my belief into question.  It makes me think that you never really know someone.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.  You know me.  You know your mother.  You know your friends.  Murder suspects are different.  They are a tricky breed.  They are good at fooling people. 
 
    I stared off into the distance and didn’t say a word. 
 
    Scott waited a few seconds for me to speak up.  When I didn’t, he broke the silence between us.   
 
    “Melody.” 
 
    I pulled my head out of the clouds.  “Sorry.  I was just thinking about how crazy the last few days have been.” 
 
    “Yeah.  But at least it’s over now.”  
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Keep your chin up.  Things will go back to normal soon.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I want to say thank you,” he replied.  “You did a great job.  I owe you one for finding that earring.  I don’t know how the forensics team missed that.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” I said.  “I’m also not sure how things are going to go back to normal.  At least, not right away.  It’s a sad time.” 
 
    “It is.  But I know a way to cheer you up.” 
 
    “How?”   
 
    “Let me finish up my paperwork.  Then I’ll take you out to get a treat.” 
 
    “What kind of a treat?” 
 
    “It’s your choice.  I’ll get you anything you want.  Ice cream, cake, pie, cookies.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “One of each would be good.” 
 
    “I think that might be a bit of sugar overload, but if it’s what you really want, I’m game.” 
 
    “Of course, I want to eat everything in sight.  I do have some will power, though.  A nice warm soft pretzel should be enough to tide me over.” 
 
    “In that case, we’ll make a pretzel run.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That sounds good.” 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Cake, Coincidences, and Casualties 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that Melissa Wagner got engaged?” Kristina Fowler asked. 
 
    There were very few places in town that had hotter gossip than The Majestic Cove Bakery.  My dear friend, Kristina, ran the place.  Not only did she make incredible pastries and desserts, but she also seemed to know about everything that was going on in town.  Her customers were usually very chatty.  They told her juicy details.  This was one of them. 
 
    Although, unlike a lot of pieces of gossip, I had actually heard about this tidbit before entering the bakery that morning. 
 
    “I saw a post about that online,” I said.   
 
    “That’s where I heard about it too,” Kristina said.  “Honestly, the news of her engagement is all over social media.”   
 
    I nodded.  “It sure is.  Melissa seems like she is anxious to tell the whole world about it.” 
 
    “I don’t blame her.  This engagement is a long-time coming.  She was single for years before she met Eric.  I know for a while she felt like she’d be single forever.” 
 
    “I certainly know what that is like.”   
 
    “We both do.  But now look at her.  She’s getting married.” 
 
    “That’s pretty incredible.” 
 
    “The crazy thing is that she and Eric haven’t been dating all that long.” 
 
    “They’ve been together for over a year.” 
 
    “I realize that, but we both know couples that have been together for four or five years and they haven’t tied the knot.” 
 
    “I guess they aren’t in as much of a rush as Melissa is.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” 
 
    “Honestly, I kind of feel like it’s her way of making up for lost time.  She has spent the bulk of her life as single as can be.  So, when a good man finally came around, she dove headfirst into their relationship.” 
 
    “I’d probably do the same.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, you will do the same?” 
 
    “I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself.  Last time I checked, Mr. Right hasn’t shown up at my doorstep.” 
 
    “When you do meet him, I have a feeling that your relationship will become intense in a hurry.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could predict the future.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Kristina said.  “You know I love some good wishful thinking.” 
 
    “So do I.  But I’m always careful to separate my dreams from reality.” 
 
    “If you’re lucky, your dreams will become a reality.” 
 
    “That hasn’t happened.” 
 
    “Not yet.  But it could.  I mean, it happened to Melissa.  She stuck it out.  She never stopped believing.  And her perseverance paid off.  To me, that’s really inspirational.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m definitely happy for her.” 
 
    Kristina’s eyes lit up as she stared into the distance.  “It gives you hope for our love lives, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I folded my arms.  “I’m not so sure about that.”  
 
    “Wait.  You don’t feel more hopeful?” 
 
    “Not especially.  Do you?” 
 
    “Yes.  Then again, that could be because of my upcoming date.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Wait a minute.  You got a date?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “Good for you,” I said.  “With who?” 
 
    “His name is Oliver Perkins.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize that name.”   
 
    “He’s a banker.  He comes into the bakery every once in a while.  He’s really handsome.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and looked Oliver up.  Within a few seconds, a photo of him showed up in the search results.   
 
    “You weren’t kidding.  He is handsome,” I said. 
 
    “I was actually kind of shocked that he asked me out.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be.  You’re a wonderful woman.  You have so much going for you.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.” 
 
    “Clearly, I’m not the only one who thinks that way.  If Oliver didn’t believe that, he wouldn’t have asked you out.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Anyway, congratulations.  This is a huge deal.” 
 
    “I know.  I’m so excited.  I really want this to go well.” 
 
    “I hope it does.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a wild morning filled with breaking news.  First, Melissa gets engaged.  Now, you have a hot date.” 
 
    “I know.  Not bad for a sleepy little small town.” 
 
    “It makes you wonder what’s next.” 
 
    “Maybe something incredible will happen to you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hold my breath.” 
 
    “Hey, one of these days you’re going to come to me with some insane news,” Kristina said.  “I just know it.” 
 
    “The question is, when?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Kristina didn’t have an answer for me.  What she did have was some delicious pastries.  I grabbed a blueberry muffin and a croissant.  I then headed over to my office.  I ran a detective agency with my friend, Lisa Williamson.  As a private investigator, every day was full of surprises.  Most of the time, I had no clue what my next case would be.   
 
    That kind of life certainly kept things interesting.  I spent a great deal of my time trying to anticipate what the future might bring my way.  That particular morning, I just wanted to eat my pastries and ease into the workday.   
 
    As I arrived at my office, it didn’t seem like that would happen.  When I opened up the front door of the agency, Lisa was already in the office.  She was sitting at her desk grimacing.   
 
    Since she was staring out the window, she didn’t even notice me approaching her.  Clearly something was bothering her.  But what? 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Melody.  I didn’t see you there,” Lisa replied. 
 
    “I just came in,” I said.  “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “How did you know that something was wrong?” 
 
    “Lisa, what kind of a question is that?  We’re both private investigators.  All I had to do was to take one look at your face and it was obvious to me that you’re having a tough morning.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “So, tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “I just got some bad news.” 
 
    “Would you care to give me some specifics?” 
 
    “My friend is getting divorced.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “What horrible news.  Especially since Charley and Michelle seemed like they were a great couple.  Apparently, I was wrong.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s hard to know what’s going on in someone else’s relationship.  It might look great from the outside while being a complete mess on the inside.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.  I just feel so bad for Michelle.  I’ve been in her position before.  Divorces are brutal.” 
 
    “I know your divorce was like a heavyweight prize fight, but that doesn’t mean Michelle’s will be too.” 
 
    “No.  It’s a pretty solid assumption, though.  How many amicable divorces do you know of?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer.   
 
    Before I could get any words out, Lisa spoke up again. 
 
    “When I say amicable, I’m not talking about Hollywood divorces.  Those aren’t really amicable.  Public relations people just say that to keep the public from gossiping too much.”  
 
    “In that case, I can’t think of a single divorce that wasn’t absolute misery for everyone involved.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point.  And to me, that’s very telling.” 
 
    “I wish I had something uplifting to say.” 
 
    “And I wish my friends weren’t getting divorced, but it’s still happening.”  Lisa stopped talking and got a faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    I put my hand on her shoulder.  “At this point, all you can really do is be there for your friend and pray for the best.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like it’s enough.” 
 
    “Trust me.  It’s plenty.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.”  Lisa took a deep breath.  “It’s just a terrible time for love, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I’d go that far.” 
 
    “Melody, after everything I just told you, why would you disagree with me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friend, but not everyone is that unlucky.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?”  She stared deep into my eyes.  “Do you have a date or something?” 
 
    “No,” I replied.  “Although, wouldn’t that be great?” 
 
    “It would be amazing.” 
 
    I stared off into the distance.  “Maybe it will happen one day.” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    “In the meantime, at least I have my hopes and dreams.” 
 
    Lisa stared at me again.  “I think you have more than that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I replied. 
 
    “You told me that not everyone is as unlucky as my friend.  Does that mean you have some actual good news to share?  Or were you just trying to take a glass half-full approach to life?” 
 
    “It turns out that it has been a crazy rollercoaster of a morning.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “While you were getting news that your friend is going to divorce her husband, I was at the bakery discussing my friend’s recent engagement.” 
 
    “Wow.  That is pretty wild.” 
 
    “Talk about being on different ends of the spectrum.” 
 
    “That’s just how life goes sometimes.  One day, you might be having the time of your life.  Meanwhile, someone you know might be having the worst day of their life.  Or vice versa.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “Well, congratulations to your friend.  It’s good to know that love isn’t officially dead.” 
 
    “No.  It is definitely alive.  In some parts of the world, at least.” 
 
    “I sure wish it would pay me a visit.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I want love to do more than to pay me a visit.  I want it to become a mainstay in my life.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.  You know I’m not a fan of emotional rollercoasters.” 
 
    “Yeah.  They are a lot to stomach before breakfast.” 
 
    At that point, I began to think about the croissant that I had to look forward to.  Not to mention the blueberry muffin that I had in my bag.   
 
    Before I could get too deep into thought, someone cleared their throat behind me.   
 
    I turned around and saw a brunette woman in her late forties standing in the doorway of the detective agency.   
 
    “Is this a bad time?” the brunette asked.   
 
    Lisa turned to me and said, “Why don’t you take this one?” 
 
    “Will do.”  I nodded at my friend and then looked at the brunette.  “It’s not a bad time at all.  How can I help you?” 
 
    “I want to hire you,” the brunette said. 
 
    “In that case, why don’t you step into my office?” I replied. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I walked into my office and sat down behind my desk.  The brunette followed me into the office and took a seat across from me.   
 
    I outstretched my hand and introduced myself.  The brunette shook my hand and told me her name was Denise Willard.  She ran a health insurance company in town.   
 
    With the introductions out of the way, I asked how I could be of assistance to her.   
 
    “I have a really interesting case for you,” Denise said.   
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s so interesting about it?” 
 
    “I suspect that there’s some fraud going on at my company.” 
 
    “I hope that’s not the case.” 
 
    “So do I, but I’m pretty sure that my hunch is right.” 
 
    “I can definitely look into it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “That said, fraud is a pretty common problem in the insurance industry, isn’t it?” 
 
    Denise winced.  “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “In fact, don’t most insurance companies have a fraud investigator on staff for that exact reason?” I asked. 
 
    Denise nodded. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal then?” I continued.  “Why are you looking to hire me rather than keeping things in-house?” 
 
    “This is where things get tricky.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I believe that the fraud is being committed by my on-staff investigator.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose as I leaned back in my chair.  “Wow.” 
 
    “Exactly.  You can see why this is such a tough situation for me.” 
 
    “Absolutely.  It sounds like a real mess.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Now, when you say that your investigator might be committing fraud, what do you mean by that exactly?”  
 
    “I’m worried that he’s been filing false reports.” 
 
    I squinted.  “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I have a couple of theories.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The reports that are in question are all disability-related.  And they all side in favor of the claimants.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, troubling?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “There’s a chance that my investigator is being paid off.” 
 
    “That would be disturbing on so many levels.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I really hope that I’m wrong.  But if I’m not, I need to know about it.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “You can understand why I came to you then.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “So, can you help me?” 
 
    “I’ll do everything that I can.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You know, you weren’t kidding when you said this was a wild case.  It’s not every day that I get hired to investigate a fraud investigator.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    A case like this had multiple prongs to it.  First, I wanted to determine if there truly was fraud on the part of the claimants.  If there was, I would then try to figure out if Craig had assisted with the fraud, or if he had been duped by the claimants.   
 
    Three specific claims stood out to Denise.  With each of those cases, Denise was certain that her investigator would have found valid grounds to deny a payout.  Instead, his recommendation was to approve those claims.  To Denise, that was a huge red flag.   
 
    After all, she had been in the insurance business a long time.  To the point where certain patterns had emerged.  Even though she wasn’t always correct, she could typically predict whether a claim had merit just by looking at the initial paperwork.  
 
    As Denise went over the case files with me, she freely admitted that her instincts about the claimants and her investigator could be wrong.  There was a possibility that she had misread the situation.  That perhaps the claimants truly were telling the truth.  And that the investigator, Craig Caldwell, had done his job properly.  Denise just didn’t believe that was the case.   
 
    Of course, if she was going to take disciplinary action against her employee, she needed proof.  That’s where I came in. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After finishing up with Denise, I headed over to Mercer Street.  That was where one of the disability claimants lived.  Robert Adamson had a beige ranch-style home.  Mercer Street was lined with trees, which was a real benefit to an investigator. 
 
    “Lucky me.  He happens to live on a leafy street,” I said to myself.   
 
    Trees provided more than just shade.  They were also great to hide behind.  That fact might come in handy, sooner rather than later.  
 
    With a case like this, there were a number of approaches that I could take.  I could have gone right up to Robert’s door and knocked.  If he answered the door, I could have introduced myself as an investigator.  I also could have provided him with a fake name.  At that point, there were all sorts of questions that I could have asked him.   
 
    When I was working on an investigation, I didn’t like to give my true identity away.  Especially if I didn’t have to.  It was surprising how much information could be obtained from keeping a safe distance and observing.  In fact, sometimes I was able to get everything I needed without saying a word to the subject I was investigating.  Those were the best types of cases.  The more I was able to stay under the radar, the better. 
 
    I was hoping this case would fit that profile.  I would find out soon enough. 
 
    “All right.  Time to make the first move,” I said to myself.   
 
    Rather than just staking out in front of Robert’s house, I decided to be more proactive.  After all, I didn’t even know if Robert was home.   
 
    It was safe to assume that he would be inside.  The claim that he had made on his insurance form was that a work accident had made him disabled.  That meant he definitely wasn’t at work right then.  My guess was that he was at home, resting and recuperating.   
 
    Generally, I preferred to work under the cover of darkness, but Denise wanted me to get started on my investigation right away.  Since I had so much ground to cover, I had arrived at Robert’s place while it was broad daylight. 
 
    I had to be very careful as I snooped around.  If I was spotted hiding behind a tree, or outside Robert’s window, it could lead to a confrontation.  There would probably be a lot of yelling involved.  Maybe even some chasing.  Although, if Robert truly was disabled, he shouldn’t be able to chase me.   
 
    One of his family members could take off after me, however. 
 
    Crazy things like that had happened to me in the past. 
 
    Luckily, I made it up Robert’s driveway without having any problems.  I then headed toward a bush that was beside Robert’s living room window.   
 
    Unfortunately, his drapes were closed.  I hated not being able to see what was going on inside, but the good news was that I could hear what was taking place. 
 
    As I pressed my ear up against the window, I didn’t hear any talking.  Nor did I hear a TV or radio playing.  It was dead quiet in the living room.   
 
    “Time to keep moving,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    I decided to head around to the side of the house.  Maybe Robert was in his bedroom.  Or in the kitchen.  As I crept up in front of each of the windows of the house, that didn’t appear to be the case.  I didn’t hear any noises coming from inside the home.   
 
    Before I returned to my car, I wanted to check the backyard.  Much to my surprise, Robert wasn’t there either.   
 
    “Maybe he’s not home,” I said to myself. 
 
    If that was truly the case, it was time to head back to my car.  There was a chance that I would be staked out in my car for a while.  After all, there was no telling when he would return home.   
 
    As I began to make my way back to my vehicle, I briefly thought about heading over to Crescent Drive, where another one of the claimants lived.  If I did that, I could always come back here later.   
 
    It turned out that I was getting ahead of myself.  While I came around the side of Robert’s house, a car approached his driveway.   
 
    That put me in an awful position.  There was no way that I could make it back to my car without being spotted.  Honestly, I couldn’t even sprint into the backyard without drawing attention to myself.   
 
    Sure, I could have just stood there and confronted Robert when his car pulled into the driveway, but like I mentioned before, I wanted to sit back and observe.  A direct conversation with Robert was not something I was interested in. 
 
    Time to act fast, I thought. 
 
    As far as I could tell, I only had one option.  I spotted a nearby bush.  If I was quick about it, I could dive on the ground behind the bush.  Then, as long as Robert went up his walkway and didn’t head toward the backyard, I could avoid being spotted.   
 
    With only a split-second to make my decision, I elected to dive behind the bush.  As I ducked behind the bush, the car pulled into the driveway.   
 
    Suddenly, the moment of truth was upon me.  Would Robert get out of his car and approach me?  Would he head toward the backyard?  Or would he remain oblivious and go up his walkway? 
 
    I said a quick little prayer that I wouldn’t be spotted.   
 
    When the car’s driver’s-side door opened, I had no idea what would happen next.  I just ducked on the ground, as nervous as could be.   
 
    During moments like that, it became abundantly clear just how unglamorous the life of a private investigator could be sometimes.  This was what I signed up for, though.  If I managed to avoid being spotted, it would all be worth it. 
 
    Right then, one thing became quite clear.  Robert was taking his sweet time getting out of his car.  He slowly grabbed his walker and got out of his vehicle.  He was also wearing a neck brace.   
 
    What if he really was disabled?  That would be an interesting twist in this case. 
 
    Once Robert was out of his car, he pushed his walker toward the front of his house. 
 
    Even though it was taking him a while to reach his front door, the sight of him moving away from my location made me breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
    When Robert finally reached his front door, he went inside his house.   
 
    At that point, I got up from behind the bush and moved over to his living room window.   
 
    I was really hoping that he would open his blinds. 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.   
 
    His blinds remained closed.   
 
    That said, I could hear him moving through his house.  Was he heading toward his bathroom?  His bedroom?  His kitchen? 
 
    The longer I listened, the more it became clear that he was heading toward the back of his house.   
 
    That was where his kitchen was located.   
 
    I went around the side of his home until I reached his kitchen window.   
 
    I then whispered to myself, “Are you going to make some lunch?” 
 
    Much to my delight, the windows in Robert’s kitchen didn’t have blinds.  That meant I had an unobstructed view. 
 
    That proved to be incredibly beneficial to me. 
 
    As Robert entered his kitchen, he was no longer pushing his walker.  Nor was he wearing the neck brace.  Had he ditched them both the moment he was inside his house?  Was he just waiting to get out of view of the general public? 
 
    “Wow, you are a faker,” I said to myself.   
 
    I wasn’t a medical expert, but it was clear to me that he wasn’t nearly as disabled as he let on.  In fact, he didn’t appear to be disabled at all.   
 
    In the privacy of his own home, he was walking around just fine.   
 
    I knew that I had to get a picture of this.  It wouldn’t hurt to record some video footage of it either.   
 
    I grabbed my phone from my purse and began recording.  A few seconds later, I had everything I needed to prove that Robert had committed fraud.   
 
    Now that I had photographic evidence, I was free to head back to my car.   
 
    Once I reached my sedan, I sped away from Robert’s house.   
 
    “Wait until Denise hears about this,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    While I drove over to Crescent Drive, I wondered if Robert was the only claimant who had committed fraud, or whether I’d be able to dig up dirt on others. 
 
    Deep down, I wanted Robert to be the exception.  Even though it was my job to uncover the truth, I didn’t take any pleasure from discovering the misdeeds of others.  If it was up to me, none of my investigations would ever reveal any wrongdoing.   
 
    In reality, the opposite was usually the case.  More often than not, something underhanded was going on.   
 
    Would that be the truth that afternoon? 
 
    For the next few hours, I conducted two different stakeouts.   
 
    What did I find out? 
 
    It would be nice if I could tell you that the other two claimants had not lied on their insurance forms. 
 
    Unfortunately, I discovered that both of the claimants had committed fraud.  What a terrible day.  I couldn’t believe that all three of the people that I investigated were faking disabilities.   
 
    Talk about a terrible discovery.   
 
    And my work was far from done.  The fraud that was committed by the claimants was only half the story.   
 
    Now I had to determine what role Craig had played.  If any.  There was still a chance that he had not done anything wrong.  Perhaps he believed that he had done a thorough investigation when in fact he had just been duped by these scammers.   
 
    Then again, there was also the very real possibility that Craig knew that the claimants were lying.   
 
    It was up to me to discover the truth.   
 
    I would hopefully figure that out tomorrow.   
 
    In the meantime, I was ready to head home.  It might sound strange, but I was completely exhausted.  Even though I had spent my day observing the actions of others, it was still tiring.   
 
    Part of it was the mental energy that I exerted trying to keep from being spotted.  It was a lot of work staying one step ahead of the people I was watching. 
 
    Right then, I just wanted to get home so that I could relax.   
 
    Ultimately, I made it about halfway home before I got a phone call from my mother. 
 
    “This could be interesting,” I said to myself.   
 
    Talking to my mother was often an adventure.  She was an incredibly direct woman.  Subtlety didn’t seem to have any place in her life.   
 
    When I answered the phone, the conversation started off simply enough.  My mother asked me how my day had gone.   
 
    I quickly filled her in on the insurance fraud case. 
 
    “Yikes,” she responded. 
 
    “I know.  And the case is far from over.  I still have plenty of work to do,” I said. 
 
     “It’s amazing how low people will stoop sometimes.” 
 
    “When it comes to money, there really are no limits.” 
 
    “That’s sad, but true.  Here’s hoping that only the claimants are committing fraud.  It would be an entirely different animal if the investigator is corrupt too.” 
 
    I groaned.  “Don’t remind me.  This case could get much uglier.” 
 
    “I’m going to pray that it doesn’t.”   
 
    “Either way, I won’t get answers until tomorrow.  At the earliest.” 
 
    “In the meantime, on a more pleasant note, I was actually calling to see if you have plans tonight.” 
 
    “That depends,” I said. 
 
    “On what?” my mother asked. 
 
    “You’re not going to try to set me up on some crazy blind date, are you?” 
 
    “First of all, I’ve never set you up on a crazy date.” 
 
    “What would you call that blind date with Alex Peterson?” 
 
    “Melody, that was a long time ago.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much time has gone by.  I still remember that romantic disaster like it was yesterday.” 
 
    “Aren’t you exaggerating just a little bit?” 
 
    “Not in the least.  The man referred to himself in the third person.  Amongst other things.  I could rattle off an entire list of everything that went wrong with that date, but I’ve been trying to forget those things for a couple of years.” 
 
    “Hey, a lot can change in a few years.” 
 
    “So, you are looking to set me up on a blind date then, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Actually, no.  Although, there are worse things that a mother can do than care enough about her daughter to assist in her love life.” 
 
    “What some people call assisting, others would call meddling.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy.  That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “Now, can I get to the real reason that I called you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you want to come to a fundraising dinner with me.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “I know it’s short notice.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean really short notice?” 
 
    “Originally, I was going to go with Vanessa Kitteridge, but she has come down with a cold.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I can always call one of my other friends, but I figured that I’d ask you first.  There’s free dinner being served.  Not to mention some live entertainment.  And a silent auction.  What do you say?” 
 
    “Thanks for asking, but—” 
 
    “Are you turning me down?” 
 
    “Maybe if it wasn’t such short notice, I’d be more excited.” 
 
    “So, it’s not because you have better plans?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Do you have any other plans tonight?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I’m planning on relaxing.” 
 
    “Can’t you do that later?” 
 
    “You really want me to come to this, don’t you?” 
 
    “I sure do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think you’ll have fun.  It’s going to be a really good time.  You might also meet some new people.” 
 
    “Are you thinking of anyone in particular?  For example, a man?” 
 
    “I don’t have anyone in mind, but there will be men there.  Some of them might even be single.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Even if you don’t meet a guy, it’ll be nice for you to get out and socialize.  You spend so much of your time working like crazy.  Wouldn’t it be nice to just cut loose?” 
 
    “I’m still going to pass on your invitation.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Like you said, it is short notice.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” 
 
    “I also don’t like the idea of having to get dressed up and everything that comes with that.  For example, picking out a dress.  And applying makeup.  And doing my hair.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot of excuses.” 
 
    “Maybe next time I’ll jump at the opportunity.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  But I’m not going to hold my breath.” 
 
    “Can you really blame me for wanting to take it easy?  After all, I’m not retired like you are.” 
 
    “You’ve got me there.  Well, I hope you have a good night.” 
 
    “You too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I got back to my mid-century modern home on Redwood Drive a few minutes later.  As I came in the front door, my stomach began to rumble.   
 
    I immediately headed into the kitchen.  When I opened up my fridge, I was horrified by what I saw.  There was almost nothing in it. 
 
    I seriously needed to go grocery shopping.  It was a shame that I didn’t realize that ahead of time.  If I had been aware of just how empty my fridge was, I could have stopped by the store on the way home.   
 
    Granted, I could have grabbed my keys and taken a run to the grocery store right then, but I wasn’t in the mood to go out again.  I was back in the comfort of my home.  Nothing short of an emergency was going to get me to head outside.   
 
    Since I refused to do a shopping run, my dinner options were quite limited.  Much to my surprise, I didn’t even have a microwave meal in my freezer.   
 
    Suddenly, it was food delivery to the rescue.  The only question became, what type of food to order?  My choice came down to Italian food or Chinese food.   
 
    Not surprisingly, the urge to order a pizza won out.  I called up Majestic Cove Pizza and ordered a medium pie for myself.   
 
    About half an hour later, the pizza arrived.   
 
    I then plopped down on my couch with a few slices of pizza in front of me.  There was some TV watching in store for me.   
 
    As I grabbed the remote, I found myself briefly thinking about how much differently my night could have played out if I had decided to go to that fundraiser with my mother.   
 
    If I had said yes, I would currently be going through my closet, desperately trying to pick out the right dress to wear to the event.  Then I would rush into the bathroom to do my hair and makeup.   
 
    All the while, I would be as hungry as could be.   
 
    By the time I got to the event, I would be ravenous.  From there, I would probably have to make a bunch of awkward small talk.   
 
    On the flip side, even though fundraisers weren’t my thing, dates definitely were.  So, while I was glad that I said no to my mother, I couldn’t help but be a little bit jealous of my friend, Kristina.  While I was eating pizza alone on my couch, Kristina was out on her date.   
 
    There was a chance that she was having the time of her life.  Wouldn’t that be great?  I wished her the best.  I just wanted her to be happy. 
 
    At the same time, I also couldn’t help but wonder when I would get a romantic break.  Even though I solved mysteries for a living, I had no answer to that question.   
 
    Rather than thinking about my dud of a love life, I decided to zonk out in front of the TV. 
 
    At least, that was the plan.  Unfortunately, my television let me down.  Even though I had hundreds of channels, I couldn’t seem to find anything good to watch.   
 
    At some point, I just gave up and decided to start surfing the internet.  I cracked open my laptop and logged into my social media account. 
 
    I quickly realized that was a bad idea.  In my newsfeed, I saw a recent post that my ex-boyfriend, Gavin Hildridge, had made.  He was on vacation in Hawaii with his girlfriend.  They looked like they were having a ball.   
 
    That was the last thing I wanted to see right then.  It was safe to say that things had not ended well between Gavin and me.  He worked an office job in the finance industry.  His hours were nine-to-five.  He never encountered danger at work. 
 
    My profession couldn’t have been more different.  I often worked nights.  Sometimes, I stared danger directly in the face.  And my job was highly unpredictable.   
 
    During our entire relationship, Gavin was uncomfortable with my chosen profession.  He kept telling me to quit being an investigator.  To get a desk job.   
 
    What he failed to understand was that I was really good at my job.  I helped people.  There was a lot of value in that. 
 
    Gavin wouldn’t listen, though.  Finally, one day, he had enough.  He broke things off with me.  Shortly after that, he started dating a woman from his office.  It seemed like he never looked back. 
 
    My story played out far differently.  It had been a little over a year since Gavin had broken things off with me.  During that time, my love life had gone nowhere.  Some days, it didn’t seem like that would change anytime soon. 
 
    Suddenly, I closed my laptop.  I didn’t want to scroll through my social media newsfeed anymore.   
 
    Briefly, a sense of regret washed over me.  I kicked myself a little for turning down my mother’s invitation.  Perhaps going to that fundraiser would have been good for me.   
 
    Oh well.  It was too late now.  There was no way I could get dressed in time to head over there.  Not unless I wanted to skip doing my hair and makeup.   
 
    Rather than feeling bad for myself, I cracked open a book.  Reading could distract me from the unsettling state that my personal life was in.  Especially a mystery book.  Mysteries kept my mind active.  When I was reading a mystery, I had to focus on the case.   
 
    So, I dove headfirst into my book and read a few hundred pages that evening before heading off to bed.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Even though my romantic life wasn’t where I wanted it to be, it didn’t mean that the same was true for other people.  In fact, I was counting on hearing some good news as I entered Majestic Cove Bakery the following morning.   
 
    I was incredibly excited as I entered the bakery.  Then again, why wouldn’t I be?  Bakeries were fantastic places.  It was hard not to have a smile on my face when I was about to order a pastry.  And let me tell you, no one made treats quite like Kristina did.  Granted, I was a little biased, given the fact that Kristina was a dear friend of mine.  Even so, I wasn’t the only person in town who loved this place.  The bakery had a lot of raving fans.  It also had amazing online reviews. 
 
    Between the pastries that were served here and the fact that Kristina had just gone on a date the night before, it seemed like I had an interesting morning ahead of me.   
 
    I approached the display case with a big smile on my face.   
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” I said. 
 
    As Kristina stood behind the counter, she looked like she was deep in thought.  My statement pulled her head out of the clouds.   
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” she replied. 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me how your date went?  Or are you going to make me guess?” 
 
    Kristina grimaced.  “I was worried that you were going to ask me that.”  
 
    “Worried?  Why?  Did it not go well?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “It sure didn’t.” 
 
    My heart sank.  “Uh-oh.  I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Kristina continued.  “Honestly, there’s no reason to sugarcoat things.  It was a disaster.” 
 
    “Yikes.  Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “There isn’t much to say.  My date was glued to his phone all night.  It was like I wasn’t even there.  As if I was invisible.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s brutal.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that,” she replied.  “I could go on, but it was bad enough being on the date.  The last thing I want to do is to go over all of the lousy details.” 
 
    “I hear you.  There’s no reason to go blow by blow.” 
 
    “The most important thing to take from this experience was that it was a total dud.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and replied, “That is such terrible news.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  It was a real shock to my system.” 
 
    “My heart goes out to you.” 
 
    “My poor heart.  It just keeps taking abuse.  I just keep getting excited, only to be letdown later.” 
 
    “I hate to see it.  Especially since you were in such good spirits yesterday.” 
 
    “Don’t mention that.  It seems like a distant memory now.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “What can I say?  A lot can change in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “For example, here I am, back to square one.”  She gritted her teeth.  “I hate starting over from scratch.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” I replied.  “I certainly know what that’s like.” 
 
    “Look at us, two hopelessly single women.” 
 
    “Please don’t say the word hopeless.” 
 
    “Why not?  Does it cut too close to the bone?” 
 
    “No.  It’s because I still believe we should be hopeful.” 
 
    “It’s nice that you feel that way.  During times like this, I can’t help but wonder if I’m ever going to catch a break.” 
 
    “Kristina, I know you had a bad date, but you shouldn’t talk like that.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I can’t help it.  I’m just down in the dumps right now.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you never know what might happen next.  You could meet someone new at any time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could.  But will I?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that right now.” 
 
    “I can.  It definitely doesn’t feel likely,” Kristina said. 
 
    I winced.  It wasn’t like my friend to be so negative.  I hated seeing her so unhappy.  I tried to think of something to say to cheer her up.   
 
    While I was deep in thought, she spoke up again.   
 
    “Sorry for all of the ranting,” Kristina added.  “My frustration just refuses to stay bottled up.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head.  “No, it really isn’t. In the scope of things, I know it was just one bad date.  But it’s amazing how one terrible evening can change your perspective.” 
 
    “Even so, Mr. Right is still out there.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “I know you’re not feeling hopeful about that—” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m in a state of utter disbelief when it comes to that.”  
 
    “I feel like our roles are completely reversed right now.  I’m usually the skeptic, yet here I am, telling you that there’s someone special out there for you.”  
 
    “Do you really believe there’s a special guy out there for me somewhere?  Or are you just saying that to make me feel better?” 
 
    “Kristina, it’s a big world.  There are seven billion people on this planet.  I can guarantee that Mr. Right exists.  He’s out there…somewhere.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, it’s hard to disagree with you.  But what if he’s on the other side of the world?  As you know, I don’t get out of Majestic Cove very often.” 
 
    “Just hang in there.  You’ll find the man of your dreams.  I’m not sure when, and I’m not sure who it will be, but it’s going to happen.  Mark my words.” 
 
    Kristina pointed at me.  “I’m going to hold you to that.” 
 
    I put my hands together.  “In that case, I’d better start praying.” 
 
    “I thought you were already doing that.” 
 
    “I am.  I’ll just be doing a lot more of it from here on out,” I said. 
 
    “Here’s hoping that all of our prayers are answered,” Kristina replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Just as I was about to leave the bakery, I spotted a familiar face.  It was Detective Scott Webster.  He was entering the shop with a serious look in his eyes.   
 
    Had something terrible happened?  I really hoped that was not the case.  There was already enough going on in town.  Not just with me.  But in general.  The detective had recently wrapped up a murder investigation.  Right then, he desperately needed some peace and quiet.  That just didn’t appear to be in the cards for him.  
 
    Maybe I was wrong.  I made an effort to find out. 
 
    “Scott, is everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “Not at all.” 
 
    Uh-oh.  That was the last thing I wanted to hear, I thought.  At the same time, if something awful had taken place in town, I wanted to know about it. 
 
    A look of concern came to my face.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m starving.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Is that all?” 
 
    “What?  That’s not enough for you?  Because it’s a pretty big deal to me.” 
 
    “I was just worried that something terrible had occurred.” 
 
    “Nope.  Everything is fine,” he said.  “At least, it will be when I get some food in my stomach.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” I replied.  “Although, I have to say, I’m really surprised to see you here.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose.  “Really?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “And here I thought you were going to make a joke about cops and donuts,” he said.   
 
    “It’s not too late for that.  There’s plenty of room for those jokes.” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t have given you any ideas, should I?” 
 
    “No.  But it’s too late to turn back the clock now.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Back to my point, though.  The reason I’m surprised to see you here is because I thought you had your hands full.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.  I have been pretty busy lately.” 
 
    “Pretty busy?  Don’t you mean extremely busy?  Until recently, you were deep into conducting a murder investigation.”  
 
    “Yeah.  But as you know, that’s all wrapped up now.”   
 
    “So, what, are you telling me that you’ve just been sitting around doing nothing since then?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    “Paperwork is a completely different beast.  Let me tell you, it is not to be trifled with,” he said. 
 
    I chuckled.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” he asked.   
 
    “You realize how ridiculous you sound, right?” I asked.  “You stare down murderers.  And drug dealers.  And all sorts of other criminals.  Yet, you call paperwork a beast.” 
 
    “Granted, it’s a completely different kind of animal, but it’s still a beast in its own right.” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed.  “You’re a strange man, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m just being honest.  Filling out paperwork is one of my least favorite parts of the job.” 
 
    “And here I thought your least favorite part would be getting shot at.” 
 
    “Notice how I said that paperwork was one of my least favorite parts.  Getting shot at is definitely the absolute worst.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Thankfully, no one is trying to shoot at me today.  That said, I still want to dodge all of the paperwork that I have to do.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’m going to need it.” 
 
    I chuckled again.  “Aren’t you overreacting a little bit?” 
 
    “Hey, cut me a break.  I get a little jittery when I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Besides, I just hate what a constant nuisance paperwork is.  I feel like the moment I finish a stack of it, it’s only a matter of time before another stack lands on my desk.” 
 
    I got playful with him.  “You poor guy.  You sound like you could really use a donut.”  
 
    “I know you’re making fun of me, but a donut would definitely improve my mood.” 
 
    I reached into my purse and pulled out a few bucks.  “I’ll tell you what.  Order yourself a chocolate-glazed donut.  It’s on me.” 
 
    “That’s so nice of you.” 
 
    “That’s what friends do for each other.” 
 
    “You’re a really great friend, you know that?” 
 
    “I try to do what I can,” I said.  “Anyway, I hope your day gets better.” 
 
    “Me too.”  He put his hand up.  “By the way, we’ve been so busy joking around that I haven’t asked how things are going with you.” 
 
    “Honestly, it could be a very interesting morning for me.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” 
 
    I checked the time on my phone.  “I would, but I really need to be going.  I’ll catch up with you later, though.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” he replied.  “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Denise notified me that Craig was meeting with a claimant that morning for an interview.  Depending on what transpired during their exchange, I could have everything I needed to wrap up my investigation.  Or, perhaps not.   
 
    One thing was clear.  I was interested to see what unfolded.     
 
    The interview was going to take place on Palm Drive.  That was where William Draybeck lived.  Mr. Draybeck had a mid-century modern home on the east side of town.  It was a really cute place.  Although, the architecture wasn’t terribly important to my investigation.  I just thought it was a nice little detail.     
 
    I staked out in front of the home a few minutes before Craig was scheduled to arrive.  In an effort to keep out of sight, I parked my sedan on the street a few houses away from William’s place. 
 
    A number of minutes later, Craig’s blue pickup truck pulled up in front of William’s home.  Craig parked his vehicle in the driveway, got out of his truck, and walked up to the front door of the home. 
 
    After a few knocks, the blue door swung open.  
 
    William stood in his doorway leaning on a pair of crutches.  He waved Craig inside.   
 
    William then closed the door behind him.   
 
    At that point, I got out of my car and bolted through William’s yard.   
 
    Unfortunately, William was smart enough to close the blinds in front of his living room window.   
 
    If I pressed my ear against the window, I’d be able to hear what was said, but I wasn’t prepared to settle for that yet.  There was a chance that I’d still be able to get a visual on the situation.  I decided to head around to the side of the house.   
 
    With any luck, William might have forgotten to close the blinds that were in front of one of his side windows. 
 
    As I reached the side of the house, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  I was in business.  Even though William had partially shut his blinds, they weren’t closed all the way.  In fact, they were open just enough that I could see exactly what was going on inside William’s living room.   
 
    “Fantastic,” I whispered to myself.   
 
    I grabbed my phone and began recording the entire conversation.   
 
    At that point, William was seated on his couch.  Meanwhile, Craig sat in a recliner across the room. 
 
    The beginning of the interview was mostly small talk.  From there, Craig explained how the process worked.  Craig then fired a number of questions at William.   
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait very long for the conversation to heat up.  Once the standard disability interview questions were out of the way, Craig put his notepad away.   
 
    William then became very curious.  “So, are you going to approve my claim?” 
 
    Craig shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    William’s face filled with shock.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you can’t fool me, Mr. Draybeck.” 
 
    William threw out his arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know the truth,” Craig said.  “And I don’t appreciate the fact that you’ve been lying to me.” 
 
    “I think you have your facts mixed up.  I told you the truth.  I’m disabled—” 
 
    Craig put his hand up.  “Stop right there.  You’re not going to get me to buy your bogus story.” 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve, you know that?  How dare you accuse me of giving you a bogus story?” 
 
    “Mr. Draybeck, let me show you something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Craig pulled out his phone.  He then loaded a photo.  “It’s all the proof I need to know that you’ve been lying to me.  If you’re really disabled, then what were you doing dancing at that club last night?” 
 
    As William looked at the photo, his face went as white as a sheet.  “I can explain.” 
 
    “Save your breath.  Your claim is going to be denied.” 
 
    Craig got up from the couch and headed toward the door. 
 
    Wow.  Maybe Craig wasn’t corrupt, after all.  If anything, he looked like he was really good at his job.   
 
    As Craig reached the door, William became desperate.   
 
    “Hold on a second.  Don’t leave.  Please,” William said. 
 
    Craig turned around.  “Give me one good reason why I should stay.” 
 
    “I need this payout.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem.” 
 
    “I’m begging you.  Don’t show that photo to your boss.  You don’t know how much this claim means to me.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Seriously.  I’m desperate.  Is there any way that I can change your mind?” 
 
    Suddenly, the moment of truth was upon Craig.  What would he do?  Would he walk out?  Or would he make a different call? 
 
    Right then, I was rooting for him to head out to his car.  To do the right thing.   
 
    He didn’t do that, however.   
 
    Instead, his eyes lit up.  “Actually, there is something you can do.” 
 
    “Name it,” William said. 
 
    “If you want this photo to disappear, it’s going to cost you.” 
 
    “How much are we talking?” 
 
    “Five-hundred dollars.” 
 
    William became outraged.  “Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No.  I’m smart.  I also know what a claim like this is worth.  The question becomes, just how desperate are you?” 
 
    William stared Craig down.  Mr. Draybeck then took a deep breath.  
 
    “If I give you this money, you’ll approve my claim then?” William asked. 
 
    Craig nodded. 
 
    “And you’ll delete that photo?  Right in front of me?” William continued. 
 
    “Yes,” Craig said.   
 
    “All right.  You have a deal.” 
 
    Craig smirked.  “Good.” 
 
    “Let me get my checkbook.” 
 
    Craig shook his head.  “Oh, no you don’t.” 
 
    William squinted.  “What do you mean?”   
 
    “I’m not taking a personal check from a claimant.”   
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There can’t be any paper trail leading back to me.  I need cash.” 
 
    William let out a groan.  “Fine.  Don’t go anywhere.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    William walked out of the room without the use of his crutches.  At that point, there was no use carrying on the ruse anymore. 
 
    William returned a few minutes later with an envelope in his hand.  He handed the envelope to Craig.   
 
    The investigator immediately opened the envelope and began counting the cash that was inside it.  
 
    “Are we good now?” William asked.   
 
    Craig nodded.  “It’s all here.  We have a deal.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, delete that photo.” 
 
    Craig deleted the picture on his phone.  He then shook William’s hand.   
 
    “Congratulations.  Your claim will be approved,” Craig said. 
 
    A few seconds later, Craig left William’s house and went about his day.   
 
    William couldn’t move on that quickly.  He just stood in his living room, staring out into the distance.   
 
    As for me, I had gotten the answers that I was looking for.  I had also managed to record the entire thing.   
 
    I had everything I needed to wrap up my investigation.  Not only were all of the claimants guilty of fraud, but I had managed to prove that Craig was corrupt as well.   
 
    Suddenly, a phone call was in order.  Denise needed to know about this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As I drove away from the scene, I dialed Denise’s number.  When I told her I had an update for her, she was anxious to hear what I had to say.  I could have gone over everything with her on the phone, but I felt like there were some things that were better revealed in person.   
 
    Denise agreed to meet me back at my office.  When she sat down across from me, I showed her the photographs I had taken.  I also played the videos that I recorded.   
 
    Her eyes widened as she watched all of the content.   
 
    When I was done revealing my findings, she leaned back in her chair and let out a groan.   
 
    “I’m really sorry,” I said. 
 
    “You know, when I hired you, I was really hoping that you wouldn’t find anything,” Denise said.  “I know it was optimistic thinking on my part, but it turned out that my instincts were correct all along.” 
 
    “They certainly were.” 
 
    She winced.  “What a terrible time to be right.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how often I hear that.” 
 
    “Do you get that all the time?” 
 
    “Not all the time, but a lot.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “It is, but that’s just life as an investigator.  I mean, when someone has enough of a suspicion to hire me, it is usually because something is amiss.” 
 
    “That makes sense.  Anyway, what a mess this situation is.  It’s going to take a lot of work to straighten everything out.” 
 
    “I don’t envy you.” 
 
    “Nor should you.  But I’m going to do what’s necessary.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what are you going to do exactly?” 
 
    “To start, those four disability claims are going to be denied.” 
 
    “That makes sense.  What are you going to do about Craig?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  I’m going to kick him to the curb.  I’m not going to continue to employ a sleaze ball like that.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then the next big step will be to find a replacement for Craig.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Which brings up a good point.  How would you like to be a fraud investigator?” 
 
    My eyebrows rose.  “Me?” 
 
    “Sure.  I mean, you did a great job with this case.  You’d make a great fraud investigator.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m flattered that you’d think of me, but I like the job I have.” 
 
    “It is pretty nice being your own boss, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded.  “It sure is.” 
 
    “Just a word of caution.  If you do hire any employees at some point, be very careful who you pick.  They can turn on you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “You know what the crazy part is?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A friend of mine gave me that advice years ago before I started my business.  At the time, I took her advice to heart.  And yet I still had an employee turn on me.”  She groaned.  “I guess you can never be too careful.” 
 
    “I hope you get this all sorted out soon.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Denise said.  “In the meantime, I need a drink.”   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After Denise got up from her chair and left my office, my co-worker, Lisa, came over to talk to me.  
 
    “You feel like grabbing a bite to eat?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “Sure.” 
 
    “Good.  Does Mexican food work for you?” 
 
    “When doesn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.  There’s nothing like a tasty burrito.” 
 
    “And don’t forget those tortilla chips.  They are addictive.” 
 
    “Now that my mouth is watering, let’s make some serious tracks.  I can feel my stomach rumbling as we speak.” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip.  “Actually, can you give me a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.”  She stared at me.  “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Do you really have to ask?  I just uncovered evidence of widespread insurance fraud.” 
 
    “I thought something else might be bothering you.” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “It probably should be.  But what can I say?  I’ve been doing this job long enough that I’ve seen far worse than that.” 
 
     “So have I.  Still, some cases are easier to shake off than others. 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though.  I’m not quite sure why this investigation has gotten under my skin so much.” 
 
    “That’s simple.  You have a good heart.” 
 
    “So do you, but you don’t seem all that bothered right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have.” 
 
    “I wonder if bad news will become much easier for me to take as I get older.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said.  “But we can discuss that at the restaurant.” 
 
    I stared into Lisa’s eyes.   
 
    “You’re really hungry, aren’t you?” I asked.   
 
    “I know you think I’m bringing up food to avoid the subject, but that’s not the case.” 
 
    “Not even a little bit?”  
 
    “Melody, let me share a life lesson with you.” 
 
    “All right.  What’s the lesson?” 
 
    “Bad news is much easier to digest on a full stomach.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “I’ll go one step further,” Lisa said.  “When life gives you lemons, forget lemonade.  The real answer is to eat some lemon meringue cake.” 
 
    My eyes got as wide as saucers.  “Now I’m the one who is getting really hungry.” 
 
    “Well, naturally.  Who doesn’t love dessert?” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Leave it to you to bring dessert into the discussion.”  
 
    “Hey, there’s no better way to sweeten up a conversation than by talking about dessert.” 
 
    “True.”   
 
    “And it’s pretty hard to go wrong with cake.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Correction.  It’s impossible to go wrong with cake.” 
 
    Lisa smiled.  “I like the way you think.”   
 
    “As long as the cake is from Majestic Cove Bakery.” 
 
    “Well, obviously.  Why would anyone go to another bakery?” 
 
    “I can’t think of a single reason.” 
 
    “Neither can I.”   
 
    “And we solve mysteries for a living.” 
 
    Lisa put her hand up.  “So, it’s settled then.  A burrito for lunch and then some cake for dessert.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Lisa took a playful tone as she replied, “Now that we’ve made some very important plans, it’s time to get up.  I’m hungrier than ever.” 
 
    I got up and headed toward the door.  As we got ready to leave the office, my mood improved.   
 
    “I have to say, the prospect of getting some cake has me feeling better already,” I remarked.   
 
    “I’m happy to hear that,” Lisa said.  “Now, let’s eat.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Truffles, Tirades, and Trouble 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “I need your help,” Amy Dearborn said. 
 
    What a way for a phone conversation to start.  Amy didn’t mess around.  She didn’t have time for small talk.  She just got straight to the point.   
 
    I didn’t blame her.  If I was in the same position as she was, I would do the same thing.  She had just been dealt a terrible blow.  The police had arrested her for the murder of Connor Taggart.  The story was all over the news.  And why wouldn’t it be?  Murders rarely took place in Majestic Cove.   
 
    We lived in a relatively small town.  There were only about twenty-five thousand full-time residents.  The locals weren’t used to things like homicide investigations.  Majestic Cove was known as an idyllic little coastal tourist town.   
 
    This murder had really turned Majestic Cove upside down.  It would be the lead story on the news for weeks.  Or even months.    
 
    In Amy’s case, the homicide investigation could spell the end for her.  There was a very real chance that she could spend the rest of her life in prison. 
 
    While my heart certainly went out to her, I was also quite confused.  Of all the people that she could have phoned right then, I didn’t quite understand why she had called me.  If anything, she should have called her lawyer.  Then again, perhaps she already did that.  Maybe I was her second call.  There was one way of finding out.   
 
    “I’m so sorry about what happened to you,” I said. 
 
    “Melody, I’m not looking for sympathy.  I need your assistance.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’d be happy to help you out.  I just don’t know what you want me to do.  I’m a private investigator, not a lawyer.” 
 
    “I understand that.  Besides, I already have a lawyer.” 
 
    “I hope you have a really good one.” 
 
    “I do.  He came highly rated.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear.” 
 
    “And he’s going to do everything he can to defend me.  But there’s some things that he can’t do.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “That’s where you come in.  I want to hire you.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “To prove I’m innocent.” 
 
    My jaw dropped when she said that.  I went silent for a few seconds.   
 
    The line went quiet long enough that Amy became concerned that the call had dropped.   
 
    “Melody, are you still there?” she asked.   
 
    “Yeah.  I’m just in shock,” I replied.  “How am I supposed to prove that you’re innocent?” 
 
    “By finding the real killer.” 
 
    Amy’s statement gave me pause.  During my time as a private investigator, I had worked on all sorts of different cases, dealing with a wide range of topics.  This would be a new one for me.   
 
    Without a doubt, it had much higher stakes than I was used to.  Was I up to the challenge?  Or would this be too much for me?  What if I failed?  How could I live with myself knowing that Amy depended on me to come through for her? 
 
    Amy pulled my head out of the clouds.   
 
    “So, will you help me?” Amy asked. 
 
    “You need to give me a minute.  I’m still trying to process what you just said to me.” 
 
    “I understand.  But don’t take too long.  I don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.  Like I said, though, just give me a second.  I’m in shock.” 
 
    “Trust me.  You’re not the only one.  How do you think I feel?  I have been arrested for a crime that I didn’t commit.”  
 
    “That’s so terrible.  I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” 
 
    “It’s horrifying.  I feel like my entire life is over.  And that you’re the only person who can get it back for me.” 
 
    “Amy, that’s a lot of pressure to put on me.  Especially since I haven’t even said yes.  After all, I’ve never taken a case like this before.” 
 
    “I guess we’re both in uncharted waters right now.” 
 
    “Good point.  Still, I generally don’t like to take a case unless I feel like I can do the job well.” 
 
    “And you don’t think you can find Connor’s real killer?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s nice that you’re being truthful with me.”   
 
    “I definitely can’t guarantee anything.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to,” Amy said.  “Honestly, I know this is a long shot.  That you might come up short.  But I still want you to try.  Wouldn’t you do the same if you were in my position?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point.” 
 
    “What does your lawyer think about this?” 
 
    “He thinks we can use all of the help that we can get.” 
 
    “How about the police detective?  Have you spoken with him?” 
 
    “Not about hiring you.  Honestly, there’s no point in talking to that detective anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because he won’t listen to me.  I told him I’m not a killer.  That I had nothing to do with Connor’s death.  But he won’t believe me.  Why do you think I’m so desperate for your help?” 
 
    “What a nightmare.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that.  Nightmares are things that you can wake up from.  This is just my life now.  That’s why I need you.  Will you help me out?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I agreed to meet with Amy.  As I drove over to the police station, I was very introspective.  I hated turning down work.  To start, that was no way to run a business.  After all, I had bills to pay.  On the flip side, like I mentioned to Amy on the phone, I tried not to disappoint my clients. 
 
    It was rare for it to happen, but I had rejected a few jobs over the years.  Each time, it was because the client was asking for results that I was incapable of providing. 
 
    I was not at that stage with Amy, but this case definitely fell into the danger zone.  With an investigation like this, where there was a low probability that I would succeed, it was important to be upfront about it.  I wasn’t about to make any guarantees. 
 
    The more I thought about this investigation, the more I realized it had the makings of an incredibly rough case. 
 
    When I arrived at the police station, I signed in with the front desk clerk.  As a deputy led me back to the cell block, we walked by Detective Scott Webster’s desk.   
 
    I was hoping that my friend would be in the break room. 
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    Scott was sitting at his desk, looking at his laptop.  When he glanced up at me, he nearly did a double-take.  Especially when I didn’t stop at his desk. 
 
    “Melody, what are you doing here?” Scott asked.   
 
    “Amy wants to talk to me,” I said. 
 
    I kept my response intentionally vague.  If I had gone into detail with him, I knew he’d want to get into an in-depth conversation with me.  It might even lead to some arguing.  It was crucial to avoid that.  Especially right then. 
 
    I already had enough on my plate without arguing with the detective.  Besides, I hated disagreeing with a friend.   
 
    I knew I’d have to speak in detail with Scott eventually, but if I could put it off a little while longer, that would be great. 
 
    “What does she want to talk to you about?” Scott asked. 
 
    Uh-oh.  Was he going to force the issue with me? 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it later,” I said. 
 
    Would Scott let me skate by with that vague reply, or would he insist on getting details from me? 
 
    He certainly looked like he wanted to fire ten different questions at me.   
 
    I was pretty sure that he was going to stop me from heading over to the cell block.   
 
    Thankfully, he kept them to himself.  He let me head over to the block without explaining myself further. 
 
    A sense of relief washed over me.  At least, temporarily.  Right then, I had other things to stress out about.   
 
    Scott knew that.  Maybe that was why he gave me a pass.  The question became, what would he do when I came out of the cell block later? 
 
    Knowing the detective, he would probably be waiting for me when I finished up my conversation with Amy.  His curiosity would most likely get the best of him.   
 
    If our roles were reversed, I would definitely want to know what was up.  Even so, I definitely wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.  I was used to being in agreement with him.   
 
    This case would put us on opposite sides.  We would almost be squaring off against each other.   
 
    Would that lead to us clashing?  Or would he just let me conduct my own independent investigation without interfering?   
 
    I would find out soon enough. 
 
    In the meantime, I needed to talk to Amy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at Amy’s cell, she was pacing back and forth.  She looked as nervous as could be.  I didn’t blame her.  The cell was small.  And cold.  And creepy.  A shiver went down my spine as I walked through the block.  It was hard to overstate just how uncomfortable I felt being there, and I wasn’t even behind bars. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how terrible it felt to actually be inside a cell.  Hopefully, I would never have to experience anything like that.  Then again, Amy probably felt the exact same way.  Yet, she was stuck behind bars.   
 
    When she spotted me, she stopped pacing and went right up to the door of the cell.  There was a desperate look in her eyes.  While I had been quietly contemplating the drab conditions of this cell block, I knew that Amy’s focus was on the big picture.  With good reason.  If she got convicted of murder, she would probably be given a life sentence.  The odds were that she’d end up dying in jail.  That she’d never be a free woman again.  That was a terrifying possible future to be grappling with.   
 
    No wonder she was so happy to see me.   
 
    “Thanks for coming so quickly,” Amy said. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m so glad that you agreed to meet with me.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I can start an investigation, but I can’t make any guarantees—” 
 
    Amy stopped me before I could finish my sentence.  “You’ll get results.  I just know it.” 
 
    I squinted.  “I’m not sure how you can be so confident about that.” 
 
    “Because you have to.  I’m counting on you.  You’re my last hope.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “You mean, except for your lawyer?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  I meant, overall.  The way I see it, you’re my only shot of getting out of here.” 
 
    “Why?  Did something happen with your lawyer?” 
 
    “He was really honest with me about my chances of getting an acquittal in court,” Amy replied.  “In fact, he was brutally honest with me.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “He told me that he was going to do everything in his power to get an acquittal, but the probability of that happening was extremely low.” 
 
    “He really said that?” 
 
    Amy nodded.  “That isn’t all.  He also told me that there’s only so much he can do.  According to him, the police have a strong case against me.  As it stands, it will probably be difficult to convince a jury that I’m innocent.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Wow.  That’s the last thing you want to hear from your lawyer.” 
 
    Amy grimaced.  “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “He didn’t hold anything back, did he?” I asked.    
 
    “Not at all,” Amy replied.  “In a way, I appreciate that.  I don’t want to get my hopes up for nothing.  On the other hand, I now realize that my situation is more desperate than ever.  That’s why I feel like you’re my only hope.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of pressure to put on me.” 
 
    “I know.  And I hate to do that to you, but I’m just being honest.  There doesn’t seem to be any reason to skirt around the truth.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Besides, I believe in you, Melody.  You came through for me before.  You can do it again.” 
 
    “You have to admit.  The circumstances are a little different this time.” 
 
    “True, but the goal is the same.  To find out the truth.  Connor’s killer is out there.  Somewhere,” she said. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I processed all of this news. 
 
    Amy continued.  “So, are you up to the challenge?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “That’s all I can ask for.” 
 
    “I’ll say this, though.  If I’m going to have any chance of pulling this off, I’m going to need some things from you.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m going to pray like there is no tomorrow.  Because for me, there might not be.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  Prayer is important.  But that wasn’t what I was talking about.” 
 
    “Oh.  What were you referring to then?” 
 
    “Information.  I want as many details as possible.  Tell me anything that comes to your mind that might help me find Connor’s killer.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied.  “Also, there’s something about all of this that I don’t get.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Based on the information that I’ve already obtained, a neighbor reported seeing you running from Connor’s place around the time of the murder.” 
 
    “They did?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She grimaced.   
 
    “Which leads me to wonder, is there something you aren’t telling me?” I asked. 
 
    She lowered her head. 
 
    I spoke up again.  “Amy, if I’m going to help you, I need to know the truth.  No matter how ugly it might be.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and responded, “I was at Connor’s house the night he died, but I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “I’m going to need more information than that,” I replied.  “What were you doing at Connor’s place?” 
 
    “I wanted to pick up my stuff from his house.  I thought it would be simple.  That I would just go over to his place and he would hand me a box of my belongings.” 
 
    “Did that not happen?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  He had the box ready, but he also had a speech prepared for me.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “That he was sorry for cheating on me.  That he wanted me to take him back.” 
 
    “How did you respond?” 
 
    “I told him that it was over between us.  That there was no way I would ever take him back.” 
 
    “Did he start arguing with you?” 
 
    Amy nodded.  “Yeah.  To the point where I just had to grab the box from him.  I then ran out to my car and sped away.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you telling me the truth?” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Amy said.  “You have to believe me.  When I left Connor’s house that night, he was very much still alive.” 
 
    “All right.  I just wanted to hear it directly from you.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said.  “Is there anything else you want to know?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I have a lot more questions for you,” I said. 
 
    “In that case, fire away.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Amy and I ended up talking for about half an hour.  During that time, she gave me a surprising amount of information to work with.  It was a good start.  It was definitely better than grasping at straws.  Even though she gave me a bunch of details, it was mostly general info.  She didn’t provide me with any incredibly hot leads.   
 
    As I left the cell block, it was clear that I had my work cut out for me.  I had a lot of people to talk to.  That left me with some important decisions to make.  Who should I interview first?  Should it be Nancy?  Or Betsy?  Or someone else? 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized that the order of the interviews wasn’t terribly important.  My investigation wouldn’t be complete unless I spoke with all of the suspects.   
 
    Part of me just thought that maybe I’d get lucky right out of the gate if I chose a particularly talkative suspect to speak with first. 
 
    While I was looking ahead to future conversations, I completely lost track of a discussion that awaited me when I left the cell block.  Just like I had predicted earlier, Scott wanted to have a word with me before I exited the police station.   
 
    In fact, he was waiting for me to come around the corner when I left the cell block.   
 
    My head was so far in the clouds that I was startled when he said my name.  
 
    “Melody,” the detective remarked. 
 
    I put my hand on my chest.  “You startled me.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to.  I didn’t realize you were so jumpy,” he said. 
 
    “I just have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Do you also have a lot on your plate too?” 
 
    “Actually, I do.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “It’s eating you up inside not knowing what Amy and I talked about, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I admit it.  I’m curious about your discussion.  It was highly unusual for her to call you, after all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s not like you two are friends.  You worked on a case for her once.  That’s all.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I certainly didn’t expect to hear from her this morning.” 
 
    “So, why exactly did she call you?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and stared into Scott’s eyes without saying a word.  
 
    He stared at my mouth, expecting me to give him a reply.   
 
    Scott didn’t seem to realize what a tough position I was in.  Amy had just put the weight of the world on my shoulders.  In addition, the rest of my day would most likely be filled with uncomfortable conversations with suspects.  The last thing I needed was to have an awkward exchange with one of my friends as well. 
 
    It looked like I had no choice in the matter.  I had avoided the topic as much as I could, but now Scott wanted answers.     
 
    “I need to make a deal with you,” I said. 
 
    Scott shrugged.  “What kind of a deal?” 
 
    “Before I tell you what Amy and I discussed, I want you to promise that you’re not going to get angry with me.” 
 
    Scott laughed nervously.  “Wow.  I’m really not going to like this, am I?” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Probably not.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’re being honest with me.” 
 
    “When it comes to a topic like this, I think being upfront is the best call.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s get down to business.  Why did she phone you?” 
 
    “She wanted to hire me.” 
 
    “Hire you?  To do what?  She’s in jail?” 
 
    “It’s funny you should mention that.  She wants me to help her get out of jail.” 
 
    “She realizes you’re not a lawyer, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then what does she think you can do for her?” 
 
    “Find out who really killed Connor.” 
 
    I expected Scott to blow his top.  Or to at least get a little bit angry.  Instead, he surprised me by laughing.   
 
    I squinted.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “This entire situation.  I can’t believe how far she’s taking this act of hers.” 
 
    “What act?” 
 
    “This ruse that she’s innocent.” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that maybe it isn’t an act?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Nope.” 
 
    “What if she’s telling the truth?” I asked.  “What if she had nothing to do with Connor’s death?  It would mean that the killer is still out there.  And that an innocent woman is stuck in jail.”    
 
    “She got you to buy her story, didn’t she?  Wow.”  
 
    “I think it’s more than just a story that she made up.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Does that mean you took the job?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “You’re not mad at me, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “Hey, you have to make a living.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “The question I have is this.  Did you only take this case for the money, or deep down, do you really believe that she’s innocent?” 
 
    “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I don’t think she killed Connor.” 
 
    Scott winced.  “You’re right.  That isn’t what I wanted to hear.”    
 
    “What can I say?  That’s what my instincts are telling me.” 
 
    “We definitely disagree about Amy’s level of guilt.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to see what my investigation uncovers.” 
 
    “If I had to guess, you’re probably not going to find much of anything.” 
 
    “Look at you, being all dismissive of my investigation when I’m just getting started.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  It’s nothing against you or your investigative skills.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “Really, I shouldn’t take offense?” 
 
    He shook his head.   
 
    “Why not?” I asked.   
 
    “Because you know that I performed my own investigation.  And that I had state-of-the-art tools at my disposal.  Which led me to the conclusion that Amy is guilty.” 
 
    “I’m aware of all that.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I also didn’t make Amy any guarantees.” 
 
    “At the same time, I would never bet against my instincts.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re definitely going to need it,” Scott said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    While I was glad that Scott and I didn’t get into an argument, that conversation still could have gone better.   
 
    In particular, I wasn’t a fan of the fact that Scott dismissed what my gut was telling me.  It was almost as if he had already come to the conclusion that I would fail.  I wanted to prove him wrong.  Not just for my sake, but for Amy’s as well. 
 
    While I could have spent more time thinking about how frustrating that conversation with Scott had been, I turned my focus to the case.  
 
    A few minutes later, as I drove away from the police station, something about my previous discussion with Amy really stood out to me.  I couldn’t help but think about the timing of the argument that she’d had with Connor on the night of his murder. 
 
    According to her, when she left his house, he was still alive.  It meant that after she drove away, he didn’t survive much longer.  To me, that was a crucial detail.  After all, there was a chance that Amy and the real killer might have crossed paths without knowing it.   
 
    There was another possibility as well.  What if the killer was already on Connor’s street when Amy drove away?  What if the murderer was hiding in the shadows, waiting to strike?  Perhaps when they saw Amy speeding away in a huff, they figured it would provide great cover for them.  There was even a chance that the so-called neighbor who had placed the call to the police might have actually been the murderer phoning under a false identity. 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t prove any of this.  It was just a theory.  And even if I was right, I didn’t know the identity of the caller.   
 
    One thing I could do right then was head back to the scene of the crime.  I set a course for Connor’s house.  Even though I wouldn’t have access to the inside of the home, where the actual murder had taken place, I could wander around the outside.  I could also take a look at his neighborhood again.  In addition, I might be able to peek into some of his windows.   
 
    What I didn’t expect to happen was to see one of the suspects standing in Connor’s driveway when I pulled onto his street.  Yet, that was exactly what happened.  The suspect was Nancy Billingsley.  Connor and Nancy had been good friends.  
 
    The question became, what was Nancy doing here?  I asked her that very thing as I got out of my car and approached her.   
 
    Rather than replying to my question, the redhead had something that she wanted to ask me.  
 
    “Who are you?” Nancy said. 
 
    “I’m a private investigator,” I said. 
 
    “What exactly are you investigating?” 
 
    “Connor’s death.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  I thought that was already solved.” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Trust me.  The case is very much still open.” 
 
    “Wow.  I had no idea.” 
 
    “With that in mind, I can’t help but wonder what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about how much I miss Connor.  Things haven’t been the same since he died.  I guess I just came here to pay my respects.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t the cemetery be a better place to do that?” 
 
    “I can’t set foot at the cemetery.  It’s just too sad of a place.” 
 
    “But what, Connor’s house isn’t?” 
 
    “Look.  I know this is where he died, but I also have a lot of good memories of this place.” 
 
    “You two were very close, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  He was one of my best friends.” 
 
    “It should be especially troubling to you then that his killer is still on the loose.” 
 
    “That is a terrifying thought.” 
 
    “I agree.  Which is why I want them to be apprehended as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I wish you luck.” 
 
    “An investigation like this is about more than just luck.  It’s about information.  That’s where you come in.” 
 
    Nancy’s eyebrows knitted.  “Me?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  As Connor’s good friend, you could play a pivotal role in bringing his killer to justice.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Can you think of anyone who had a reason to want him dead?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Why do you sound so surprised?” 
 
    “I just assumed that you’d be able to come up with a bunch of names.” 
 
    “You’re dead wrong.” 
 
    “That’s some interesting phrasing.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s unfortunate.  I wish I could take it back.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just move forward?” 
 
    “There’s one problem with that.” 
 
    I squinted.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “As much as I’d like to help you with your investigation, I don’t really have anything to say.” 
 
    In my experience, investigations were never easy, but this conversation was going particularly poorly.  Nancy was giving me nothing to work with.  I had to find a way to get her to open up.   
 
    I didn’t want to go right at her, however.  If she felt personally attacked, she could just shut down.  Or maybe she’d run away.  I had to be a little tricky right then. 
 
    “Nancy, you realize that you’re not really helping your case, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  “What case?” 
 
    “You might wish to remain quiet, but I can’t say the same for other people.  I mean, here you are, showing up at the scene of the crime.  You have to admit, it looks pretty suspicious.” 
 
    “I told you, I just came here to pay my respects.” 
 
    “Maybe you did.  But I will say this.  Appearances play a role in an investigation like this.” 
 
    “So what if I’m here?  I don’t get why that would be suspicious.” 
 
    “Are you really going to make me spell it out for you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Generally, suspects try to avoid showing up at the scene of the crime.  Unless they are worried that they left something behind earlier.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Did you just call me a suspect?” 
 
    “Of course, I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re really playing dumb today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No.  I just don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Nancy, I know you had feelings for Connor.” 
 
    “Stop right there.  I’m in a relationship.” 
 
    “Are you really going to pretend like you and Bill aren’t having problems?” 
 
    “I have no clue where you got your information from, but you are way off base.” 
 
    “Nancy, will you drop the act already and come clean with me?  Every time you lie to me, you only dig yourself a deeper hole.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this conversation is going.” 
 
    “Neither do I.  But there’s a killer on the loose.  And I’m going to do everything I can to bring them to justice.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Connor.” 
 
    “Give me a reason why I should believe you.  After all, you had feelings for Connor, but he was trying to win Amy back.  You also don’t have a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder.  Finally, here you are, at the scene of the crime.” 
 
    “I already told you, I’m not a murderer.” 
 
    “Nancy, your word isn’t enough.  You’re going to need more than that.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you listening to me?  I had nothing to do with this.  Go and bother someone else.” 
 
    “Is that really all you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “That’s it.  I’m out of here.”  Nancy started backing away from me. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked. 
 
    “As far away from you as possible.” 
 
    I started walking toward Nancy. 
 
    She pointed at me and said, “We’re done here.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I could have followed Nancy to her car, but there didn’t seem to be any benefit in that.  If anything, it would just set her off even more.  I didn’t want to take the risk of her getting violent with me. 
 
    Either way, that conversation certainly spiraled out of control in a hurry.  If I had suspicions about Nancy before, they were only heightened now.   
 
    Once Nancy left the scene and drove away, I stuck around Connor’s place for a few minutes.  I wanted to look around Connor’s neighborhood.  I also peered into a few of his windows.  Unfortunately, nothing ended up standing out to me.   
 
    That wasn’t terribly surprising.  The police had done a thorough sweep of the crime scene during their initial investigation.  In addition, before Amy’s arrest, I had also poked my head around here briefly.  The odds were incredibly slim that I’d find any evidence.  Still, I had to try. 
 
    After coming up with nothing, I decided to head over to Betsy O’Dell’s house next.   
 
    Betsy lived in a beige ranch-style home on the south end of town.  I knocked on her dark-brown door.  Much to my surprise, she answered her door almost immediately. 
 
    Clearly, she was expecting company that afternoon.  Judging by the look on her face, however, that person just didn’t happen to be me.   
 
    “Wait a minute.  You don’t work for the package delivery company,” Betsy said. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I said. 
 
    Betsy looked like she wanted to close her door in my face.   
 
    I put my hand up.  “I would like a word with you, though, Betsy.”  
 
    Betsy’s nose scrunched.  “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “I know a lot more about you than just your name.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, I suppose you don’t.” 
 
    “Would you mind filling me in?” 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping that you could provide me with some information.” 
 
    “What kind of info?” 
 
    “Any detail that can lead to the apprehension of Connor Taggart’s killer,” I said. 
 
    Betsy laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “I knew that the police department in this town was a joke, but this is ridiculous.  Amy Dearborn was arrested for that crime,” Betsy said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, what are you hassling me for?” 
 
    “Amy didn’t murder Connor.” 
 
    “You should tell the media that.  There are stories about her all over the news.” 
 
    “Do you always believe what you see on the news?” 
 
    “Are you telling me that’s a mistake?” 
 
    “It is.  Let me tell you, this case is far from over.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what any of this has to do with me.” 
 
    “Maybe nothing.  Or perhaps it has everything to do with you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “The finger of suspicion has been pointed at you.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “To be honest, that part isn’t important,” I said.  “The only thing that really matters is the truth.  For example, I know that you and Connor were sleeping together.” 
 
    “No.  That’s not true.” 
 
    I reached into my purse and pulled up a photo on my phone.  “This picture says otherwise.” 
 
    Betsy’s eyes widened.  “Hey, where did you get that from?” 
 
    I had actually taken that photograph myself during a previous investigation.  
 
    “Like I said, Ms. O’Dell, I’m an investigator.  Getting information is what I do.  Let me tell you.  Things don’t look good for you right now.  Not only were you sleeping with the victim, but you also don’t have an alibi for the night that he was murdered.” 
 
    “Like I told the detective a few days ago, I was here watching TV the night that Connor was murdered.” 
 
    “And according to your statement, you were alone.  Which means that there’s no way of verifying your story.” 
 
    “It’s more than just a story.  It’s the truth.” 
 
    “If that’s truly the case, then help me out.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Give me a reason to believe you.” 
 
    “Being innocent isn’t reason enough?” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe that you’re innocent if you can’t prove it.” 
 
    “Last time I checked, people in this country are innocent until they are proven guilty.” 
 
    “Yes, in court.  But if you didn’t have anything to do with Connor’s murder, you should be hoping that things never get to a court of law.” 
 
    “Look.  I don’t know what you want from me.” 
 
    “The only thing I care about is finding Connor’s killer.” 
 
    “Then talk to someone else.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone in mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Take your time and really think about it.  If I can prove that someone else is guilty, then by default, it will also prove that you’re innocent.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I have no clue who might have done this.” 
 
    “That’s really unfortunate.” 
 
    “It’s also the truth.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but it also means that I can’t help but be suspicious of you.” 
 
    Betsy gritted her teeth.  “You’re maddening, you know that?” 
 
    “No.  What’s maddening is the fact that there’s a killer on the loose,” I said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I spoke with Betsy for a little while longer, but I didn’t get anywhere.  When it became clear that I wouldn’t get any useful information out of her, I elected to move on. 
 
    As I drove away from Betsy’s house, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated by the fact that another conversation had gone nowhere.  I was hoping that my third suspect interview would go a little better.  I certainly hoped so.  Julie McIntosh was the final suspect on my list.  
 
    I drove over to Tilden Road, where Julie lived.  After I parked in her driveway, I didn’t immediately approach her split-level home.   
 
    I needed to take a moment to myself.  After all, it had been an awfully rough afternoon for me.  I really wanted this next conversation to go off without any fireworks.  Would I get my wish?  I said a quick prayer and then got out of my car. 
 
    From there, I went up Julie’s walkway.  I then knocked on her front door.   
 
    Things certainly didn’t get off to a good start.  Much to my chagrin, Julie didn’t answer her door.  I waited a few seconds and knocked again. 
 
    Once more, I didn’t receive an answer.  I then rang the doorbell.   
 
    That also got me nowhere.   
 
    I began to worry.  I knew that Julie wasn’t at work.  To start, it was Saturday.  Her office wasn’t even open then.  There were a number of other places that she could be, though.  She could be out running errands.  Or having a good time.  Or relaxing at the beach.  Perhaps she was even out of town.  All of those possibilities scared me.   
 
    Tracking people down was not something that I enjoyed.  Of course, if it was necessary, I would do it.  I just didn’t want things to come to that. 
 
    My gut was telling me that Julie was still at home.  After all, her car was still in the driveway.  Of course, someone could have come by and picked her up.  Or she could have walked somewhere.  Then again, perhaps she was hiding inside her home, avoiding coming to her door at all costs.   
 
    On the flip side, there was one final option.  What if she was in her backyard?  That was an easy enough thing to check up on.   
 
    I headed around the side of her house and checked out her backyard.   
 
    When I reached her yard, a sense of relief washed over me.   
 
    I saw Julie leaning back in a lounge chair reading a book.  There was a glass of alcohol next to her on a table.   
 
    She looked incredibly relaxed.   
 
    I spoke up to get her attention.  “Excuse me.”  
 
    Julie nearly jumped out of her chair when she heard my voice.  “Who are you?” she asked.  “And what are you doing sneaking up on me like that?”  
 
    “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you,” I said. 
 
    “Whether you meant it or not, you scared the absolute daylights out of me.” 
 
    “Again, I apologize.” 
 
    “How about this?  Would you mind telling me who you are and what you’re doing in my yard?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer your front door when I knocked.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize someone was at the door,” she said.  “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’d like to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About the murder of Connor Taggart.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about his murder.” 
 
    “If that’s the truth then this should be a quick interview.” 
 
    Julie’s eyebrows knitted.  “Interview?  Who are you again?” 
 
    “My name is Melody Clue.  I’m an investigator.” 
 
    “And what are you investigating?  After all, Connor’s murder has already been solved.” 
 
    “Actually, his killer is still at-large.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Julie asked. 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “That’s unsettling,” Julie said. 
 
    “Imagine how I feel, knowing that a murderer is walking the streets.” 
 
    “It’s enough to send a shiver down your spine.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m praying that I can wrap this case up sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “I was hoping for more than luck.  That’s where you come in—” 
 
    She put her hand up.  “I hate to interrupt you, but I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I have some questions for you.” 
 
    “What sort of questions?” 
 
    “It’s my understanding that you and Connor worked together.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did you get along?” 
 
    “We were friendly with each other.” 
 
    “How friendly are we talking?” 
 
    “We were strictly co-workers.” 
 
    “All right,” I said.  “Now, let’s talk about the management position that you were both up for.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You really wanted that promotion, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I did.  Who wouldn’t want to get paid more?” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said.  “That promotion ended up going to Connor, though, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Ms. Clue, I think I know where you’re going with all of this.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Julie nodded.  “You think that I might have murdered Connor over the management job, don’t you?” 
 
    “Since you put it so bluntly, I do have my suspicions.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    My jaw dropped.  “You do?” 
 
    “Yes.  But let me tell you something.  I would never kill someone over a promotion.” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you that things like that never happened.  The sad fact is that people have been killed over far less in the past.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  Not in this case, though.” 
 
    “I have to say, you are staying surprisingly calm.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “The other suspects that I’ve questioned have all freaked out.” 
 
    “I think that’s very telling.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Generally, people don’t freak out unless they have a reason to.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Since I’m not guilty of anything, I’m as calm as can be.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  It’s refreshing to see you keep an even keel.  That said, I still have my suspicions.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “With Connor dead, isn’t it true that you got promoted to manager?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty interesting turn of events, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I can see how you’d feel that way.” 
 
    “How could I look at things any other way?” 
 
    “Did Connor’s death lead to me getting the promotion?  Yes.  Did I kill Connor so that I could get promoted?  Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I wish there was a way of proving that.  Unfortunately, according to my source, you don’t have a verifiable alibi for the time of the murder.” 
 
    “That’s true.  I was all by myself at the time.  But I was taking a walk at the beach.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “That’s my story.” 
 
    “And you’re sticking to it?” 
 
    “I sure am.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Trust me, I get it.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked.   
 
    “Hey, if I was in your position, I’d have my suspicions too.” 
 
    “Aren’t you the least bit nervous right now?” 
 
    Julie shook her head.   
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Because like I said, I didn’t do anything wrong.  And you can’t prove otherwise,” Julie said.  “Unless that changes, I have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    That was probably the weirdest interview I had ever conducted.  Julie didn’t sweat for one second.  Nor did she raise her voice.  She kept her cool as she answered my questions.   
 
    Normally, that was exactly what I wanted to see from a suspect.  It was amazing how rarely that happened.  Even if an interview started off on a calm note, at some point, it would typically take a turn for the worse.   
 
    In this instance, Julie remained completely steady.   
 
    Rather than feeling good about that, I found the experience really unsettling.  Not just because it happened so infrequently.  I just didn’t trust Julie.  She almost seemed too calm.  Too polished.  Like she had anticipated my arrival and had rehearsed all of her answers ahead of time. 
 
    Of course, I couldn’t prove any of that.  It was just a suspicion of mine.  It turned out that I had plenty of those.  I just didn’t have any answers.   
 
    As I drove away from Julie’s house, I decided to head back to my office.  I had a lot to think about.  Even though I could have headed home to reflect on the events of the day, I knew that my co-worker, Lisa, would be back at our detective agency.  It would probably be really helpful to discuss things with her.  Perhaps she could bring a new perspective to the situation.  Even if she didn’t, I always found that it was beneficial to run ideas by someone. 
 
    As I pulled into the parking lot of my office building, a surprise awaited me.  Detective Scott Webster stood in the lot, leaning against his police car.  Was he waiting to talk to me?   
 
    That seemed like the most likely explanation.  The question became, what did he have to say?  Also, would this be a pleasant conversation, or an awkward discussion? 
 
    By that point in the day, I had been yelled at enough.  The last thing I wanted was more trouble.  The good news was that Scott didn’t appear to be in a foul mood.   
 
    I parked my car, got out of the vehicle, and approached the detective.   
 
    “Afternoon, stranger,” I joked.   
 
    “Has it been a good afternoon?” he asked.  “Or a bad one?” 
 
    “It definitely could have gone better.” 
 
    Scott grimaced.  “Did the suspects give you a hard time?” 
 
    “They certainly didn’t take it easy on me.” 
 
    “Did you really expect them to?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.” 
 
    “You know, in my experience, they seem to like to make things as difficult as possible.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you had your hands full?” 
 
    “You sure have a lot of questions for me.” 
 
    “I’m just curious about how things went.” 
 
    “Are you asking as a friend, or as a police detective?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “I will say this.  As a friend, and as a detective, I’ve been worried about you.  From what I’ve heard, you were running around like crazy today.” 
 
    “Who did you hear that from?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Have you been keeping tabs on me?” 
 
    “Of course, I have.  I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” 
 
    “Wow.  So, you had me followed all afternoon?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I said. 
 
    “I did it for your own protection.  After all, you rattled some cages.  That can lead to dangerous consequences.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I was referring to.  What I can’t believe is that someone from your department tailed me all day without me spotting them.  Usually, I’m incredibly perceptive.  Am I not as sharp as I thought?  Or was I just so focused on this case that I lost track of my surroundings?” 
 
    “That could be it.  Solving a case requires a lot of time and energy,” he said.   
 
    “It sure does.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m really glad that I assigned that deputy to keep tabs on you.  It sounds like you can use all of the help that you can get.” 
 
    “Do you know what I can really use right now?” I said.  “A break.” 
 
    “You realize that there’s a very low probability of that happening, right?” 
 
     “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it to rub it in.  I mentioned it because it’s worth repeating.  All of this work that you’re doing might not amount to anything.” 
 
    “Scott, if this is your idea of a pep talk, you really need to work on your motivational speeches.” 
 
    “Melody, I know you don’t want to hear this, but with Amy behind bars, this investigation of yours is probably going to end without producing any tangible results.” 
 
    “Do you still believe that Amy is guilty of murder?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you uncovered any evidence to convince me otherwise?” he replied. 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not yet.” 
 
    “Well, there you go.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “It’s still pretty early in my investigation, though.” 
 
    “Do you still think that you’re going to unmask someone else as the killer?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I sure do.” 
 
    “In that case, you really need to watch your back.  More than ever before.” 
 
    “Are you trying to scare me again?” 
 
    “No.  I want you to know what you’re up against.  When people get desperate, they often do extreme things.  And nothing makes people more desperate than when someone is breathing down their neck.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be really careful?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “That said, by your own logic, if Amy really is the killer, then I shouldn’t have anything to worry about because she’s already in jail.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “One of the other suspects might not be a murderer, but they still could have secrets that they don’t want getting out,” Scott said.  “No one likes to be pushed to the brink.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.  I just want you to be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” I said.  “And I’ll let you know when I uncover enough evidence to arrest the real killer.” 
 
    Scott threw out his arms.  “When?  Don’t you mean if?” 
 
    “No.  Like I’ve told you before.  You arrested the wrong suspect.  And I’m going to prove it,” I said.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    As Scott got back into his car, I could tell that he expected our conversation to go much differently than it had.  I was probably the most stubborn friend that he had.  Although, he was a pretty head strong guy himself. 
 
    When it came to this particular subject, we just couldn’t come to an agreement.  That would change.  I just needed to uncover some evidence of Amy’s innocence first.   
 
    It turned out that was much easier said than done.   
 
    After Scott drove away, I went inside my office.  As expected, Lisa was there.  My co-worker was anxious to hear an update from me.  I gave her a rundown of my entire day.   
 
    Rather than talking about my suspect interviews first, Lisa seemed more interested in discussing my conversation with Scott.     
 
    “I think it says a lot about the state of this case that a police detective is worried about you,” Lisa remarked. 
 
    I nodded.  “Scott is a good friend.” 
 
    “Melody, I don’t think you’re understanding me.  As a detective, Scott has seen a lot of crazy things on the job.  So, for him to warn you to watch your back is really telling.  I hope you’re going to proceed with caution.” 
 
    “You know that I’m always as careful as possible.” 
 
    “I realize that.  But you can never be too cautious when a killer is on the loose.  Or when you happen to be staring a murderer in the eyes.” 
 
    “Are you trying to scare the daylights out of me?” 
 
    “No.  I’m just discussing the facts.  Whether you thought about it at the time or not, you spoke with Connor’s killer today.  You just don’t know which of the suspects is the guilty party.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, it makes me look at my afternoon in an entirely difficult light.” 
 
    “Put yourself in the killer’s shoes.  They murdered a man and went to great lengths to cover their tracks.  A few days later, they breathed a sigh of relief when they saw that someone else was arrested for the crime.  Then, just when it looked like they were going to get away with murder, a private investigator showed up at their door asking a whole bunch of personal questions.  Wouldn’t that put you on edge?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “My guess is that the killer is really scrambling right now.  They are probably desperate to come up with a plan to throw you off of their scent.” 
 
    “That’s why I need to keep the pressure on the suspects.  I can’t let them get comfortable.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” 
 
    “What other choice do I have?” 
 
    “I’m not saying that you should take a different approach.  Instead, I’m trying to warn you that your strategy might have unintended consequences.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You think that by applying enough pressure, you’ll get the murderer running scared.  But what if the killer decides to take extreme measures?  What if they decide to strike again?  And set their sights on making you their next victim?” 
 
    “You sure know how to paint a terrifying picture.” 
 
    “I can’t help it.  That was one of the first thoughts that entered my mind when you started talking.  And if it crossed my mind, you’d better believe that the killer has thought of it too.” 
 
    “You’ve definitely given me a lot to think about.” 
 
    “I’m glad I brought it up then.  At least now you can be prepared if the worst does come to pass.” 
 
    “That’s a big if.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.  Maybe the killer will end up running scared.  I would definitely prefer that.” 
 
    “Do you really think that’s going to happen?  Is that what your instincts are telling you?” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I feel like it’s much more likely that the killer does something far more extreme,” Lisa said. 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    Lisa continued.  “Do you feel that way too?” 
 
    I winced.  “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Wow.  Of all the things to agree about, this is the most concerning.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you on that.” 
 
    “What a crazy situation.  And it might get even wilder.” 
 
    I scratched my chin.  “True.  But maybe I can use that to my advantage.” 
 
    Lisa shrugged.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip and then replied, “I just got an interesting idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    In order to put my plan into action, I needed to track down a reporter.  Thankfully, that wasn’t very hard to do.  In fact, a conversation with a reporter was only a phone call away.   
 
    Maureen Deckhard worked for the local TV station.  When I told her that I had a scoop that was related to Connor’s murder, she was very anxious to meet with me.  
 
    A few minutes later, I made my way over to the TV station.  I gave Maureen a brief interview.  I also provided her with just enough information to make things interesting, but I didn’t go into a level of detail that would spoil anything.   
 
    Even though Maureen was anxious to throw a bunch of questions at me, my goal was just to tease the viewing audience.  The hook was simple.   
 
    “I’ve uncovered a crucial piece of evidence that will lead to the arrest of the real killer,” I said.  “I have a meeting with the detective tomorrow.  I will share it with him then.  When I do, it’s going to change this entire case,” I said. 
 
    Maureen pressed me for more information, but I didn’t give her anything further. 
 
    Instead, I cut the interview short and headed home.   
 
    I knew that by the end of the night, my interview would spread like crazy.   
 
    In fact, I was counting on that.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The question became, would my plan work?  I definitely had high hopes.  At the same time, there were inherent risks involved.   
 
    In my experience, that was just the way life went sometimes.  In order to get rewards, risks needed to be taken.   
 
    After finishing up my interview with the reporter, I headed home.  When I arrived back at my place, it wasn’t long before I headed back to my bedroom and turned the lights out.  In fact, it was probably the earliest that I had called it a night in a long time.   
 
    Just because I headed off to bed didn’t mean that the action was over for the evening.  Far from it.  Honestly, if I was correct, things were just about to heat up.   
 
    All told, it was a couple of hours before any usual activity took place.   
 
    The suspicious action began at my back door.   
 
    At first, my handle jiggled.  An intruder was in the backyard, attempting to pick the lock of my door.  It took the intruder a few attempts, but they were finally able to open the door.   
 
    Once the lock was picked, the intruder slowly tiptoed through my dark kitchen.   
 
    From there, they made their way to my living room.  When they saw that I wasn’t there, they began to walk down my hallway.   
 
    The entire time, they remained incredibly quiet.  It was actually pretty impressive how silent they were able to remain.   
 
    When the intruder reached the end of the hallway, they turned left and entered my bedroom.   
 
    That was when things got really hairy.   
 
    The intruder made their way over to the side of my bed.   
 
    At that point, they stopped.   
 
    Suddenly, I heard a woman’s voice say, “Where’s this piece of evidence that you’re going to show the detective?” 
 
    A few seconds of silence went by.   
 
    The woman spoke up again.  “I said, where’s the evidence?” 
 
    The intruder then reached over and turned on the lamp that was on top of my bedside table.  
 
    With the light now on, I could clearly see that the intruder was Betsy.  She was holding a gun in her hand. 
 
    While Betsy thought that she had me right where she wanted me, she was in for a serious surprise.   
 
    As she looked at my bed, she quickly realized that I wasn’t curled up under my covers.  In fact, I wasn’t in bed at all.  When Betsy pulled back my comforter, all she found was a collection of pillows under my sheets. 
 
    Under the cover of darkness, those pillows had given the illusion that I was in bed. 
 
    In reality, I had been standing in the corner, waiting to sneak up behind her.   
 
    That was what I did right then.   
 
    I moved behind Betsy and placed the barrel of the gun that I was holding against the back of her head.     
 
    I then spoke up.  “There was no evidence.  It was all just a trick,” I said.  “At least, there was no evidence tying you to the murder…until you broke into my house.” 
 
    Betsy’s body began to tremble.  She knew that she was in deep trouble now.   
 
    I continued, “Don’t move a muscle or I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second,” Betsy said.   
 
    Even though Betsy’s reply was defiant, her voice cracked as she spoke.   
 
    “Do you really want to test me?  Especially given the fact that your life is on the line?”  
 
    Betsy didn’t say a word.   
 
    “Put your gun down,” I demanded.   
 
    Betsy didn’t follow my orders.  She remained still.   
 
    I stared at the gun that she was holding in her right hand.   
 
    I raised my voice.  “Don’t make me ask again.  Put the gun down.  Now!” 
 
    It took a few seconds, but Betsy reluctantly dropped her gun.   
 
    I then reached over and grabbed it.   
 
    I didn’t want her to try any funny business.   
 
    “All right.  Now, turn around,” I said. 
 
    Betsy let out a groan.  Once again, she didn’t follow my orders. 
 
    “Don’t make me repeat myself again,” I said. 
 
    Betsy slowly turned around.   
 
    “You’re a maniac, you know that?  You killed Connor.  Then you broke into my house to kill me.  And you almost pulled it off.  Until I outsmarted you.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean that you got lucky?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  This had nothing to do with luck.  I set this trap, and you fell right into it,” I said.  “It’s a good thing too, because you are psychopath.” 
 
    “No.  I’m just a woman who was betrayed.” 
 
    “Is that how you explain all of this?  So, did Connor tell you that he was going to leave Amy for you?  And instead, when Amy found out about your affair, Connor broke this off with you to try to win Amy back?  Is that the betrayal you’re talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything.” 
 
    “No, but I can put the pieces together.  For example, I’ll bet you were the so-called neighbor who placed the call to the police on the night of the murder.  Amy was the perfect scapegoat.  After all, she got into an argument with Connor shortly before his death and sped away from his house in a huff,” I said.  “When the police wrongfully arrested her for the crime, you probably thought that you’d get away with murder.  Then I started poking my head around, asking questions.  At that point, you knew you needed to take action.  Especially when you heard my TV interview.  It would just be one more murder.  Then you could skip town.  Am I right?” 
 
    Betsy stared me down, but she didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Don’t want to answer me?  Fine.  I already know the truth.  You’re a lunatic.  And you’re going to be spending the rest of your life behind bars.  Kiss your freedom good-bye,” I said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Like that, the case was over.  My job was done.  Not only had I proven that Amy was innocent, but I had also caught Connor’s real killer.  What a crazy case.  And a wild evening.  Right then, it was impossible to overstate how grateful I was.  After all, I managed to get through this without a single scratch on me.  That was no small feat.  I was definitely blessed.  And I would be counting my blessings for a very long time. 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Shortcake, Surprises, and Secrets 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What a crazy week,” I said.   
 
    As a private investigator, my life was rarely boring.  In fact, sometimes it was downright wild.  Even so, I wasn’t used to things being this crazy in my small town.   
 
    Majestic Cove was a small tourist town on the Pacific Coast.  During the offseason, it was often a relatively sleepy place.   
 
    That made the events of the last seven days even more shocking.  A murder had occurred.  The local police, including my good friend, Detective Scott Webster, had conducted an investigation.  Amy Dearborn was then arrested for the crime.   
 
    A few days later, I received a frantic phone call from Amy.  She wanted to hire me to prove that the police were wrong.  She insisted that she was innocent.  My job was to track down the real killer. 
 
    At first, I wasn’t sure if I could pull that off.  Much to my surprise, I discovered that Amy was correct.  Someone else had killed Connor Taggart.  After a tense investigation, I managed to uncover the identity of the real murderer.  In addition, I was able to set a trap that led to the apprehension of the killer.   
 
    With the guilty party in custody, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.  A weight had been lifted off of my shoulders.  It felt so good knowing that a maniac was off of the streets.   
 
    It was safe to say that of all of the cases that I had worked on over the years, this one had the most satisfying ending.  After all, I briefly wondered if I was in over my head.  The stakes had certainly been high enough.  
 
    Right then, I knew how lucky I was to be alive.  Although my plan ended up succeeding, it could have seriously backfired.  In fact, going into the evening, there was a pretty decent probability that it would blow up in my face.   
 
    Since it didn’t, it was important for me to thank God for my safety.  The Lord had answered my prayers, and I was incredibly grateful for that.   
 
    While my health was my top priority, there were other consideration at that moment.  I couldn’t help but think about my client.   
 
    Now that Connor’s killer had been arrested, it would only be a matter of time before Amy was set free.  She wouldn’t have to worry about prison anymore.  She could have her life back.   
 
    Before that happened, however, there was an interesting wrinkle that needed to be dealt with.   
 
    Detective Scott Webster and I had been on opposing sides of this case from the beginning.  For the longest time, he truly believed that Amy was guilty.  Otherwise, he wouldn’t have arrested her. 
 
    However, he was wrong.  The question became, how would he react to the fact that I had been the one to solve this case?  Would he just be happy that the case was now closed?  That the real killer was in custody?  Or would he have hard feelings? 
 
    Detectives often had big egos.  They could be very prideful.  Even though that had not been my experience with Scott over the years, would this be an exception?   
 
    I had my worries.  No one liked to be proven wrong.  I knew that our conversation could go a number of different ways.  I was really hoping that it wouldn’t be awkward. 
 
    One thing was clear.  Scott had an amazing poker face.  I wasn’t able to get a good read on his mood.  Since I was in the dark about what he was feeling, I decided to let him make the first move.     
 
    “That was some great work you did there,” Scott said. 
 
    So much for the conversation being awkward.  He could not have been more complimentary of me. 
 
    “Don’t you mean, that was some incredible luck that I just had?” I replied. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie.  You are very fortunate that the situation played out how it did.” 
 
    “Is that another way of saying that I’m lucky to still be alive?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded.   
 
    “Trust me.  I’m well-aware of that.  In fact, I’m not going to play the lottery for a while because I think I just used up the last of my good luck,” I said. 
 
    “You could be right.  Then again, perhaps you’re luckier than you think.  This could be the beginning of a hot streak for you.” 
 
    “I doubt that.  I’m definitely not going to push my luck.” 
 
    “That’s probably a wise move,” Scott said.  “Either way, you were right about Amy being innocent.” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    Scott stared at me, expecting me to say something.   
 
    When I didn’t, he broke the silence between us.   
 
    “Isn’t this the part where you say I told you so?” Scott asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  This is the part where I breathe a huge sigh of relief.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose.  “You’re really not going to rub it in that you were right and I was wrong?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s refreshing.” 
 
    “What can I say?  Gloating has never been my thing.” 
 
    “I realize that.  But this is a very unique case.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “A very frustrating case.  Which is why I’m just so happy that this investigation is finally over.” 
 
    “I hear you.  And we can both agree on that.” 
 
    “Honestly, right now, I just want to put this all behind me and never think about it again.” 
 
    “Do you really think it’s going to be that easy to put this all behind you?” 
 
    “Probably not, but I can dream.” 
 
    “Of all the things you could dream about, what an interesting thing to pick.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I have a lot of dreams.  This is just one of many.” 
 
    “What else is on the list?” 
 
    “Peace,” I said.  “That’s actually at the top of the list.  I just want things to settle down around here.” 
 
    “You and me both.  I certainly didn’t have a case like this in mind when I moved back to Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “Wait.  Did you really think you’d end up living a quiet and simple life?” 
 
    “I was hoping for that to happen, even if I knew the odds were slim.” 
 
    “So, is that the only reason you came back?” 
 
    “I’m not sure this is the right time or place for that conversation.” 
 
    “Why?  Is the answer to that question really long and complicated?” 
 
    “How about we get into that some other time?” 
 
    “Fine.  Pick the time.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “You really are the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “You should be thankful for that.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting perspective.” 
 
    “Think of it like this.  If I wasn’t so stubborn, the killer would probably still be at-large.” 
 
    Scott’s eyebrows rose.  “What a terrifying thought.” 
 
    “It sure is.  Which is why I’m so happy that this case is finally over.” 
 
    “By the way, thanks again for everything you did.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Hey, I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “You’re remarkably humble, you know that?” 
 
    “What can I say?  It doesn’t seem right to brag.  Especially when things could have easily blow up in my face.” 
 
    “Let me tell you, I’m so relieved that they didn’t.” 
 
    “You and me both.  I’m counting my blessings.” 
 
    He scratched his chin.  “I wonder how many blessings you have left.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough.  In the meantime, I’d really love to take a vacation,” I said. 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, I’m not picky.  Any place that is relaxing and peaceful would be great.” 
 
    “Rest and relaxation does sound pretty wonderful.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, vacations cost money.  And I don’t have a lot of that sitting around.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.  I was hoping you were going to treat me with a nice trip,” I joked. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you there,” he said.  “The best I could do is some dinner.” 
 
    “That works for me.  I’m not going to turn down free food.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you misunderstood me.  I was talking about in the future.  Not now.” 
 
    I became deflated.  “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s just that I have some work to do back at the police station.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course,” I replied.  “Don’t worry.  I’m a patient woman.  I can wait a day or two.” 
 
    “Good.”   
 
    “After all, I’ve been waiting a number of weeks for you to explain what brought you back to Majestic Cove,” I said.  
 
    “You’re not going to drop that, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Let me tell you.  The answer isn’t nearly as fascinating as you seem to think it is.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    “All right.  It’s settled then.  When the smoke is finally clear with this case, I’ll take you out to dinner.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Same here.  In the meantime, I need to be getting back to the police station.” 
 
    “What a coincidence.  That’s exactly where I’m headed too.” 
 
    He put his hands on his hips.  “Is that so?” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said. 
 
    He squinted.  “Why?  What business do you have there?” 
 
    “I’m going to be there when you set Amy free.  I want to see the look on her face,” I said.  “That will be an incredible moment.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    As expected, Amy Dearborn’s expression was priceless.  When Scott let Amy out of her jail cell, she wanted to do one thing more than any other.  She headed for the front door of the police station and took a step outside.  Getting some fresh air was her top priority.  With good reason.  She had been trapped in a cell for days.  Talk about a claustrophobic environment.  Prison was what nightmares were made of.   
 
    Being outside was a small thing, but it made such a big difference in her life.  Not just because the scenery was different.  Or because the air wasn’t stale like it was in prison.   
 
    What really defined the moment for her was the fact that she could do whatever she wanted.  She could get up and move around.  She didn’t have any restrictions.  She was free.   
 
    After taking a few deep breaths, she turned around and gave me a big hug.  Not just any hug, though.  She held me incredibly tight.   
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said. 
 
    As she pulled back from the hug, it looked like she was going to break into tears.  Not of sadness, but of joy.  Ultimately, she managed to keep herself from crying, but just barely.   
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  You really did it.  You got me out of there.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I am,” Amy replied.  “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know I hired you to prove my innocence, but I also knew that I was asking a lot from you.  As I was sitting in my cell, I had to be honest with myself about the possibility that I might spend the rest of my life in jail.” 
 
    “What a terrifying scenario.” 
 
    “It sure was.  But thanks to you, I don’t have to worry about that anymore.  I have my life back.” 
 
    “How great does that feel?” 
 
    “You have no idea what a relief it is.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.”  
 
    “Suddenly, I’m looking at life in a completely different light.  I feel like I have a second chance.  And I’m not going to take that for granted.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m also going to pay you back for everything that you did for me.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.  I owe you.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “Melody, your work is the only reason that I’m not in prison right now.  That can’t be overstated.” 
 
    “If you say so.”   
 
    “Seriously.  If there is anything I can do for you, please let me know.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have the money to treat me to a Hawaiian vacation, do you?” I asked. 
 
    Amy shook her head.   
 
    “That’s what I figured,” I said. 
 
    “But I can start saving up.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I said.  “The real question is, what are you going to do now that you’re out of jail?” 
 
    Amy stared off into the distance.  “I’m going to take a beach day, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Good call.  It’s hard to go wrong with a relaxing day at the beach.” 
 
    “After that, I’m going to start packing.” 
 
    “For what?  Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to leave Majestic Cove for good.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    Amy nodded.  “Absolutely.  I’m leaving this town for good and I’m never going to look back.”   
 
    “I can’t say that I blame you.” 
 
    “It just seems like it’s the only way to carry on.  I mean, I can’t just go back to life as normal.  To return to my house.  My job.  My simple life here.  I need to do more.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Honestly, there’s an entire list of things that I want to see and do before I die.  Ironically, they all seemed to pop into my mind while I was trapped in that jail cell.” 
 
    “The universe does have a strange sense of humor, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Tell me about it.  I spent days contemplating all of the activities that I would never be able to take part in.  Now that I’m free, I’m going to do everything in my power to see the world.  To live life to the fullest.”  
 
    “It sounds like this was a real wakeup call for you.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “In that case, I hope you go out and do some amazing things.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “I wish you the best of luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  “Honestly, it will also be nice to put Majestic Cove in my rearview mirror for another reason.  If I stayed here, I don’t know if I’d ever be able to get over the trauma of being wrongfully imprisoned.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, a fresh start could do me some good.” 
 
    “I think you’re right.  I’m really curious to see what the future holds for you.” 
 
    “So am I.  But before I get too far ahead of myself, I want to get myself a treat.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Good.  Because I’m paying.” 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me.  What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Something really tasty.  I haven’t eaten any good food in days.” 
 
    “That isn’t exactly surprising, given the fact that you’ve been in prison.” 
 
    Amy chuckled.  “I know, right?  Jail isn’t known for having wonderful food.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly.  It’s known for having nothing but lousy food.  It’s right up there with hospital food.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason to eat something incredible.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “I was thinking of getting some ice cream.” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re going straight to dessert, huh?” 
 
    “Why bother messing around when we can dig right in to the good stuff?” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” 
 
    “Great,” Amy said.  “Ice cream, here we come.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    After the celebratory dessert, I probably should have skipped going to Majestic Cove Bakery the following morning.  I knew that my scale was already mad at me.  Why wouldn’t it be?  I had indulged in a number of treats lately.  Deservedly so.  If ever there was a reason to celebrate, it was because I had solved a murder and had saved an innocent woman from getting sentenced to life in prison. 
 
    Even though I had earned the treats, it didn’t change the fact that the gym was calling my name.  Eating more pastries would only dig myself a deeper dietary hole.  The treadmill didn’t care why I had gone a little dessert crazy.  It just wanted me to burn off calories. 
 
    I would definitely get back to a regular gym routine.  That said, I also needed breakfast.  I suppose I could have scrambled some eggs and toasted some bread, but I instinctively got dressed, jumped into my car, and headed over to my favorite bakery.   
 
    There was a good reason for that.  I told myself that my diet could be put off for another day.  Also, I went to the bakery to do more than just eat pastries.  My good friend, Kristina Fowler, happened to run the place.  There was a social component at play.  With all of the tense conversations that I had been a part of lately, I wanted to just catch up with a friend.   
 
    Kristina greeted me with a smile as I entered the bakery.  I was curious how things were going in her life.   
 
    After I ordered a muffin, we made some small talk.   
 
    “It’s so nice to see things finally getting back to normal,” Kristina Fowler said. 
 
    “What, you don’t like it when things get crazy around here?” I cracked. 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that,” she replied.  “Although, I have to admit, it was good for business.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “The more that people panicked, the busier it got in here.  It turns out that stress makes people crave comfort food.  At least, that’s my theory.” 
 
    “It makes sense.” 
 
    “Coincidentally, while customers came here to relieve their stress with a little snack, the extra crowds ended up making me want to pull my hair out a little.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that things got that bad.” 
 
    “I didn’t have nearly enough staff for massive crowds.  After all, this isn’t tourist season.  In fact, we’re deep into the offseason.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m glad that things quieted down for you.” 
 
    “So am I,” she said.  “I’ll gladly take a more relaxing work environment over a little extra profit.” 
 
    I stared off into the distance.  “Wow.  I must have just gotten lucky.  Every time that I came in, the lines were reasonable.  I didn’t even realize that you had seen a huge uptick in business.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me.  It turns out you’ve been busy taking care of other things in the last few days.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you’re really happy to have this case behind you.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  I wouldn’t complain if I never conducted another investigation like that again.” 
 
    “You probably won’t.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?  Last time I checked, you don’t have any psychic abilities.” 
 
    “I sure don’t.  If I did, I would use them to pick out some winning lottery numbers.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be sweet?” 
 
    “Of course, it would.  Who wouldn’t want to be a multi-millionaire?” Kristina asked.  “But before we go off on a wild tangent, let me just explain my logic about homicide investigations.”   
 
    “Okay.  Go for it.” 
 
    “Up until last week, you went thirty-six years without ever conducting a murder investigation.  Which means that statistically speaking, you might be able to go decades without something like this ever happening again.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Or, if you’re really lucky, this might be the first and last time that you ever have to experience this.” 
 
    “Your logic definitely makes sense.  The problem is that life isn’t always logical.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  Sometimes, it feels like the universe has lost its mind.  Things just go completely bonkers on you.” 
 
    “Those are the days that I desperately try to forget.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Kristina said.  “Anyway, I guess we’ll just have to see if life has any new surprises in store for us soon.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it does.” 
 
    Kristina grimaced.  “Uh-oh.  Are your instincts acting up on you?” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Don’t start panicking.  They’re not going crazy on me or anything.” 
 
    “But you do feel like we’re in for some surprises?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “That said, my gut isn’t giving me any specifics.  I’m just getting a general feeling of uneasiness.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not very helpful.” 
 
    “No.  It really isn’t.  But it’s all the more reason to appreciate the peace and quiet that we are being treated to right now. 
 
    “The question becomes, how long will it last?” 
 
    “I’d rather not speculate.” 
 
    “Neither would I, but my mind has other ideas.” 
 
    “Since we don’t have any concrete details to work with, why don’t we try to avoid rampant speculation?” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll do my best.” 
 
    I tried to change the subject.  “So, what else is new?” 
 
    “We were so busy talking about the case that I almost forgot about this, but I actually signed up for an online dating site last night,” Kristina said. 
 
    “Really?” I replied. 
 
    “You know the old saying about how beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
    “Kristina, I don’t know that it’s fair to call yourself a beggar.” 
 
    “Hey, if it will lead to me finding Mr. Right, I’ll do all the begging in the world.  At this stage in my life, I’m tired of being single.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “I’m also not too proud to admit that I need all of the help that I can get.” 
 
    “With all of that in mind, have you gotten any bites?” 
 
    “No, but I wouldn’t expect to quite yet.  After all, I just signed up for the site.  I need to give things time.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it works out for you.” 
 
    “So do I.  Speaking of which, I think you should join me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You should sign up for an account too.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I think I’ll just wait and see how things work out for you.” 
 
    “I think that’s a big mistake.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To start, it’s nice to try new things together.” 
 
    “It depends on what kinds of things you’re talking about.  Pastries?  Yes.  Dating sites?  Not so much.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “For someone like you, in particular, there’s an added wrinkle.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Dating sites provide a number of mysteries to solve.  And I know how much you like a good mystery.” 
 
    “Not when it comes to dating.” 
 
    “You’re really down on this service, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.  I’m just a little skeptical.  But if you have a good experience, I will gladly give it a try.” 
 
    “If you want me to have a good experience, you should help me out.  I could really use a hand.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Solving the mysteries of online dating.” 
 
    “Would you care to be more specific?” 
 
    “My biggest problem is trying to determine if the information I’m being presented with is accurate.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.  You’re worried that men aren’t being truthful in their profiles.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  I’m also not sure that I can believe what I’m seeing in their pictures either.” 
 
    “I hear you.  People do get pretty creative with camera angles and filters and editing.” 
 
    Kristina nodded.  “They also post pictures of other people sometimes.” 
 
    “You mean, group photos?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a lot of those out there.  But I was actually talking about people who pull a photo of a better-looking person off of the internet and use that as their profile photo.” 
 
    “Yikes.  That’s crazy.” 
 
    “It is, but it happens.  Which makes it difficult for me to know who I’m actually talking to until I meet them in person.” 
 
    “That’s a tough one.  I don’t really know what to tell you. 
 
    “I guess I just have to hope that people are being relatively truthful with me.  Otherwise, I might find myself having a string of awkward dates.” 
 
    I took a deep breath before replying, “This is why I’m hoping that I meet a man in real life.  Then I don’t have to deal with any of those internet-specific questions.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I would be ecstatic if a great guy came into the bakery right now?  In fact, I would lose my mind if Mr. Right came through that door right now.” 
 
    Kristina stopped talking and stared at the front door of her bakery.   
 
    She remained quiet for a few seconds as no one entered her shop. 
 
    A few moments later, she continued speaking, “It turns out the real world hasn’t been doing me any favors lately.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Kristina, you can’t just make a great guy show up on command.  Life doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Kristina let out a sigh.  “I know.  That sort of thing only happens in the movies.  I just thought it was worth a try.” 
 
    “I’ll give you credit for this.  You’re definitely trying out a bunch of things.” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do?  I can’t just sit around and wait for something to happen.  Nor should you.” 
 
    “I know you keep pushing me, but I’m not ready to sign up for an online dating account quite yet.” 
 
    “Will you at least think about it?” 
 
    “Of course.  But I’m not going to make a decision right now.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Let me know how things go with you, though.” 
 
    “I will,” Kristina said.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, as I finished off my muffin, I saw Scott coming in to the bakery.  Unfortunately, the detective didn’t look good.  An unsettling feeling came to my gut.  Was trouble afoot already?  That would be terrible.  This town deserved some relief.   
 
    The idea of disaster striking again was enough to make my stomach turn.  Of course, there was also a chance that I was getting ahead of myself.  Maybe something else was going on in the detective’s life.  Perhaps it wasn’t serious.  There was one way of finding out.   
 
    “Scott.  Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” Scott replied. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep very well last night.” 
 
    I waited for him to keep speaking, but that was his entire response.   
 
    I became slightly confused.  “Is that all?” I asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” he replied. 
 
    “Make no mistake.  Getting good sleep is important.  But I was worried that you were staring down another tough case already.” 
 
    “You have a really active imagination, you know that?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m well aware of that.” 
 
    “Maybe a little too active,” he said. 
 
    I squinted.  “Hold on a second.  Does that mean you’re not working on a new case?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief.  “Good.  I hope things stay quiet.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “It sure would,” I replied.  “That said, given the fact that your latest case just wrapped up, I’m a little surprised that you slept so poorly.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “If anything, I thought you would have slept like a baby.” 
 
    “In my experience, that’s not usually how things work.”  
 
    “That’s a shame.  With the weight of the investigation off of my shoulders, I ended up crashing out almost immediately.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I’m a little bit envious of you.  When I got into bed, I just couldn’t seem to relax.  The adrenaline was still pumping in my veins for a while.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that you can catch up on your sleep tonight.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.  Of course, a quiet day on the beat would help as well.” 
 
    “I will keep my fingers crossed for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Since things are quiet at the moment, maybe you can finally answer a few of my questions about why you moved back here.” 
 
    “Melody, I thought we discussed this last night.  I’ll tell you all about it over dinner sometime.” 
 
    “Forget about some unknown time in the future.  What’s wrong with just telling me now?  We’re talking about a few simple questions.” 
 
    “Just because the questions are simple doesn’t mean that the answers are as well.” 
 
    “You know, the longer that you stall, the more questions I end up having.” 
 
    “You are relentless, you know that?” 
 
    “What you call relentless, I call curious.” 
 
    “You can call it whatever you want.  But it isn’t going to get you anywhere right now.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.  What’s the big deal?  Give me something to work with.  Even if it’s just a snippet.” 
 
    “Melody, you’re the one making a big deal about this.  Why don’t you just let it go for now?” 
 
    “Because I’m an impatient person.” 
 
    “You certainly are.” 
 
    “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” he said.  “Why don’t you try to find some restraint?” 
 
    “You’re really not going to budge, are you?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t understand why you care so much about this in the first place.” 
 
    “Really?  You’re a detective and you don’t understand why this would be such a big mystery to me?  When you left Majestic Cove, it seemed like you were never going to come back.” 
 
    “Well, I am back.  And I’m ready to move on with my life.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m happy about that.  But you should be able to understand why I have questions.  After all, you were gone for four years.  Then you come back out of the blue.  It’s only natural that I would want to know what prompted you to return.”  
 
    He laughed nervously.  “You really were born to be an investigator, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Scott, that wasn’t an answer to my question.” 
 
    “You’re just going to remain doggedly determined until I explain everything, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  So, why don’t you just tell me what I want to know?” 
 
    “I know it’s going to sound like I’m trying to stall, but at the moment, I really do need to be getting to work.” 
 
    “You’re right.  It does sound like you’re trying to dodge my question.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth, though.  My shift begins in ten minutes.” 
 
    “So, that’s it?  You’re just going to keep me waiting then?” 
 
    He nodded.  “For now.” 
 
    I let out a groan.   
 
    “Besides, this isn’t the sort of thing that should be discussed in the middle of a busy bakery,” he said. 
 
    “Okay.  Then when is the right time and place to talk about it?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what.  Do you have plans tonight?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “How about I take you out to dinner?  I’ll explain everything then.” 
 
    “All right.  That sounds good.” 
 
    He smiled.  “It’s settled then.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    From there, Scott quickly ordered a donut to-go.  When his order was ready, he left the bakery and headed off to work.   
 
    Meanwhile, I had so many questions.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have any answers.  Talk about a frustrating situation for me.  I hated being made to wait. 
 
    Thankfully, Scott would finally explain himself at dinner, but that was a number of hours away.  My mind would most likely be on fire by then.  As it was, my thoughts were already all over the place.  I kept thinking about all of the different scenarios that might have led to Scott returning home.  Speculation was definitely running rampant.   
 
    While my head drifted deep into the clouds, Kristina walked up behind me.  I was so busy wrestling with my thoughts that I didn’t even know she was there until she opened her mouth.   
 
    “He’s keeping some kind of a secret,” Kristina said.  “I think it’s a pretty big one.” 
 
    When I heard Kristina’s voice, I almost jumped out of my boots.  
 
    I put my hand on my chest as I replied, “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  I just didn’t hear you coming.” 
 
    “That’s pretty surprising.  I mean, as an investigator, I thought you pretty much had eyes in the back of your head.”  
 
    “So did I.  But my instincts failed me right then.” 
 
    “This situation with Scott really has you rattled, doesn’t it?” Kristina asked.  “Is it because he was being so vague and evasive?” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Were you listening to our conversation?” 
 
    “Of course, I was.” 
 
    I laughed.  “At least you’re being honest with me.  Although, you don’t have to be so shameless about the fact that you were eavesdropping.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I couldn’t help myself.  When two of my friends are talking and one of them behaves strangely, it makes me think.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  Scott’s behavior was pretty bizarre.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed it.” 
 
    “The question is, why was he being so vague?” 
 
    “I was hoping that you’d have an answer.” 
 
    “I have no clue,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have any guesses?” 
 
    “Not that I’m willing to share right now.” 
 
    “Wow.  So, he has you stumped then?” 
 
    “For the moment.  But according to him, all of my questions will be answered at dinner tonight.” 
 
    “I hope that’s the case,” she said.  “Be sure to let me know what happens, all right?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    All in all, it ended up being a pretty quiet work day for me.  That was just the way I liked it.  That was certainly better than running around with my hair on fire. 
 
    By the time I left my office and headed home, I had spent a crazy amount of time trying to piece together why Scott had been so mysterious about his return to Majestic Cove.   
 
    Thankfully, I would be getting answers in less than an hour. 
 
    In the meantime, I had to get ready for our dinner.  When I came in the front door of my mid-century modern home, I headed straight for my bedroom.  As I opened my closet to pick out a dress to wear, my phone rang.   
 
    My gut started acting up on me.  My instincts were telling me to check the caller identification screen on my phone.  Was Scott phoning me?  Had something come up?  Did he have to cancel on me? 
 
    I would be really disappointed if that was the case, but I would understand.  Detectives often got called back into work at a moment’s notice.  Especially in the case of an emergency.   
 
    I reached into my purse and grabbed my phone.  When I saw my mother’s name listed on the screen, I could have felt relieved, but I didn’t.  The odds were that my mother was just calling to check in.  At the same time, there was also the slight possibility that she had some bad news to share with me.   
 
    So, while part of me just wanted to let her call go to voice mail, deep down, I knew that I had to take the call.  Not only for peace of mind, but also because my mom was a relentless woman.  She was not a fan of leaving voice mails.  Instead, she preferred to keep calling back until I answered the phone.   
 
    With all of that in mind, I took the call.   
 
    “Mom, is everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    “I should be asking you that.  You’re the one who just solved a murder,” my mother said. 
 
    With all of my focus being on my upcoming dinner with Scott, I briefly forgot about the investigation that I had just wrapped up. 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Right.  The murder investigation,” I said. 
 
    “Honey, is something else on your mind?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Mom, I need to get changed for my dinner with Scott.  Before I do, I just need to make sure that you’re not in the middle of an emergency.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Did you just say that you’re going to dinner with Scott?” 
 
    “Mom, please answer my question.  If you’re not experiencing an emergency, I really need to go.” 
 
    “Melody, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I’m also not getting off of the phone.  You owe me an explanation.  Why am I only finding out now that you and Scott have a date?” 
 
    “It’s not a date.  We’re just having dinner.” 
 
    “I’m confused.  How is that not a date?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t ask me out in a romantic way.” 
 
    “How did he ask you out then?” 
 
    “I have some questions for him about his return to Majestic Cove.  He told me he would explain himself over dinner.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “I hate to disappoint you, but yes.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me there’s no romantic motivation behind this evening whatsoever?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Mom, just because you want Scott and I to become a couple doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we can make our own decisions.” 
 
    “No.  I mean, why aren’t you a couple?  It doesn’t make any sense to me.  You two are great together.” 
 
    “Mom, we need to have this conversation some other time.  I have to get changed for dinner.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  If this isn’t a romantic dinner then why are you getting changed?” 
 
    “I don’t want to wear my regular work clothes to the restaurant.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Mom, why do you keep pressing me?” 
 
    “Subconsciously, do you want more out of this dinner than just answers?  Do you want something romantic to happen?” 
 
    “You’re reading too far into things.  I just want to change my clothes.  That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s really disappointing.” 
 
    “For you, maybe.” 
 
    My mother groaned.  “Melody, when are you going to come to your senses?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You need to take advantage of this moment.  Scott is single now, but that probably won’t remain the case for much longer.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?  Have you heard gossip about him being interested in someone?” 
 
    “No.  I just know that good men like Scott don’t come around very often.  And when they do, they definitely don’t stay single for long.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that you don’t have any concrete details to share with me?” 
 
    “No.  But I have plenty of wisdom.  You’d be a fool not to listen to me.” 
 
    “Mom, has it ever occurred to you that you might be wrong?” 
 
    My mother didn’t hesitate with her response.  “No.” 
 
    I laughed.  “I walked right into that one, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Melody, I’m begging you.  Don’t take this opportunity for granted.  You don’t know if you’ll get another chance with Scott.” 
 
    “For the last time, this isn’t a romantic dinner.  I’m trying to solve the mystery of why he returned to Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “Fine.  Be stubborn.  But don’t say that I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    An hour later 
 
      
 
    Even though this wasn’t a date, I still put a lot of work into getting ready for dinner.  There was no way that I was going to wear jeans and a t-shirt to the restaurant.  I also wasn’t about to pull my hair back in a ponytail.  That was more about pride than anything.  There was a chance that Scott wouldn’t notice the extra effort that I had put in, but I wanted to look good for myself that evening.   
 
    All told, I had just finished doing my makeup as I heard the doorbell ring.  I took one quick look at myself in the mirror before exiting the bathroom.  I had to admit, I looked pretty good.   
 
    When I opened my front door, I must have caught Scott at an introspective moment, because he had a faraway look in his eyes.  It seemed like he had just finished talking to himself.   
 
    In addition, he also appeared to be a little nervous.   
 
    One thing was clear.  His demeanor was different than I was used to.  Most of the time, he was cool, calm, and collected.  I rarely saw him sweat.  Imagine how surprised I was to see an uneasy look on his face right then. 
 
    “Good evening,” I said. 
 
    He turned to me.   
 
    “Evening,” he replied. 
 
    “You doing all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You just look nervous.” 
 
    “I have a bunch of things on my mind.” 
 
    “You working on a new case or something?” 
 
    “No.  It was actually a pretty quiet day.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear.  Especially given how wild things have been lately.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  For the last couple of weeks, there have been so many strange occurrences that I almost felt like I was back in the big city again.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Maybe I’m exaggerating a little, but Majestic Cove definitely hasn’t been itself lately.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Perhaps things are finally going to get back to normal around here.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “I certainly wouldn’t complain.” 
 
    “Neither would I.” 
 
    “By the way, you look really nice.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I almost feel like I’m underdressed,” he said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?  You look good,” I replied. 
 
    “I guess I just didn’t realize that you were going to get all dressed up,” Scott said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call this dressed up.” 
 
    “Really?  In that case, what would you call dressed up?” 
 
    “To start, I would be wearing something far more formal than this.  After all, this is just a cocktail dress.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Anyway, don’t worry about being underdressed.  You look good,” I said.   
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “So, should we head out?” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Not yet.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to give me a tour of your place?” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Oh, that’s right.  You haven’t seen it yet.” 
 
    “No.  When I left Majestic Cove all those years ago, you were living in that apartment on Euclid Lane.” 
 
    “In that case, here’s the grand tour.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    After showing Scott around my place, we headed outside and got into his car.  At that point, the drive to Adamson’s Majestic Cove Steakhouse began. 
 
    Scott made small talk as he drove down McKinley Lane. 
 
    “You have a really nice house,” Scott said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. 
 
    “I’d love to have a place like that one day.” 
 
    “Maybe you will.” 
 
    “It’s something to pray about.” 
 
    “Let me say this.  The house didn’t look like that when I moved in.” 
 
    “It didn’t?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “When I picked it up a couple of years ago, it was in desperate need of renovation.  Honestly, it’s only pretty recently that I finished working on it.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s good to know.  When I buy a place, I want it to be move-in ready.  I don’t have the time or the energy to renovate.” 
 
    “In retrospect, if I could go back, I probably would have done things a little differently.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Since the house was in such rough shape, I was able to get an amazing deal on the purchase price, but I completely underestimated just how much work it truly needed.  Before I knew it, I was in over my head.  But I wasn’t going to give up.” 
 
    “Of course not.  You’re definitely not a quitter.” 
 
    “If I ever move again, I’m definitely going to buy a place that has already been updated.” 
 
    “That’s a good call.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, where are you living these days?” 
 
    “I’m currently renting an apartment on Langford Road.” 
 
    “No way.  That means you only live a few blocks away from me.” 
 
    “I know.  What a crazy coincidence.  I had no idea that you were practically around the corner from me.” 
 
    “Now that you know, feel free to come by more often.” 
 
    “Before you get ahead of yourself, you should know that I might not stay at that complex much longer.” 
 
    “Wait.  Are you thinking of moving already?” 
 
    “I’m considering it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The residents of the building are a little louder than I’d like.  After a long day of work, I like some peace and quiet.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that.  I can never have too much peace in my life.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s surprising what little peace I’ve experienced since I returned to Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “Your job sure has kept you busy, hasn’t it?” 
 
    He nodded.  “More so than I ever expected.  Then again, a lot of things about this town have been different than I anticipated.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “To start, I can’t believe that Edgarton’s Burgers and Shakes closed down.” 
 
    “I know.  That was a real blow.  Especially for the milkshake landscape in this town.” 
 
    He laughed.  “Leave it to you to bring up milkshakes.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?  Those were some killer shakes.” 
 
    “I miss Edgarton’s cheeseburgers far more.” 
 
    “There are plenty of places to get a good burger in this town.  Shakes are an entirely different story.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  What are the names of these so-called great burger places?” 
 
    “Have you been to Billingsley’s?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about Turner’s?” 
 
    “I’ve never even heard of those places.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.  They only opened a couple of years ago.” 
 
    “It seems like a lot of new businesses have opened up since I left town.” 
 
    I stared out the window.  “I guess so.  Come to think of it, a fair amount of things around here have changed.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding.  In some ways, it feels like a completely different town than the one I grew up in.” 
 
    “Really?  Do you seriously believe that it has changed that much?” 
 
    “In a lot of ways, yes.  In other ways, things are exactly the same as I left them.” 
 
    “Like Kristina’s Bakery?” 
 
    “There you go, talking about sweets again.” 
 
    “Well, they are my favorite.” 
 
    “Speaking of things that are exactly the same, you haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” 
 
    “In my mind, that’s a very good thing,” he said. 
 
    “I have to say, you sure know how to bring a smile to a woman’s face,” I replied. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the restaurant, a hostess seated us at a table in the corner.  I didn’t even have to look at a menu.  I knew exactly what I wanted.  I was going to have steak.  After all, this was a steakhouse.  Filets were their specialty.  I saw no reason to try anything different. 
 
    While my mind was made up, Scott wanted to take a look at the menu.  Perhaps he just wanted to see if they offered any new items.  In the end, when our waiter came by, he ordered just what I expected.  He liked his steak well-done.  He also loved potatoes.  And even though he wasn’t a huge fan of vegetables, he was going to eat them because they came with his meal. 
 
    Once the waiter left our table, I wanted to get to the meat of the matter.   
 
    Meanwhile, Scott seemed far more interested in continuing to make small talk. 
 
    “I don’t think the menu has changed here at all,” Scott said. 
 
    “Nope.  And I hope it never does,” I replied. 
 
    “The owner is probably smart enough to realize that they have a winning formula.  Why mess with that?” 
 
    “Scott, I don’t want to come across as too blunt, but can we get down to business?” 
 
    “Oh.  Okay.  I just thought we’d ease into things.  I mean, we have all night.” 
 
    “I realize that.  It’s just that I’ve been holding on to these questions for a while.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  You’ve run out of patience?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  I guess we can get down to business.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too excited.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m not.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’ll find out when you hear my answers.” 
 
    “Okay.  So, let’s get started then.  What brought you back to Majestic Cove?” 
 
    “This job.” 
 
    “But what’s so special about this position?  You were a detective in San Francisco.” 
 
    “I just needed a change of scenery.” 
 
    “That’s funny.  You said the same thing when you left Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “True, but the circumstances are much different.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I said.  “We don’t have to talk about why you left.” 
 
    “Good.  I don’t want to go over that trauma again,” he said. 
 
    “Why would you?  That was a devastating thing for you to go through.  In fact, after what happened, I thought you would never set foot in Majestic Cove again,” I said. 
 
    The event I was referring to was the death of Scott’s parents.  One night in late October, they were driving home from the movie theater when a drunk driver ran through a red light and plowed right into them.  The collision was so brutal that Dave and Veronica Webster were both killed on impact.  In addition, the drunk driver died as well.   
 
    Understandably, Scott was completely heartbroken when he heard the news.  For a number of weeks afterward, he could barely get out of bed.  It was just so shocking.  It was one thing to lose a parent, but to have both of them die at once, in such a terrible fashion, made the tragedy even more devastating.   
 
    Eventually, Scott did try to cobble his life back together, but he was never able to look at Majestic Cove the same way again.  In his eyes, this town was haunted.  If he was going to rebuild his life, he’d have to do it elsewhere.  So, he moved to San Francisco.  
 
    “When I first moved to the city, I told myself that I would never come back here,” Scott said. 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “But over time, my opinion changed.” 
 
    “Why?  What happened?  Did your heart finally heal?  Did enough time pass that you started to feel more like yourself again?” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason.” 
 
    “Is there another part that I don’t know about?” 
 
    “I also discovered that living in San Francisco was different than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m a small town guy.  And San Francisco is a very big city.  I tried to make as many adjustments as I could, but in the end, it just wasn’t a good fit for me.” 
 
    “Is that all?  You came to a gradual realization that you’re not meant for big-city life?  Or did something crazy happen to you that turned your entire life upside down?” 
 
    Scott took a deep breath, but he didn’t say a word.  I had never known him to be an overly emotional guy.  So, to see him having trouble getting words out was kind of shocking.   
 
    I didn’t want to press him.  If anything, I tried to calm his nerves. 
 
    “Scott, it’s okay,” I said.  “Take your time.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Because I almost died.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “That’s not all.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “No, there’s more.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I didn’t just have one near-death experience.  I almost died three nights in a row.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That’s crazy,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me.  Once was wild enough.  But three times?  That’s insane.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Looking back, it’s amazing that I’m still alive.  I mean, very few people survive even one close call, much less three.” 
 
    “You definitely have a reason to count your blessings.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  First, a drug bust went bad.  The next night, I had a suspect from domestic disturbance call attempt to stab me.  Finally, on night number three, I got shot at by a burglar that I was chasing after.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  That all happened in the course of one week?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Can you believe it?” 
 
    “No, that’s crazy.” 
 
    “It was more than that.  I felt like the universe was trying to give me a sign.  A sobering warning.  And I got the message loud and clear.  I knew that it would only be a matter of time before something like that happened again.” 
 
    “Especially in your line of work.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Only maybe I wouldn’t be quite so lucky to escape without a scratch on me.  I told myself that I would get out of San Francisco while I could.  I craved a simpler life.” 
 
    “I understand completely.  What I don’t get is why you decided to stay a detective.  After all, it’s an inherently dangerous job.” 
 
    “It’s also the only job that I’m good at.  Besides, being a detective in a small town is much different than being a detective in a big city.” 
 
    “At least, in theory.  Majestic Cove has certainly not taken things easy on you since you returned.” 
 
    “It definitely hasn’t.” 
 
    “Which brings up an interesting point. There are plenty of small towns out there.  Most of which you have no history with.  In fact, this is the only town that you have a tragic history with.  So, why did you decide to move back here?” 
 
    “I didn’t like the idea of starting over from scratch.  I did that when I moved to San Francisco.  It wasn’t easy making new friends.  Or getting adjusted.  Or familiarizing myself with my surroundings.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Also, despite the recent crazy events that have taken place, Majestic Cove has a lot going for it.  Not just in terms of activities.  It’s also a beautiful place.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said.  “Does that mean you are happy with the decision that you made?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “That leads me to another peculiar decision of yours.” 
 
    He squinted.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that you were coming back here?” I asked.  “You didn’t call me.  Or post about it on social media.  Or send me an email.  You just picked up and moved without telling anyone, including your old friends.” 
 
    “In my defense, I had a lot going on.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did.  Moving takes a lot out of you.  But you still could have picked up the phone.  Why didn’t you?  I would have loved to have heard from you.  In fact, I would have welcomed you with open arms.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “How do you explain your actions then?” 
 
    “If I’m being brutally honest, I wasn’t sure that I was going to stay.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose.  “Really?” 
 
    “It was one thing to tell myself that I was ready to face my fears.  That I could handle moving back here, despite the way that I lost my parents,” he said.  “Being back here is a different story.  Part of me was worried that I would get back here and have a panic attack.” 
 
    “Did that happen?” 
 
    “No.  And let me tell you, I’m incredibly relieved about that.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are.” 
 
    “But like I said, I didn’t know what my reaction would be until I actually set foot in town again.  I didn’t want to get all of my friends excited for nothing.  What if you threw me a welcome back party and I had a nervous breakdown?  That would have been a disaster.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “I fully intended to call you.  But you ended up phoning me first.” 
 
    “That was only because I heard gossip about you being back in town.  I wanted to hear from you directly.” 
 
    “That’s one thing that I didn’t anticipate.  I forgot about how gossipy small towns are.” 
 
    “Well, now you’ve gotten quite the reminder.” 
 
    “I certainly have.” 
 
    “More importantly, after everything you just told me, there’s one more question that I need to ask you.” 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Now that you’ve been back for a couple of weeks, are you planning on staying?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Absolutely.  I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That’s great news.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m sorry that I didn’t reach out to you before I came back into town.  Will you forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” he said.  “Do you have any other questions for me?  Or did I cover everything?” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “There is one more thing that I want to know.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but on a night like this, I could definitely go for some dessert.  What do you say?” 
 
    “That sounds like a delicious plan.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d say that.  What kind of dessert do you want?” 
 
    “How about some strawberry shortcake?” 
 
    “You still love shortcake, huh?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Of course.  I always have and I always will.” 
 
    “I guess some things really do never change,” I said.  “In that case, shortcake it is.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Even though the evening had gotten off to a tense start, once Scott finished answering my questions, the entire complexion of the night changed.  Scott loosened up.  So did I.  We began to joke around and have a lot more fun with each other.  It was like the old days again. 
 
    What a treat that was.  In fact, it was impossible to overstate how happy that made me.  Of course, it helped that we ordered some shortcake.  I had forgotten how good shortcake was.  Even though I frequently ate desserts, I rarely ordered shortcake.  
 
    Most of the time, I didn’t even think of it.  There were just so many other desserts to choose from.  I would definitely have to add it back to my rotation.  The cake at the steakhouse was incredible. 
 
    All told, the entire evening was pretty fantastic.  So much so that I didn’t want it to end.  Unfortunately, with all of the catching up that we did, it got pretty late.  At that point, Scott drove me back to my place.   
 
    He even walked me to my front door. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” I said. 
 
    “I know.  I just felt like it, though,” he replied. 
 
    “Thanks for doing that.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “I wasn’t just talking about walking me to my door.  I wanted to thank you for the entire evening.  Not only did you answer all of my questions, but it’s been really great to reconnect.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  Tonight has been a lot of fun.” 
 
    “It would be great if we did this more often.” 
 
    “Maybe we will.” 
 
    “Does that mean you want to make plans to hang out again?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    “There’s just one problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “My schedule is all over the place.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “I know what it’s like to have my life turned upside down at random.” 
 
    “I suppose you do.  It turns out we have a lot in common.” 
 
    “We sure do,” I replied.  “Anyway, we could always make plans and then reschedule if something comes up.  After all, we’re just talking about hanging out.  It’s not like we’re going out on a date.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    At that moment, he stared deep into my eyes.  I wasn’t quite sure why.  Was it the mention on the word date?  Or did something else come to his mind?  Either way, he remained silent for a few moments. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I asked. 
 
    “The future.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “I hope things stay calm around here.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “Is that the only thing that’s on your mind?” 
 
    “There’s a couple of other things bouncing around in my head, but I won’t bother you with them.  Especially since it’s really late.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, you can tell me all about them the next time that I see you.  Speaking of which, you didn’t mention a day that would be good for us to get together again.” 
 
    “How about tomorrow morning at the bakery, just like usual?” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant, but that will work.  Same time, same place, same chocolate-glazed donut?” 
 
    “Of course.  Why would I order something different?” 
 
    “To mix things up a little.” 
 
    “Those donuts are perfect the way they are.” 
 
    “You’re a funny guy, you know that?” 
 
    “If you say so.  Anyway, I really should be going.” 
 
    “In that case, I hope you sleep well tonight.” 
 
    “So do I.  Talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good-bye,” I said. 
 
    Scott headed back to his car.  I then opened up the front door of my house and headed inside.  A few minutes later, I was in bed.  It would be nice if I could tell you that I went straight to sleep. 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.  Instead, I stared at the ceiling for a while and thought about the future.  Were things looking up for me, or would I be dealing with all sorts of new drama shortly?  I had no idea what the answer to that question was.  I could say this, though.  It sure was good to reconnect with my old friend.   
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cookies, Curiosity, and Craziness  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Mom, are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    Usually, my mother was the one who spent a great deal of time worrying about me.  And not just because I was a private investigator.  Although, she definitely would have preferred it if I had chosen a different profession.  Honestly, when she named me Melody, she had a music career in mind for me.  It made perfect sense.  After all, before she retired, my mom was a music teacher for a number of decades. 
 
    These days, my mother was playing a completely different tune.  When I wasn’t staring down danger while working on a case, my mom was generally pretty happy.  In fact, most afternoons, her biggest concern was when I would settle down, get married, and have kids. 
 
    This wasn’t just an ordinary Wednesday, however.  It had been a brutal evening.  There was one very specific explanation for that. 
 
    It was my father’s birthday.  In the past, February twenty-first had been a joyous day for our family. 
 
    All that changed when my dad had a heart attack a number of years ago.  Ever since that happened, a number of different dates on the calendar had taken on a completely different meaning.  To start, there was October fifteenth, the day that he actually had his heart attack.  Of course, the holidays were rough as well.  Then there was May third, the date of their wedding anniversary.  Finally, there was February twenty-first, my father’s birthday. 
 
    When this day came up on the calendar each year, my mom became very solemn and introspective.  I didn’t blame her.  I was a wreck too.  I was doing my best to put on a good face, though.   
 
    My mother was attempting to do the same thing.  Much to her chagrin, she was failing miserably.  That said, my mom was a persistent woman.  She tried to stay strong. 
 
     “I’ll be fine,” my mom replied.  “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    I saw right through her act.  She wasn’t fooling me at all.  At the same time, rather than making a big deal about it, I tried my best to comfort her.  It seemed like a good time to lean forward and give her a hug. 
 
    “Take as long as you need,” I said. 
 
    My mother remained silent for a moment.  She then opened her mouth and said, “I told myself I wasn’t going to cry today.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Why do you sound so surprised?” 
 
    “It seems like a pretty crazy promise to make to yourself.  I mean, of all the days in the year, this one has definitely been the hardest to keep my eyes dry.” 
 
    “You haven’t cried today then?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not yet.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Wow.  That’s impressive.” 
 
    “I’ve come pretty close, though.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have.”  My mom stared out into the distance.  “I just miss your father so much.” 
 
    “So do I.  He was an amazing man.” 
 
    “Life just isn’t the same without him.” 
 
    “It sure isn’t.”   
 
    “Nor do I think it ever will be again.” 
 
    “That’s a bleak thought.  Especially considering how it’s his birthday.” 
 
    “Or, at least, it would have been, if he was still here,” my mother said. 
 
    “Even though he isn’t here anymore, this was still the date that he was born.” 
 
    “I realize that.  But instead of being a joyous occasion, it’s now a really difficult day to get through.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “The craziest part is that this used to be his favorite day of the year.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?  Who doesn’t love their birthday?” 
 
    “You’re right.  At the same time, you have to admit, your father loved throwing big parties on his special day.  Every year, he got the most out of his birthday that he possibly could.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Honestly, he spent the entire day smiling wide.” 
 
    “And what a smile he had.” 
 
    My mother nodded.  “It was the kind of smile that could light up an entire room…”  My mom trailed off as she became choked up.   
 
    “Here.  Let me get you a tissue,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” my mom replied. 
 
    I shrugged.  “What are you apologizing for?” 
 
    “I’m your mother.  I’m supposed to be taking care of you.  Not the other way around.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. 
 
    My mother shook her head.  “No, it isn’t.  I mean, here we are, as sad as can be.  This isn’t what your father would have wanted on his birthday.” 
 
    “What else are we supposed to do?  Pretend to be happy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember?  Your father always had a way of trying to make the best of a bad situation.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest that we do now?” 
 
    “Instead of mourning his death, why don’t we try to celebrate his life?” 
 
    “I guess we could give that a try.” 
 
    “I think that’s what he would have wanted.  To talk about the good times.  To remember all the things that made him so special.” 
 
    “There were a lot of them.” 
 
    “There certainly were.  That’s why we miss him so much.  Because he was a man like no other.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “Do you know what we need right now?” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “What?” 
 
    “Some dessert.” 
 
    I squinted.  “I know this is going to sound crazy, coming from someone who has as sweet of a tooth as I do, but is having a treat really the best call right now?” 
 
    My mother nodded.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m not going to argue with you.” 
 
    “This is all part of celebrating his life.  After all, your father loved dessert.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right.” 
 
    “In fact, his favorite treat in the world was cookies.  That’s why I think we should bake some chocolate chip cookies right now.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “It will be fun.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “It’s better than just standing around feeling sad.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Besides, it will keep us busy.” 
 
    “You’re right.”   
 
    “Plus, there’s one added benefit,” she said.  “When we’re done, we’ll have some delicious cookies to eat.” 
 
    “Say no more.  I’m sold.” 
 
    “Good.  Let’s get started.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    My mother and I tried our best to focus on the happiest memories that we had of my father, but it was a rollercoaster of an evening for us both.  By the end of the night, I was emotionally ragged.   
 
    Not surprisingly, I crashed out pretty hard when I returned home.  In fact, I ended up sleeping like a rock.  Before I knew it, the morning sun was coming through my window. 
 
    I reluctantly rolled out of bed, got dressed, and headed over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  When I arrived, my dear friend, Kristina Fowler, greeted me.  After explaining how my evening had gone, she expressed her sympathy.   
 
    If I wasn’t careful, our entire conversation could devolve into a pity party.  I wanted to avoid that.  Feeling bad wasn’t going to bring my father back.  However, it could threaten to derail my entire day.  Whether I liked it or not, I had work to do.  I couldn’t afford to just sit at home missing my father.   
 
    In an effort to get myself into a better headspace, I tried to steer the conversation to a different topic. 
 
    “What’s going on in your life?  Any breaking news?” I asked. 
 
    Kristina nodded.  “As a matter of fact, there is.” 
 
    “All right.  Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “I have a date.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    My face lit up.  “That’s great.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited.” 
 
    I squinted.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I have no idea how it’s going to turn out.” 
 
    “That last disaster of a date really turned your expectations upside down, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It sure did.  Honestly, I haven’t been the same since then.” 
 
    “Talk about a bad date.  Well, I hope this new date goes much better.” 
 
    “So do I,” Kristina replied.  “I could really use a break.  The question is, will I get one?” 
 
    “Be sure to let me know.” 
 
    “I will.”  Kristina stopped talking and got a faraway look in her eyes.   
 
    “It’s a shame that you’re not more excited.  Dates don’t come around very often.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m quite aware of that.  I hate that I feel the need to manage my expectations.  But in this situation, I just can’t help myself.  After the big letdown last time, I don’t want to set myself up for disappointment.” 
 
    “That’s smart.” 
 
    “On the flip side, if things do go well, I’m going to give myself permission to get more excited than ever.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s what happens.” 
 
    “I have my fingers crossed.” 
 
    “How many fingers are you crossing exactly?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Guess I should have known you were going to say that.” 
 
    “By the way, if things do go well on this date, maybe you’ll finally sign up for an account with the dating site.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “And you call me a skeptic.  Could you be less interested in online dating?” 
 
    “Look.  I just happen to have some doubts.  All right?” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy.”  Kristina stopped talking and looked over my shoulder.  “Of course, maybe you don’t need online dating after all.” 
 
    I turned around.  “Why not?” 
 
    “Because maybe Mr. Right is closer than you think.” 
 
    As I looked at the front door of the bakery, I spotted Detective Scott Webster approaching the shop. 
 
    “You still believe that Scott and I are meant to be together, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “There are worse men for you to end up with,” Kristina said. 
 
    “You sound eerily like my mother.” 
 
    “Maybe that should tell you something.” 
 
    “Maybe.  Then again, maybe not.” 
 
    “You should give it some serious thought.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Not now, though.  It’s too early in the morning for deep thoughts,” I joked. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    When Scott entered the bakery, he spotted me at the counter and approached me.  All the while, he had a concerned look on his face.    
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked. 
 
    “Why are you taking such a serious tone with me?” I wondered. 
 
    “I know you had a rough night.” 
 
    Even though I appreciated Scott’s sympathy, it seemed to come out of nowhere.  After all, I had not told him that yesterday was my father’s birthday.  I couldn’t help but wonder where he was getting his information from. 
 
    “How did you know that I had a tough day?” I asked. 
 
    “Melody, have you forgotten that I’m a detective?” 
 
    “I realize that.  But what does that have to do with this situation?  Are you investigating me or something?” 
 
    “Don’t go jumping to crazy conclusions.  I was scrolling through my newsfeed this morning and I saw your mom’s social media post about your father.” 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  I forgot about that,” I said. 
 
    “Your mother posted quite a tribute.” 
 
    “Yeah.  She went all-out.  That post was something.” 
 
    “What a terrible time for you both.  I’m so sorry.” 
 
    So much for avoiding the topic of my father’s death.  His passing was the center of attention once again.  Rather than trying to change the subject, I just let the conversation take me in whatever direction it wanted to go in. 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s pretty crazy.  You know what that’s like,” I said. 
 
    A lot of people had expressed sympathy after my dad’s death.  Most of them had no experience with that kind of loss.  Scott was different.  He was no strange to tragedy. 
 
    “I sure do.”  Scott stared out into the distance.  “Unfortunately, I have a little too much experience in that area.” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding.  Nor was he exaggerating.  A few years ago, Scott had lost both of his parents to a terrible accident.  They had died at the hands of a drunk driver.  The driver had plowed into their car.   
 
    That being said, mourning wasn’t a competition.  It wasn’t about who had suffered a greater loss.  In my case, it was about trying to cobble my life back together. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but when I was younger, I never would have imagined that I’d be going through something like this in my thirties.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  But clearly, life had other plans for us both.” 
 
    “Life is crazy like that.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to.  But life is the one that keeps reminding me.” 
 
    “By the way, if there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “On that note, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Does it ever get easier?” 
 
    “What?  Life?” 
 
    “The pain?  The heartbreak?  The memories of your deceased loved ones?”  I said. 
 
    “Do you want me to be honest?” he asked. 
 
    I looked deep into his eyes.  “I’m not going to like your answer, am I?” I asked. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” he replied.  
 
    “Because if you had something positive to say, you would have just come out with it.  Instead, you answered my question with a question of your own.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course,” he replied.  “My question stands, though.  Do you want me to be honest with you?” 
 
    I became pensive for a moment.  I then said, “Hit me with the truth.” 
 
    “No.  I don’t think it does get easier.  I certainly haven’t gotten over losing my parents.  I still take things day by day.  And I imagine that will never change.”  
 
    My eyebrows rose.  “Wow.  You weren’t kidding.  That’s some brutal honesty.” 
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    I nodded.  “You did.”  I took a deep breath.  “I know your instincts are usually really solid, but in this case, I hope you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Same here.  Honestly, I’d love to be wrong.” 
 
    “There’s something you don’t hear from a detective very often.” 
 
    “Nope.  But it’s the truth.  Being wrong about this would be great.” 
 
    “Your instincts are telling you otherwise, though, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied.  “I think this hole in my heart is never going away.” 
 
    I winced.  “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know if that changes in the future.”  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He reached out and put his hand on my shoulder.  “In the meantime, hang in there.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said.

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    After an emotional powder keg of a morning, I headed off to work.  When I arrived at the detective agency that I ran with fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson, I told myself that a slow day at the office would be nice.  At least, in theory.  In practice, that might not pan out very well. 
 
    While getting a breather would allow me to ease my way into work, if I didn’t have any pressing matters to attend to, my thoughts might begin to wander.  That could become really dangerous.  Especially if my brain decided to focus on how much I missed my dad. 
 
    On the flip side, if I opened up the door of my office and a client was waiting for me, I would at least be distracted by all of the details that went into starting a new investigation.  There was one problem with that, however.  Jumping from one serious conversation to another without a break could lead to overload.   
 
    Much to my relief, when I arrived at my office, I was able to take a seat in my chair, lean back, and catch my breath.  For the next few minutes, I attempted to clear my head.  Unfortunately, that was much easier said than done.  To the point where I almost started doing some paperwork just to keep busy. 
 
    A few minutes later, a middle-aged man in a business suit opened the door of the detective agency.  I immediately jumped up from my chair and greeted him.  So much for peace and quiet.  I was happy to be talking to a new potential client.   
 
    The man introduced himself as Zack Wright.  He worked in the finance industry.  After telling him my name and shaking his hand, I invited him to take a seat in my office.  From there, I asked what I could do for him. 
 
    Zack did not hesitate to get straight to the point.  “I want you to dig up dirt on my daughter’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “Okay.  What kind of dirt are we talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Any that you can find.” 
 
    “Can you be a little more specific?” 
 
    “Kyle Flanagan is bad news.  There’s something really sketchy about him.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “My instincts.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “That’s enough.  I have really good instincts.” 
 
    “I’m not questioning that.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “It’s more that I’m curious if you have any proof of your claims.” 
 
    “No,” he said.  “But that’s where you come in.  I want you to find something that will prove me right.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Zack pulled up a photo on his phone and showed it to me.  “Look at this guy.  Tell me he doesn’t look like bad news to you.” 
 
    Kyle was a man in his early twenties.  He had long hair and a beard.  He was wearing ripped jeans and a tank top.  He had a sleeve of tattoos on both of his arms.  In the photo, he was leaning against a motorcycle.  That wasn’t all, though.  He also had a guitar case behind him.   
 
    Suddenly, it became clear why Zack was so worried.  Kyle practically had bad boy written all over him.  The question became, was he actually a bad guy, or did he just look the part? 
 
    “Do you see what I’m talking about?” Zack asked. 
 
    “He does have a distinct look to him,” I said. 
 
    “It’s more than just a look.  Kyle is bad news.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.  Trust me.  I get you loud and clear.” 
 
    “So, can you dig up some dirt on him?” 
 
    I held up my hand.  “You’re getting a little ahead of yourself.  Have you expressed your concerns to your daughter?” 
 
    “Of course, I have.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t listen to me.  She thought I was overreacting.  She told me that I just need to get to know Kyle better.  And that when I do, I’ll warm up to him.” 
 
    “How much have you spoken with Kyle?” 
 
    “Enough to know that he’s the wrong guy for my daughter.  He’s a bad influence.” 
 
    “By the way, how old is your daughter?” 
 
    “Brianna is twenty-three.” 
 
    “So, she’s an adult then.” 
 
    “Well, yes.  Technically.  But she’s not acting like one.  She’s letting her feelings cloud her judgment.” 
 
    “What’s your plan then?  Let’s say I do take your case.  And that I’m able to dig up some dirt.  What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “Show it to my daughter.” 
 
    “Okay.  But like I mentioned before, she’s an adult.  She can make her own decisions.  You can’t force her to stop dating him.” 
 
    “True.  She’s a smart woman, though.  If I present her with enough proof that Kyle is trouble, Brianna will come to her senses and break things off with him.” 
 
    “All right.  And what if it turns out there’s no dirt to dig up?  What will you do then?” 
 
    “Trust me.  You’ll be able to find something.” 
 
    “Okay.  In that case, I’ll see what I can dig up.” 
 
    “Great.  The sooner you can find something, the better,” Zack said. 
 
    “I’ll get right to work,” I replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    When Zack left my office, I couldn’t help but be struck by the strange sense of timing that life had sometimes.  Of all the days for me to get a case like this, it was wild that it would happen just as I was wrestling with my emotions about my own father.  In a way, it was really overwhelming.  On the flip side, I felt like the universe had custom-tailored this case for me. 
 
    That didn’t make me terribly happy.  I would have preferred to tackle much different subject matter.  An insurance fraud investigation would have been ideal.  It could have distracted me.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t in the cards for me. 
 
    Whether I liked my assignment or not, I had a job to do.  That said, before I dove into the case, I found myself making a number of comparisons between Zack and my father.  In a number of ways, they were similar.  My father had been a successful businessman.  He also wanted the best for me.  In addition, he had his worries about me. 
 
    With all that in mind, my dad would have never hired a private investigator to dig up dirt on one of my boyfriend’s.  The thought wouldn’t have ever entered his mind.  Even though I wasn’t being paid to share my opinions, I felt like my client was going a little overboard.  At the same time, I wasn’t a parent.  If I was a mother, maybe my entire perspective on the situation would be different. 
 
    Ultimately, it didn’t really matter what I thought about this case.  The most important thing was determining whether Zack was correct.  Was his daughter’s boyfriend a bad guy?  If so, could I dig up some dirt on him? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Normally, at the beginning of a case, I liked to do some surveillance.  Keeping my distance from a subject often proved to be very beneficial to me.  In fact, there were times when I was able to conduct my entire investigation without having to speak with the subject face to face.   
 
    Other times, that just wasn’t possible.  While I could attempt to fly under the radar throughout this case, I didn’t believe that was the best course of action. 
 
    Instead, I decided to head over to the guitar store where Kyle Flanagan worked and decided to start a conversation with him.  As I made my way to the back of the store, Kyle had a guitar in his hand.  He was playing a tune.   
 
    Before I opened my mouth to say a word to him, I stopped and listened to him play.  When he noticed me watching him, he put his guitar down. 
 
    “Keep going,” I said.  “That was really good.” 
 
    “That’s what you say,” Kyle replied.  “I was just messing around to kill some time.”  
 
    “Maybe so, but it was still really good.” 
 
    “If you think that was something, you should come and see my band play sometime.” 
 
    “Maybe I will.  Do you have any gigs scheduled soon?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s funny that you mention that because we’re playing tonight.” 
 
    “Wow.  Where?”  
 
    “Gerald O’Toole’s Theater.” 
 
    “Cool.  What’s the name of your band?” 
 
    “The Dead, the Drunk, and the Lucky.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting name for a band.” 
 
    Kyle smiled wide.  “Thanks.  I came up with it.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to hear some of your original songs.  I’m going to do everything I can to stop by the theater tonight.” 
 
    “That would be great.  Which brings up another point.  If you do come to the show, feel free to bring a couple of friends.  I’d love it if the place was completely packed.” 
 
    “Do your shows usually sell out?” 
 
    “No.  That’s why it would be really awesome if you could bring some friends with you.  If my band proves that we can draw a big crowd, we can start playing larger venues.” 
 
    “Wait.  Are you telling me that you don’t want to work at a guitar store for the rest of your life?” I joked.   
 
    He scoffed.  “Are you kidding?  I want to be playing packed arenas.  And I mean, as soon as possible.  I was born to be a rock star.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Oh yeah.  And I’m not going to stop until it happens.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you luck.  Maybe one day I’ll be able to say that I knew you before you were famous.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” 
 
    “The question is, when you’re famous, will you forget about the little people?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No way.” 
 
    “That would be refreshing.  After all, fame has been known to change people.  That rock star life can get pretty crazy.” 
 
    “Yes, if you let it.  But it doesn’t have to be that way.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve already thought a lot of this through.” 
 
    “When you work in a retail store, your mind has a tendency to wander.  I want to be rich, but I don’t really care that much about being famous.” 
 
    “How about being infamous?  Are you planning on partying it up and destroying a bunch of hotel rooms on tour?” I joked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Really?  I guess you’re a different type of musician than I’m used to talking to.  Does that mean you don’t believe that sex, drugs, and rock and roll have to go together?” 
 
    “They definitely don’t.” 
 
    “I have to say, it’s really refreshing to hear that.” 
 
    “What can I say?  The Dead, the Drunk, and the Lucky aren’t your typical rock band.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll ask my friends if they are interested in coming to the show.” 
 
    “Great,” Kyle replied.  “Anyway, with the plug for my band out of the way, what can I do for you today?” 
 
    “I heard you were the right person to ask about a guitar lesson.  Is that true?” 
 
    He smiled.  “You definitely came to the right place.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    What an interesting conversation.  As I was peppering Kyle with questions, I thought I would be able to guess all of his answers.  However, he completely surprised me.  Despite his outward appearance, he didn’t seem like a typical rock musician at all.   
 
    The question became, was he being truthful with me?  Only time would tell.  After getting some preliminary info about guitar lessons, I made some additional small talk with Kyle.     
 
    I then left the guitar shop.  The most important detail of our entire conversation was getting invited to watch his band play.  That invite might come in handy later. 
 
    Once I returned to my car, I went into surveillance mode. While Kyle remained at the guitar shop, I didn’t really expect any huge developments in the case.  Most likely, he would just go about his business.  Generally, people didn’t do crazy things at work. 
 
    It turned out that I was correct.  Nothing of note really took place for a number of hours.  As I waited for something interesting to happen, I did some digging around on the internet.  I started with Kyle’s social media profile.  Not surprisingly, I didn’t find anything particularly scandalous.  From there, I looked at the profile of his band.  Perhaps that would pull up some interesting photographs.  Unfortunately, it didn’t. 
 
    At that point, I could have gotten off of my phone.  Instead, an idea came to me.  I brainstormed some key search terms to check out.  For example, neither Kyle nor his band had posted anything interesting on social media, but maybe one of their fans had.  What if one of those fans had managed to get backstage at a show and had taken a candid photo?   
 
    There was a chance that some really interesting photographs existed.  Perhaps I just needed to get creative to find them.   
 
    Even though that seemed like a really promising theory, close to an hour later, I put my phone away with very little to show for my searches.  If scandalous photos of Kyle existed, they weren’t posted anywhere on the open internet.   
 
    All told, I sat in the driver’s-seat of my car for another fifteen minutes before anything vaguely interesting took place.  Shortly after eleven o’clock, Kyle stepped out of the guitar store and headed into the alleyway that was beside the building. 
 
    He then lit up a smoke and spent ten minutes looking at content on his phone. 
 
    After that, he headed back inside the guitar store and returned to work. 
 
    So much for a big break, I thought.  Or any break.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were pretty boring for me.  I mostly just sat in my car, waiting around.  A little bit after one o’clock, Kyle ended up leaving the store again.  This time, he headed out to his motorcycle.  I immediately wondered where he was headed. 
 
    I fired up the ignition of my sedan to find out.  As Kyle sped away on his motorcycle, I followed him.   
 
    He didn’t go very far.  In fact, he only traveled a few blocks.  When he reached Alpha Drive, he stopped at a burger joint and met up with a blond woman.  I recognized the twenty-three-year-old.  She was Brianna Wright, my client’s daughter.   
 
    “What an interesting couple,” I said to myself.  
 
    While Kyle looked like a classic bad boy, Brianna had a buttoned up look to her.  She was wearing a blouse, a skirt, and high heels.  In addition, she had her hair pulled back into a ponytail.  She practically had office worker written all over her.   
 
    Kyle and Brianna kissed each other and then went inside the burger joint.   
 
    I would have gotten out of my car and sat down at a nearby table to try and eavesdrop on their conversation, but since I had spoken with Kyle at the guitar shop earlier, I didn’t want to push my luck too much.   
 
    If Kyle did end up spotting me inside the burger place, it would raise some red flags.  He might start believing that I was following him.  That was the last thing I wanted. 
 
    By a fortunate twist of fate, after Kyle and Brianna got their orders, they elected not to sit inside.  Much to my delight, they grabbed a table in front of the burger place.   
 
    That really worked into my favor.  With them sitting outside, I was able to move my car to a spot at the edge of the parking lot.  In doing so, I could remain in my driver’s-seat, roll down my window, and overhear at least part of their conversation.   
 
    “What a break,” I said to myself. 
 
    The question became, would Kyle or Brianna say anything interesting?  I would find out soon enough. 
 
    “I really hope your band gets a record deal soon.  I’m not cutout for office work,” Brianna said. 
 
    “How do you think I feel?  I work retail,” Kyle said. 
 
    “Trust me.  Being trapped in a cubicle is far worse.” 
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for that.  Although, it doesn’t really matter.  We both have lousy jobs.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason that your big break can’t come soon enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that.  The record companies are the ones who need convincing.” 
 
    “Is your band getting any bites?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    She let out a sigh.  “What a shame.” 
 
    “We’re just going to keep plugging away.  If we keep booking gigs and writing songs and spreading the word about our music online, I have to believe that eventually we’ll catch a break.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “How about you?  Anything new going on at your office?” 
 
    “Is there ever?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  That’s why I’m asking.” 
 
    “No.  There’s nothing new.  It’s a boring dead-end place where nothing cool ever happens.” 
 
    “You sound even more down on your work than ever before.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I can’t wait until the weekend arrives.  I got invited to two different parties.” 
 
    “Wow.  Sounds like a busy weekend.” 
 
    “It’s going to be great.  Friday and Saturday night are going to be epic.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a shame that it’s only Thursday then.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.  I’ve been having a hard time sitting at my desk.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It was just a rough morning.” 
 
    “You going through withdrawal or something?” 
 
    Brianna seemed pretty quick to change the subject.  “Don’t worry about it.  Just focus on coming up with ideas to get a record deal.” 
 
    “Brianna, how could I not worry about you?” 
 
    “I’m going to be fine, okay?  I just need to get through a few more hours of work.  That’s all.” 
 
    Kyle didn’t force the issue with his girlfriend, but clearly he was concerned about her.   
 
    For me, the bigger issue was what they were discussing in the first place.  When Kyle mentioned the word withdrawal, it really drew my attention.  Unfortunately, Brianna didn’t go into detail at all.  She just continued to avoid the subject. 
 
    Kyle and Brianna spoke for a little while longer, but they didn’t say anything terribly useful.  For the most part, they just made small talk.  Once they finished eating, they kissed and then parted ways.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kyle got back on his motorcycle and returned to the guitar shop.  He spent the next few hours helping customers.  During that time, I parked my car across the street from the store.   
 
    That afternoon became a test of patience.  In my experience, surveillance was rarely fun, but it was especially the case when it came to being staked out in front of a subject’s workplace.   
 
    Thankfully, shortly after five o’clock, Kyle finished up his shift and left work for the day. 
 
    As Kyle got on his motorcycle, I wondered where he was headed.  Would he go home?  Or did he have more interesting plans than that? 
 
    Right then, nothing was off the table.  The possibilities were endless.  So, when Kyle just drove back to his apartment on Fallbrook Drive, it was a pretty underwhelming development. 
 
    Even though I knew that big breaks were hard to come by and that it generally took a great deal of time and effort to make progress on a case, I had gotten lucky in the past.  Naturally, I wanted that to happen right then. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t appear that luck was on my side.   
 
    “All right.  What are you going to do now?” I asked myself. 
 
    I decided to get a little creative.  Since it was unclear how long Kyle would remain inside his home, I would have to be careful sneaking up toward his apartment, but spying on him sure seemed like a good call.  That was especially true since I knew that most sketchy activity took place behind closed doors.   
 
    If Zack was correct about Kyle being bad news, the best chance for me to get evidence of that would be catching him off guard. 
 
    With that in mind, I got out of my car and made my way over to his apartment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Conducting an investigation in broad daylight was always tricky.  The chances of being spotted by the subject—or one of his neighbor’s, wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.   
 
    If Kyle did see me outside his window, it would lead to all sorts of questions.  That was why I had to be careful.  When I reached Kyle’s living room window, his blinds were closed.  I could hear the sound of rock music being played inside his apartment.  It sounded like a recording and not Kyle actively jamming on his guitar.  
 
    Since I couldn’t see what was going on inside, I kept moving.  As I went around to the side of his apartment, I discovered a window that didn’t have any blinds in front of it.  When I peered in the window, I saw Kyle standing in his kitchen, preparing some food. 
 
    He was making a sandwich.   
 
    “So much for a big break,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the next few hours were pretty boring.  After Kyle finished preparing dinner, he sat down at a table and ate his food.  When he was done with that, he headed into his bedroom and got changed into different clothes.  From there, he opened up his laptop and messed around on the internet for a bit. 
 
    It wasn’t until shortly after seven o’clock that anything interesting happened.  Kyle closed his laptop, packed up his guitar, and left his apartment. 
 
    Thankfully, by that point, I had returned to my car.  As I sat in the driver’s-seat of my car, I saw Kyle get on his motorcycle. 
 
    “Is he heading out to his gig?” I said to myself.  “Or is he going somewhere else?” 
 
    Kyle fired up the ignition of his motorcycle, pulled out of his driveway, and headed north on Fallbrook Drive. 
 
    When he reached the stop sign at the end of his street, he turned left. 
 
    At first glance, it definitely seemed like he was heading to Gerald O’Toole’s.  The theater was in that direction.  At the same time, there was a chance that I was getting ahead of myself.  There were plenty of other businesses and homes in that direction.  Perhaps he was going to stop by one of them. 
 
    As Kyle made his way over to Quinn Avenue, it became clear to me where he was going.  A few minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot of Gerald O’Toole’s Theater with his guitar case strapped to his back. 
 
    After parking his motorcycle, he headed toward the side of entrance of the theater. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the theater, I saw an opportunity to take advantage of some good timing.  The other band members were loading their equipment into the theater from a side door.  Kyle joined them. 
 
    I had an idea to do the same.  I knew that it was a much bolder approach than I normally took, but it could really pay off.  More importantly, there was very little downside.  Unlike with previous cases, where I tried to remain anonymous, the circumstances were different this time around.  To start, I had already spoken with Kyle earlier.  In addition, if this conversation didn’t go well, I could just head into the front of the theater and observe my surroundings until the show began.   
 
    As Kyle and his bandmates unloaded a drum set, some guitars, and a number of amplifiers from a van, I approached them.   
 
    “Do you need a hand?” I asked. 
 
    Kyle and his bandmates turned to me. 
 
    The bandmates looked at me with confusion on their faces.   
 
    Kyle had an entirely different reaction.  His eyes lit up when he spotted me.  “Hey, you came.” 
 
    “I sure did.  I want to see what The Dead, the Drunk, and the Lucky are all about.” 
 
    “I hope you’re ready for a rocking show.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Great,” he said.  “Just one thing.  Are you alone?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    Kyle grimaced.  “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “I know you were hoping that I would bring a bunch of friends with me, but this was really last-minute for them.” 
 
    “I understand.  Well, at least you’re here.” 
 
    “I’m not just here.  I’m excited to see you all play.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, let me introduce you to the guys.”  He pointed at me.  “Guys, this is Melody.  She’s going to be taking guitar lessons from me.” 
 
    Kyle’s bandmates waved at me. 
 
    Kyle then pointed at his bandmates one by one.  “Melody, this is Gavin.  And Ash.  And Connor.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said. 
 
    “I hope you enjoy the show,” Gavin said. 
 
    “I’m sure I will,” I said. 
 
    “Anyway, I hate to cut the conversation short, but we have to get our equipment setup,” Ash said. 
 
    “I understand.  My offer to help you out still stands,” I said. 
 
    “No, we’re good,” Ash said. 
 
    Kyle put his hand up.  “Speak for yourself.  You should come backstage.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah.  Have you ever been backstage before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you have to come.” 
 
    Connor stepped in.  “Kyle, are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kyle said.  “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “What about Brianna?” Connor asked. 
 
    “What about her?  I’m not inviting Melody backstage to seduce her.  I just want to show her the life of a rock band.”  
 
    “All right.  It’s your call,” Connor said. 
 
    Kyle turned to me.  “So, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Secretly, I was hoping that Kyle would invite me backstage.  Not for romantic reasons.  It was strictly for the sake of this investigation.  If I hung around with the band, there was no telling what I might see.  Being backstage could lead to a development that would blow this case wide open.   
 
    When Kyle brought me backstage, it wasn’t all that remarkable of a space.  Neither was the band’s dressing room.  But I still felt fortunate to be back there.  The odds that I would get a lead were a lot higher. 
 
    All told, it took the band about half an hour to setup their equipment.  During that time, I kept a close eye on them.  In addition, I tried to hear every word that they said to each other.  For the moment, there was no indication that they were on drugs.  Or that any of them were doing something sketchy. 
 
    Of course, that could change at any moment. 
 
    When a few more minutes went by without anything remarkable happening, I began to wonder if things would stay relatively quiet during the entire evening.   
 
    It turned out that I had gotten ahead of myself.  Shortly after eight o’clock, Kyle’s girlfriend, Brianna, arrived at the theater.  When she came backstage, she had a manic energy to her.  It was a completely different vibe than the one she was giving off at the burger place earlier in the day. 
 
    When she spotted Kyle, she approached him and gave him a big kiss.  Once they were done kissing, she looked around and saw me.   
 
    The moment she spotted me, her eyes widened. 
 
    She then turned to Kyle and his bandmates.  “Who is that?” 
 
    “Her name is Melody,” Kyle said. 
 
    “What’s she doing back here?” Brianna asked. 
 
    “I invited her back here.” 
 
    Brianna nearly did a double-take.  “Wait a minute.  Why?” 
 
    “She’s going to be taking guitar lessons from me.” 
 
    A look of confusion came to Brianna’s face.  “Uh-huh.  That doesn’t explain why you invited her back here.” 
 
    “I wanted her to see what things were like backstage.” 
 
    Brianna snarled at her boyfriend.  “You have a lot of nerve.  I can’t believe you did this.” 
 
    Kyle shrugged.  “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Brianna folded her arms.  “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  I don’t get why you’re so bent out of shape.  I’m trying to get as many people to come to our shows as possible.  At this stage in our career, we need as many fans as we can get.” 
 
    “Regular fans are one thing.  Female fans are another.” 
 
    “Brianna, let me stop you right there—” 
 
    “Why?  Am I making you uncomfortable?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  You’re just jumping to crazy conclusions.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “You know I hate it when you get really paranoid.” 
 
    “I’m not being paranoid.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    “I’m just being careful.  I’m watching my back.” 
 
    “Brianna, I would never cheat on you,” Kyle said.  “You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    As their argument escalated, I became really uncomfortable.  Up until that point, I just stood off in the corner.   
 
    Right then, I decided to speak up.   
 
    “Should I leave?” I asked. 
 
    Brianna didn’t hesitate to answer my question.  “Yes,” she said. 
 
    Kyle didn’t agree with his girlfriend.  He shook his head.  “No.  Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    Brianna let out a groan and gave her boyfriend a disgusted look.  “I can’t believe you.” 
 
    Kyle threw out his arms.  “Me?  You’re the one who is acting crazy.” 
 
    A fire came to Brianna’s eyes.  “Did you just call me crazy?” 
 
    “No, I said you’re acting crazy,” he replied.  “Now, will you please calm down?” 
 
    “If you want to see crazy, I’ll show you crazy.  Tell her to leave,” Brianna said. 
 
    Rather than ordering me to take off, Kyle focused on his girlfriend.  In particular, he stared deep into her eyes.  He then became outraged with her. 
 
    “Have you been snorting coke again?” Kyle asked. 
 
    “Just a few lines,” Brianna said.   
 
    Kyle shook his head in disbelief.  “Brianna, I told you that you need to kick that habit.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because that stuff is bad news.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.” 
 
    “Not only is it addictive, but it’s terrible for you.  Besides, it makes you crazy paranoid—” 
 
    “Will you ease up already?  I don’t need a lecture.”  
 
    “I’m just trying to help you out.” 
 
    Brianna groaned.  She then reached into her purse and pulled out a baggie that contained a white substance.  “I need to do another line.  This conversation is killing my buzz.”  
 
    Kyle grabbed the baggie from her.  “No.  What you need is to stop snorting this stuff.” 
 
    Brianna tried to grab the baggie from her boyfriend.  “Give that back.  Right now.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  I’m doing this for your own good.” 
 
    “Give it back.  Now!” she demanded.  
 
    “You’re not getting this back.” 
 
    Brianna didn’t give up.  She continued trying to grab the baggie. 
 
    Kyle took a number of steps back.  “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Brianna stared him down.  “Give me the bag.” 
 
    “You want it that much?  Fine.  It’s yours.” 
 
    Brianna smiled.  “Good.” 
 
    “But know this.  There isn’t enough room in this relationship for me and cocaine.  You’re going to have to make a choice.  So, which is it going to be?  Me…or the drugs?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Now, make your decision.  Which is it going to be?” 
 
    “Give me the baggie,” Brianna said. 
 
    Kyle let out a sigh and handed her the baggie.  “I was afraid you were going to say that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be this way,” Brianna argued. 
 
    “You’ve made your decision.  Now, get out of here,” Kyle replied. 
 
    Brianna tried to plead her case.  “Kyle—” 
 
    He had no interest in continuing their conversation.  “I said, get lost.” 
 
    Brianna took one last look at Kyle.  She then turned around and left the theater. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence followed.   
 
    When a number of seconds went by, one of Kyle’s bandmates spoke up.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” Connor said.  
 
    I spoke up as well.  “So am I.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  I really thought she was going to choose me,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As bad as I felt for Kyle, I wasn’t going to stick around to watch him lick his wounds.  After all, I barely knew the guy.  Besides, as an investigator, there was suddenly a new wrinkle in this case that demanded attention.   
 
    I said a quick good-bye to Kyle and then left the theater. 
 
    I then looked around the parking lot.  Thankfully, Brianna had not driven away.  Instead, she was sitting in the driver’s-seat of her car.  She was snorting a line of coke. 
 
    While it was an incredibly uncomfortable thing to watch, I knew that I had a responsibility to get it on camera.  I grabbed my phone and began recording what I saw.   
 
    My client needed to see this.  

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The following day, I was not in any hurry to head over to my office.  I wanted to make a stop at The Majestic Cove Bakery first.  I was in desperate need of a pastry.  Normally, I ordered a croissant or a blueberry muffin for breakfast.  That morning, I got a chocolate chip muffin.   
 
    That fact drew Kristina Fowler’s attention. 
 
    “Isn’t it a little early for chocolate?” she asked. 
 
    “Not today, it isn’t,” I said.   
 
    “Uh-oh.  What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The case I was working on took a nasty turn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Thanks for asking, but I just need a little time to work through things before I meet with my client.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Well, you know that I’m here for you if you need me.” 
 
    “I realize that.  Thanks.” 
 
    “Of course.  That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what kind of a friend would I be if I didn’t ask you about your date?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to hear about this right now?” 
 
    “That depends.  Is it bad news?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s great news.” 
 
    “I want you to tell me all about it then.  I could really use some good news at a time like this.” 
 
    “In that case, here we go.  The date was fantastic.  Dinner was delicious.  The movie was great.  But most importantly, William is a wonderful guy.” 
 
    “I’m so happy to hear that.  Does that mean you’re going out again?” 
 
    Kristina nodded.  “Tonight.” 
 
    “Wow.  So soon.” 
 
    “Neither one of us saw any point in waiting.  We were both really excited to go out again.” 
 
    “I hope this second date is just as good as the first.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed.” 
 
    “Wow.  This could be huge for you.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” she replied.  “Honestly, it could be big for both of us.” 
 
    I squinted.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, it looks like this dating site has worked for me.  There’s no reason that it couldn’t do the same for you.” 
 
    “Are you trying to push me to sign up for this site?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you give it a go?” 
 
    “At the moment, I’m not ready for that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Melody, why do you keep stalling on me?” 
 
    “I’m not stalling.  I just have a lot going on.  For instance, I have a big meeting with a client in a few minutes.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll let you off the hook for now.” 
 
    “I’m really excited for your second date, though.  I expect to hear all of the details tomorrow.” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    “Good.  I wish you the best of luck,” I said.  “Now, it’s time for me to head off to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Zack Wright sat down across from me in my office.  He looked really nervous.   
 
    “I have to say, I didn’t expect you to have an update for me this soon,” Zack said. 
 
    “Honestly, neither did I.” 
 
    “Did you just happen to get lucky?  Or are you just incredible at your job?” 
 
    “It just happened to be a very interesting night.  But sometimes things just work out that way.” 
 
    Zack began rubbing his hands together.  “I knew that Kyle was hiding some dirt.  My instincts are always right.” 
 
    What an ironic thing for Zack to say.  Especially given what I was about to tell him. 
 
    “Are you ready to hear the news?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded.  “I sure am.  What did you dig up on Kyle?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Zack gave me a blank stare.  “I don’t understand.  When you called me in here, you told me that you had some crazy things to tell me.” 
 
    “I do.  They just don’t involve digging up dirt on Kyle.” 
 
    “Then what do they involve?” 
 
    “To start, Kyle and Brianna have broken up.” 
 
    Zack’s eyes widened.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Did you break them up?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Why would you think that?” 
 
    “I just figured that maybe you talked some sense into my daughter.  Or that maybe you presented her with some details that couldn’t be ignored.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s such great news that they aren’t together anymore.  Whatever you did, I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Before you get too far ahead of yourself, there’s something that I need to tell you.”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I took a deep breath before replying.  “Unfortunately, there’s no easy way to say this.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The circumstances surrounding their breakup are very sad.  And also quite serious.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “Kyle was concerned about your daughter’s drug problem, but she completely dismissed his concerns.  Even after he gave her an ultimatum.” 
 
    Zack’s eyebrows rose.  “Wait a minute.  Did you just say drug problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied.  “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your daughter has a cocaine problem.” 
 
    “No.  That can’t be true.  I don’t know where you’re getting your information from, but—” 
 
    I pulled up a photo on my phone and showed it to Zack.  In the photo, Brianna was snorting a line of cocaine. 
 
    When Zack looked at the photo, he went dead quiet for a number of seconds. 
 
    “I’m very sorry,” I said.  “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now.” 
 
    I knew that it was a lot of information to process, but as more seconds ticked by, the situation turned awkward.   
 
    Finally, I couldn’t remain patient any longer.  I broke the silence between us. 
 
    “Mr. Wright, please say something,” I remarked. 
 
    Zack gritted his teeth.  “I’m going to kill him.”  
 
    My nose scrunched.  “Who?” 
 
    “Kyle.” 
 
    “Why him?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  That punk clearly turned my daughter into an addict.  He got her hooked on drugs.”  
 
    “Mr. Wright, I don’t mean to argue with you, but there’s no evidence of that.” 
 
    “There has to be.” 
 
    “Like I said, there’s no evidence to back that up.  In fact, as hard as it might be for you to believe, not only did Kyle turn down drugs when he was offered, but he was actually trying to get Brianna to quit snorting coke.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, that can’t be right.” 
 
    “Zack, I saw it with my own eyes.  Kyle gave your daughter an ultimatum.  He told her to choose between him and the drugs.  Brianna chose the drugs.  That’s the only reason they broke up.” 
 
    Zack put his head in his hands.  “This is a nightmare.  An absolute disaster.” 
 
    “My heart goes out to you.  I know this is the last thing you wanted to hear.  Or that you expected to hear.  That said, it’s also the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  How could this have happened?  Right under my nose.  My daughter is a good kid.  What was she thinking?” 
 
    I certainly didn’t envy Zack.  This was a lot of information to deal with.  In addition, he didn’t see any of it coming.  Naturally, he wanted to believe the truth about his daughter.  Even though Brianna was in her twenties, Zack still referred to her as a kid.  She was an adult, though.  And she made her own decisions.  Some of which were very questionable. 
 
    I tried to soften the blow a little bit.  “Drugs are very addictive.  Sometimes, all it takes is a few hits for someone to get hooked.  Your daughter probably just got in over her head.  Maybe she wants to quit using, but she just doesn’t know how.” 
 
    “Maybe.”  He let out a groan.  “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “If I were you, I would get your daughter some help.  And fast.  Before it’s too late.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I need to get her into rehab.  She needs to kick this addiction.  At all costs.” 
 
    “I wish you the best of luck.  I will pray for your daughter.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Right now, she can use all of the help that she can get.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Talk about a crazy end to a case.  So much so that Zack wasn’t the only one who was in shock.  Even though I had more time to process the information than Zack did, I was still pretty shaken by what had happened. 
 
    Although wild twists were often part of the job, they were often very difficult to stomach.  When Zack left my office, I leaned back in my chair and stared out the window.   
 
    After that, it didn’t take long for my co-worker, Lisa, to enter the doorway to my office to check up on me.   
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” Lisa asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Lisa wasn’t convinced.  “You sure about that?”  
 
    “You know, I thought I was prepared for anything, but this case floored me.” 
 
    “It did take quite a turn.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  That final development came out of nowhere.  I feel so awful for Zack right now.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that.  I certainly wouldn’t want to be in his place.” 
 
    “No.  He’s got a real problem on his hands.” 
 
    “And it’s one that he was completely unprepared for.  I mean, he was so focused on his dislike for Kyle that it never occurred to him that his own daughter could be in serious trouble.” 
 
    “To be fair, from the outside, Brianna seemed to be squeaky clean.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Lisa replied.  “It just goes to show that sometimes it’s hard to get a solid read on someone.  Especially if they have secrets.” 
 
    “It is times like this when I’m glad that I’m not a parent,” I replied. 
 
    “I hope Zack gets his daughter some help.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will.  The real question is, will Brianna be able to kick her drug habit?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  That is a question for the future.” 
 
    “I know this.  I’m going to do a lot of praying tonight.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.  In the meantime, I have a more immediate question for you,” Lisa said.  “Do you feel like getting a treat?” Lisa asked. 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip.  “A treat?  Really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “I don’t know.”  
 
    She squinted.  “I thought you’d say yes for sure.” 
 
    “Look.  I know it’s customary for us to get a dessert after finishing a case, but it just doesn’t seem right this time.” 
 
    Lisa put her hand up.  “I disagree.” 
 
    “Why?  Haven’t you been paying attention?  This case was a disaster.” 
 
    “You did your job.  In fact, you did such a good job that you dug up more information than you were even asked for.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then replied, “I wish I hadn’t.” 
 
    “Melody, don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “I know how much the truth can hurt sometimes, but look at the alternative.  What if you didn’t uncover those details and Zack continued working from a faulty assumption?  He would have been in for a serious surprise in the future.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  I guess I was just hoping that this case would turn out much differently.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for being optimistic.  But realistically speaking, when you took this case, you had to realize that there was a very strong probability that something terrible was going on.” 
 
    “True.  Every once in a while I’m wrong, though.  On rare occasions, I’m pleasantly surprised by what I discover.” 
 
    “You have to admit.  Those occasions are extremely rare.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Face it, you’re in the wrong industry if you’re banking on getting good news.” 
 
    “I hope this isn’t your idea of a pep talk,” I joked. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not trying to bring you down.  If anything, I’m trying to make you feel better by offering you a treat.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.  That said, I’m not sure if a treat is going to help me now.” 
 
    “Trust me, it will.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because that’s why dessert was invented.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Good.  Arguing is overrated anyway.  So, are you ready to get a dessert?” 
 
    “That depends.  What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “How about some cookies?” 
 
    “You went right to the good stuff, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course.  Why mess around with a mediocre dessert?” 
 
    I stared out the window.  “I do love chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Lisa said.  “Also, let me sweeten the deal for you.  Dessert is my treat.” 
 
    “How nice of you.” 
 
    “So, are you in?” 
 
    I got up from my chair.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Lisa said.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Donuts, Death, and Dread 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Mom, I don’t know what I’d do without you,” I said. 
 
    “Honey, you have nothing to worry about,” my mother replied. 
 
    My forehead wrinkled.  “I don’t know how you can say that after what just happened.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me before?  The test came up negative.” 
 
    “I did hear you, and I’m so relieved about that.  Honestly, the last few days have been absolute torture for me.  Haven’t they been for you as well?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, I wasn’t worried.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    My mother’s head nodded.  “I could feel in my heart that everything would be okay.” 
 
    “Wow.  In that case, you had much better instincts about this situation than I did.” 
 
    “Talk about a rarity.  It’s not every day that I have a stronger gut feeling than a private investigator.” 
 
    Andrea Clue wasn’t just my mother.  She was also a woman who was great at pretending that a situation wasn’t nearly as serious as it truly was.  So, even though she was claiming that she wasn’t worried about her test results, I didn’t buy her answer. 
 
    You see, as a private eye, my instincts were usually really sharp.  In fact, my gut had helped me solve a few murders.  Right then, my instincts were telling me that my mother was just putting on a good face.   
 
    I understood why.  This had been a serious scare.  Earlier in the week, my mother found a lump on her body.  She immediately made a doctor’s appointment.  The doctor then performed a biopsy.  From there, the waiting began.   
 
    This had been the longest forty-eight hours of my life.  During that time, I had done a lot of praying.  And it looked like it had all paid off. 
 
    The doctor’s office called my mother a few minutes ago with good news.  The results of my mother’s lab tests were negative.  She didn’t have cancer.  She was in the clear. 
 
    “The only thing I care about is that you’re healthy,” I said.  “I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too, honey,” my mom replied.  “Now we can both go about our lives again.” 
 
    My mother seemed to be in a hurry to push this aside.  I wasn’t going to let that happen.  I knew the gravity of this situation.   
 
    I was acutely aware of how easily the scales could have tipped the other way.  If her tests had come back positive, it would have changed her entire life.  There’s a serious chance that I could have lost her.   
 
    Even though the medical industry had come a long way, even cutting edge technology could only do so much.  Sometimes, even with the best treatment in the world, people died. 
 
    I had experienced familial tragedy before.  My father had passed away suddenly a few years ago.  To this day, I was still a wreck when I thought about what had happened.   
 
    If I lost my mother as well, I would go nuts.  That was why I couldn’t let this topic just get brushed aside, no matter what my mother said. 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Not so fast.” 
 
    My mom threw out her arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We both need to count our blessings.” 
 
    “You’re right.  That is very important.” 
 
    “Of course, it is.  This was a really close call.  Too close.” 
 
    My mother seemed eager to change the subject.  “You know what?  Let’s not spend any more time talking about this.” 
 
    Normally, I tried not to argue with my mom.  I made an exception this time.  “Mom, we can’t just move on.” 
 
    “Sure we can.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Just look to the future.  It’s a lot better than speculating about how things could have gone differently in the past.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t move on that quickly.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, you’re going to have to.  You have to be getting to work.” 
 
    “If ever there’s a day where it’s okay to show up a little late, it’s this one.” 
 
    “Melody, there’s no reason to stick around here any longer.  I’m totally fine.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.  I just have a hard time believing it.  I mean, why can’t you admit what a close call that was?”  
 
    “Melody, I’m begging you.  Can we please not talk about it?” 
 
    When I stared into my mother’s eyes right then, she looked completely different.  Gone was her confident demeanor.  She looked like a scared little kid.   
 
    So much for throwing on a good face.  She couldn’t put on an act any longer.   
 
    Rather than getting into an argument with her, I decided to go along with her request.   
 
    “All right.  I won’t force the issue,” I said. 
 
    “Good.  Now, take care of yourself at work today,” my mother said. 
 
    “You’re the one who needs to take care of yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.  You’re a private investigator.  I’m retired.” 
 
    “Mom, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I give you my word.  I’m going to take care of myself as best as I can.” 
 
    “Good.”  I leaned in and gave her a hug.  “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Typically, I wasn’t a fan of slow work days.  In my experience, staying active made the time go by faster.  On the flip side, when I didn’t have work to do, my shift seemed like it lasted for an eternity.   
 
    There were some rare exceptions to that rule.  The biggest exception was when I was burnt out.  During those times, I welcomed a calm day at the office.  To be honest, it was refreshing. 
 
    After the morning that I had, I was praying for life to take it easy on me. 
 
    It was just my luck then that I didn’t get my wish.  As a matter of fact, in a strange twist of fate, I barely got a moment to catch my breath.   
 
    The moment I entered the detective agency where I worked, I saw a potential new client sitting in my office.  My business partner and fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson, was sitting in her office speaking with a different client. 
 
    Apparently, it was going to be a busy morning at the detective agency. 
 
    I didn’t want to keep the new client waiting too long, so I headed straight over to my office.  I then outstretched my hand and introduced myself. 
 
    The client was a twenty-two-year-old man named Jim Livingston.  He had long hair, an athletic build, and a full beard.   
 
    After introducing ourselves, I decided to get straight to the point.   
 
    “How can I help you?” I said. 
 
    “I want you to find my mother,” Jim said.  
 
    “Okay.  Has she gone missing or something?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m a little confused then.  How am I supposed to find her if she’s not missing?” 
 
    “I’m adopted.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So, even though she’s not missing in the larger sense of the word, she has been missing from my life.  I want to change that.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you want me to find your birth mother?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Exactly.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Have you ever done a case like this?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Good.  I want to hire someone with experience in this area.” 
 
    “You’ve come to the right place then.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be able to track her down?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “To start, how much information you’ll be able to provide me with.  Also, how cooperative the adoption agency is with me.” 
 
    “I really hope you’re able to find her.” 
 
    “I will certainly do everything I can.” 
 
    “I’m really interested to see what you’re able to find out.” 
 
    “With that in mind, in order to do the best job possible, I’m going to need some information from you.” 
 
    “Of course.  Just tell me what you want to know.” 
 
    “Do you happen to know what your birth mother’s name is?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he replied. 
 
    “How about your adoptive parents?  Do they have any info on your birth mother?” I asked. 
 
    He lowered his head and didn’t say a word. 
 
    I waited a second longer and then said, “Are you reluctant to ask them because you don’t want them to know your plans to meet your birth mother?”  
 
    “No.  That’s not it.” 
 
    “What’s the matter then?” 
 
    “Both of my adoptive parents are dead.” 
 
    My heart sank.  “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “So am I.  They died in a boating accident earlier this year…”  He trailed off and then took a deep breath in an attempt to compose himself.  “It has been a rough few months for me.” 
 
    “You have my sympathy.  I apologize.  I didn’t realize your situation.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.  You were just trying to get some information.” 
 
    “I still feel terrible.” 
 
    “Trust me.  You can’t feel any worse than I do right now.  I just feel so awful all of the time.  I miss my parents so much.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  I lost my father a few years ago.  It was devastating.” 
 
    “Wow.  It sounds like we’ve both had some tragedies in our lives.” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m hoping this works out.  It would be nice to have some family again.  To have a mother that I can talk to.  Spend time with.  And just be around.” 
 
    “I certainly understand where you’re coming from.  That said, before I begin investigating, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to get your hopes up.  At least, not too much.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There’s a chance that I won’t be able to find your birth mother.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    I stared him down.  “Do you really?  Because I need you to be prepared for every possible scenario.” 
 
    “I know you’re going to do your best.  If it doesn’t work out, I’ll understand.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    He stared out into the distance and didn’t say a word.   
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Sorry.  I was just thinking about how crazy this situation is.” 
 
    “You have been through a lot.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  My adoptive parents were such wonderful people.  They were loving and caring and always there for me.  When they were both still alive, I never would have sought out my birth mother.  In fact, the thought never even entered my mind.  But ever since my mom and dad died…” 
 
    He couldn’t finish his sentence.   
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder.  “Again, I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    He tried to pull himself together.  “I really hope you can find my birth mother.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m going to do my best.  But it’s not going to be easy.  Especially if I don’t have any information to work with.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “I do have some information for you.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Oh yeah?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I don’t know my birth mother’s name, but I do know the agency that my parents used to adopt me.” 
 
    Jim grabbed a piece of paper from a folder that he was holding.  He handed me the paper. 
 
    “I found this when I was going through my dad’s old paperwork.” 
 
    “Great.  I can work with this.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited yet,” I said.  “This is a good start.  But it’s still not a guarantee that I can track your mother down.” 
 
    “I believe in you.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Let me see what I can dig up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I had Jim fill out some paperwork before he left my office.  After that, he headed out and I began working on his case.  That involved doing some internet research and making some phone calls.   
 
    The administrative side of the private eye business wasn’t glamorous.  Nor was it terribly interesting to talk about.  But it was vital.  In fact, with some investigations, the work that I did at my desk was almost as important as the activity that took place when I was on the street.   
 
    Paperwork wasn’t something that was featured in movies or on television shows.  Those activities tended to be completely glossed over.  I understood why.   
 
    They did not make for compelling entertainment.  A trip to the city clerk’s office or the hall of records was pretty boring.  To the point where it would be hard for a TV writer to come up with a scene in those locations that would keep a viewer glued to the television.   
 
    A trip to an adoption agency wasn’t terribly interesting either.  Not when I just went there with a signed authorization form from Jim in hopes of getting the agency to release some information to me. 
 
    While none of these activities were exciting, my legwork ended up paying off.  The adoption agency accepted the authorization form that Jim had signed and released the information they had on file. 
 
    That was a great first step.  I didn’t get too excited, though.  As I flipped through the paperwork, I was surprised by what little information the agency had on Jim’s birth mother. 
 
    They basically just had the essentials.  Her name.  The address she lived at twenty-one years ago.  And some other basic stuff.   
 
    While it was far from a wealth of information, it did provide me with a jumping off point. 
 
    When I got back to my car, I typed the name Christine Dunbar into a search database on my laptop computer.  According to the search results, she no longer lived at her old address.  Nor did she live in Majestic Cove.  In addition, her last name had changed.   
 
    The listing that I found was for a Christine Dunbar-Aldridge.  She lived in Oak Canyon.  That was a small town located sixty miles to the east of here. 
 
    It appeared that I had a drive ahead of me.   
 
    I wasn’t thrilled by the idea of having to leave town, but things definitely could have been worse.  What if she had moved out of state?  Or clear across the country?  That would have turned this case into a beast. 
 
    There was more to be thankful about right then.  Namely, the fact that my search pulled up an active listing.  I didn’t want to think about it at the time, but there was always the possibility that some type of tragedy had occurred.  That she had died a number of years back.  Stranger things had happened.  If that had been the case, I would have had to break some heartbreaking news to Jim. 
 
    Thankfully, she was alive.  When I arrived in Oak Canyon, I hoped that she was in good health as well.  I would find out soon enough. 
 
    Before I hit the road, I decided to look Christine up on social media.  When it came to my line of work, it was incredible how much useful information I was typically able to find by looking at a subject’s social media profile.  Or by scrolling through their post history. 
 
    Imagine my surprise then when that wasn’t the case with Christine.  She had a social media page, but it was set to private.  That complicated matters for me.  Unfortunately, only a tiny snippet of information was available for me to see.  
 
    Before I got off the internet, I performed one more search.  This time on a social media service that was based around making work connections.  I was able to find a little more information there.  Most notably, Christine’s current workplace. 
 
    My plan was to drive to Oak Canyon and pay her a visit at her workplace. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    As I hit the road, my mind began to wander.  That wasn’t surprising.  My thoughts always seem to drift off on car trips.  Although, sometimes the scenery provided me with a sufficient distraction. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    With an investigation like this, it was almost impossible not to make comparisons to my own family.  Jim had experienced some profound loss in his life, but so had I.  Losing my father was devastating.  That was why my heart went out to Jim so much.  Having one parent die on me was a punch to the gut.  If I didn’t have my father or my mother, I would be inconsolable.   
 
    In Jim’s case, the fact that he was adopted provided him with a unique opportunity.  If he was able to reconnect with his birth mother, it might fill the terrible void that was in his life.  The man was desperate for any sense of connection. 
 
    Typically, desperation led to some poor decision making.  That could lead to even more heartbreak.  There was an inherent risk in an action like this.   
 
    He knew that.  And he decided to take this course of action anyway.  I sure hoped that it worked out for him.   
 
    Rather than imagining worst-case scenarios, I decided to focus on the positive.  I had a really good track record with these types of cases.  I wanted to keep my streak going.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next hour breezed on by.  Before I knew it, I had arrived in the town of Oak Canyon.  I parked in front of Oak Canyon Bank.  That was where Christine Aldridge worked. 
 
    From there, I could begin a stakeout.  Or, I could head straight into the bank.  With most cases, I liked to hang back and observe.  If I could get away with going through the entire case without speaking to the person I was investigating, I would do that. 
 
    For whatever reason, my gut was telling me to take a different approach this time around.  I felt compelled to speak with Christine in person.  To get to know her a little.   
 
    Christine’s job made meeting her pretty easy.  It was part of her job description to speak with members of the public.  I would use that to my advantage.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After taking a few moments to compose myself, I got out of my car and walked into the bank.  When I entered the lobby, I immediately asked to speak with Christine. 
 
    A few minutes later, a tall woman in her early forties approached me.  This was definitely Christine.  I could tell just by looking at her that she was Jim’s birth mother.  She didn’t even have to introduce herself.  It was incredible how much Jim and Christine looked alike.   
 
    Granted, parents and kids often had a close resemblance, but this time, it was striking.  After all, a kid normally inherited certain traits from each of their parents.  In Jim’s case, it appeared that every physical aspect of his appearance had come directly from his mother.  It was as if none of his birth father’s genes had been passed on.  
 
    While I was taken aback by Christine’s uncanny resemblance to Jim, Christine addressed me. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked.   
 
    “I sure hope so.  Are you Christine?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Yes.  And you are?” 
 
    “My name is Melody Clue.” 
 
    “Wow.  What an interesting name.” 
 
    “I hear that a lot.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  Anyway, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I hear you’re the loan officer at this bank.” 
 
    “I am.  Are you here to apply for a loan?” 
 
    “Currently, I’m just shopping around.  I want to get as much information as possible before I settle on anything.” 
 
    “I certainly understand.  Applying for a loan is a big step.  You want to be as prepared as possible before taking any huge steps.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Christine pointed to the left.  “Why don’t you step into my office?” 
 
    I followed her into a sparsely-decorated office.  It was actually pretty incredible what few items were inside.  There was a desk, a few chairs, a computer, a phone, and not much else.   
 
    For example, I didn’t see any picture frames.  To me, that was odd.  Did she prefer to keep her professional life and her private life completely separate?  Or did this bank branch just not allow its employees to display frames?  Either way, there were no pictures in sight.   
 
    In addition, even though her smart phone was in front of her on her desk, it was on sleep mode.  That meant that I couldn’t see the home screen.  What a shame.  What if she had a family photo there? 
 
    Another interesting detail was the fact that she wasn’t wearing a ring on her finger.  Did that mean she was single?  If so, I was confused.  After all, her maiden name was Dunbar.  Yet, in her online profile, her name was listed as Christine Dunbar-Aldridge.  Maybe she was married, but she was in the process of getting a divorce.  Or, perhaps I was jumping to wild conclusions.  There was one way to find out.   
 
    I needed to ask her some questions.  Unfortunately, while my mind was drifting off into the clouds, she seemed to be in a hurry to go over loan information with me.   
 
    “Are you interested in a home loan, a business loan, or a personal loan?” 
 
    “A home loan.” 
 
    “Good.  You’re in luck.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re currently offering a 3.65% fixed rate on our thirty-year mortgage.  That is incredibly low.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’ve been in this business a long time.  Rates this good don’t come around very often.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “If I were you, I would jump on this right now.  There’s no telling how long it will last.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll definitely give it some thought.” 
 
    At that point, I really wanted to steer the conversation away from mortgage talk.  I wanted to get some personal information out of her.  The quicker I could change the subject, the better.   
 
    What I failed to realize was how persistent Christine was.   
 
    “Look.  You’re already here.  If I were you, I’d fill out an application.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Yeah.  I’m not really in the position to do that right now.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Let me ask you something.” 
 
    “Okay.  What is it?”   
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “Yes.”  She scrunched her nose at me.  “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Are you happily married?” 
 
    She tensed up.  “That’s a really personal question.” 
 
    “Sorry if that makes you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I’m not uncomfortable.  I’m just confused.  What does my personal life have to do with you applying for a loan?” 
 
    I didn’t like lying during the course of an investigation, but sometimes that was the best way to get results.   
 
    “I have a really strong marriage,” I said.  “And I want things to stay that way.” 
 
    She stared me down.  “Okay.  I’m still not following you.” 
 
    “If my husband found out that I filled out a loan application without telling him, he’d freak out.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.  Yeah, you’re right.  It’s probably best to let your spouse know something like that ahead of time.” 
 
    “That’s what I think.  For example, imagine if you applied for a home loan without telling your husband.  How would he react?” 
 
    “He’d probably be very confused.  After all, we already have a home.” 
 
    “In that case, he probably would be scratching his head.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’d think that I had gone crazy.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but before I was able to get any words out, Christine continued speaking.   
 
    “Now, enough about me.  Back to you.  Here’s an idea.  You could always call your husband and tell him about how great the rates are right now.” 
 
    Uh-oh.  She had inadvertently put me in a tough position.  I couldn’t very well call a husband that I didn’t have.  I needed to change the subject.  And fast.   
 
    “I think this is something that I need to speak to him about in person.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief.  “Good.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell him to come down here?” 
 
    Unfortunately, I had to scramble to come up with another lie.  “He’s at work,” I said. 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to take the information and share it with him, though.  We have plenty to talk about tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do.” 
 
    “I meant, more than just a mortgage.” 
 
    Christine shrugged.  “What else?” 
 
    I had already told a bunch of different lies during that conversation.  I figured it couldn’t hurt to go one step further. 
 
    “I really want to have kids and I think now is the time to get serious about having a baby.” 
 
    “Wow, that is a huge decision.” 
 
    “I know.  But I think we’re ready,” I said.  “Do you have any kids?” 
 
    Christine tensed up again.  She really didn’t seem to like personal questions.  I wasn’t sure why.   
 
    Not that it really mattered.  The important thing was that she gave me an answer. 
 
    Just as Christine opened her mouth to give me a reply, a balding man in a business suit entered her office.   
 
    “Christine, you’re needed in the conference room.”  The man then spotted me.  “Oh, sorry.  I didn’t realize you were meeting with someone.” 
 
    “That’s quite all right.  I was just giving Mrs. Clue some information about our loan rates.  I’ll just give her a packet featuring the paperwork and then I’ll head over to the conference room,” Christine said. 
 
    “Great,” the man replied.  The man then left her office. 
 
    Christine grabbed a folder from her desk and handed it to me.  “Here’s all of the loan info.  If you and your husband decide that you want to fill out an application, be sure to come back in and see me.” 
 
    “All right.  Will do,” I said. 
 
    She outstretched her hand.  “It was nice meeting you.  I hope you have a good rest of your day.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Talk about an abrupt end to a conversation.  And not just because Christine was needed in the conference room.  Her entire demeanor completely changed when I asked her if she had children.  From that point on, she seemed like she was in a hurry to rush me out of her office.  That was a stark contrast to how the conversation had begun.  Honestly, for a while, I felt like she wasn’t about to let me leave her office without filling out a loan application. 
 
    The question became, why did the question about children make her so uncomfortable?  Did it make her think about the child that she had given up for adoption?  
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Then again, maybe something else caused her discomfort.  Unfortunately, I had no way of knowing.  Not at the moment.  That could certainly change.  I would add it to the list of things that I wanted to figure out.   
 
    Of course, I could have just let things go.  Honestly, I could have packed up shop and headed back to Majestic Cove.  Technically, Jim had just hired me to find his birth mother.  Not only had I done that, but I had also spoken to her.   
 
    If I felt like it, I could have called up Jim, given him all of the information I had, and then invoiced him for my time. 
 
    I wasn’t about to do that, however.  I wanted to be a little more thorough.  It felt like the right thing to do.  Not just for me, but also for my client.  It definitely wouldn’t hurt to gather more information.  Besides, this case was a little unique.  It involved travel.  Before I left Oak Canyon, I wanted to be sure that I wasn’t missing anything.  An hour wasn’t too far to drive, but it was just far enough that I wouldn’t want to make a return trip here unless it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    Finally, and most importantly, my gut was acting up on me.  My instincts were telling me there was more to this story than there appeared to be.  So, if Jim was determined to meet his birth mother, I wanted him to be as prepared as possible.   
 
    On a personal note, I also was curious about why Christine had tried to avoid all of the personal questions I had thrown her way.  
 
    There was a chance that I was just being overly suspicious.  Then again, I was often spot-on.  Ultimately, it wasn’t going to inconvenience me too much to do a little more investigating.  After all, I had already driven all the way here.  
 
    As I sat in my car, I knew that I’d probably be waiting a while before anything vaguely interesting happened.  That didn’t bother me.  I was used to stakeouts.  They were probably the most common activity at my job.   
 
    Since this was hardly my first time, I knew a bunch of ways to keep myself occupied.  I started by going through some e-mail on my phone.  After that, I scrolled through my social media newsfeed.   
 
    That killed some time. 
 
    In fact, I only made it halfway through those activities when I saw Christine exiting the bank.  By that point, a number of hours had gone by.  What can I say?  I had been so busy lately that I had a lot of e-mails to catch up on. 
 
    Enough about my inbox, though.  Christine leaving the bank was infinitely more important.  The loan officer headed out to the parking lot, got into her car, and drove east.   
 
    I fired up the ignition of my car and followed her. 
 
    She didn’t end up going very far.  In total, she drove about five blocks before she stopped at a local sandwich shop.   
 
    A question immediately popped into my mind.  Was she meeting someone there?  For example, her husband?  Or a friend? 
 
    It appeared that I had gotten ahead of myself.  She just got in line by herself, ordered some food, and then grabbed her sandwich a few minutes later. 
 
    After that, she headed for the exit. 
 
    It was a good guess that she would head back to her car and return to work. 
 
    Since I had already spoken to her once in her office, it would be difficult to justify a second visit.  Especially if I didn’t have a man by my side.  After all, I had told her that I needed to talk things over with my husband. 
 
    With all of the lying that I had done in Christine’s office, I had no interest in going back there.   
 
    I had a much different opinion about speaking to her outside of her workplace.  What if I got out of my car, walked toward her, and just pretended that we were seeing each other completely by accident?  Perhaps then she would be more open to talking to me.  She might even be in a more candid mood.   
 
    In my mind, it was worth a try.  I quickly got out of my car and began approaching her.   
 
    However, before I was able to reach her, the universe threw a curveball my way. 
 
    Her phone rang.  She immediately grabbed her phone from her purse and checked the caller identification screen.  Christine then took the call.   
 
    Much to my chagrin, it didn’t happen to be just any call.  It was a special one.  
 
    Christine spoke into her phone.  “Mom, what an unexpected treat.  What’s up?” 
 
    So much for my plan of having a candid conversation with Christine.  It wouldn’t do me any good to pretend that we were running into each other by chance.   
 
    Honestly, with Christine engrossed in a phone call with her mother, she didn’t even see me walking toward her.  The woman was completely distracted.  To the point where my plan seemed like a big waste. 
 
    Let’s suppose she did spot me.  Was she really going to stop her conversation with her mother to have a chat with me, a woman she had only met a few hours before?  That was doubtful.  Even if she did say hello and say a few more words to me, we wouldn’t be able to talk extensively. 
 
    With all of that in mind, it wasn’t worth going through with my plan.  In a way, it was a good thing that Christine was distracted by her phone call.  I was able to turn around and head back to my car without her noticing me.  That meant my cover wasn’t blown.   
 
    As Christine continued her phone conversation, she headed back to her car.  From there, she drove back to the bank where she resumed her work day. 
 
    “So much for catching a break,” I said to myself.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The next few hours ended up being quite boring for me.  I sat in the driver’s seat of my car, staked out in front of the bank.   
 
    By the time that Christine’s work day came to an end, I was bored out of my mind.  Even social media couldn’t distract me anymore.  That was saying a lot.   
 
    Shortly after five o’clock, Christine left work.  I was curious to see if she was going to head straight home. 
 
    I would certainly find out soon enough.  I followed her every move.  As I tailed her car, I began to wonder if all of this extra effort would amount to anything. 
 
    Christine made a brief stop at the grocery store before heading to a residential stretch of Oak Canyon.  She turned right onto a leafy street that was lined with ranch-style homes.   
 
    Christine pulled her car into the driveway of a blue-colored home.  She then got out of her car, grabbed her grocery bag and purse, and walked up to her doorway.   
 
    At that point, I had a decision to make.  I could have gotten out of my car and crept up to the front of her house and hid behind some bushes.   
 
    That was a really risky move.  Mostly because it was still daylight.  There were a lot of other houses on the street.  All it would take to blow my cover was for one of Christine’s neighbors to spot me.  Then, I’d have some serious explaining to do.   
 
    In addition, since Christine mentioned that she had a husband, there was a pretty good chance that he would be arriving home from work soon as well.  Even if I was wrong about that, I still felt more comfortable waiting until nightfall to get out of my car. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just as I expected, my instincts were proven correct.  Less than half an hour after Christine arrived home, a red sedan pulled into her driveway.  A tall and athletic-looking man in his early forties got out of the car.  The man went up the walkway, entered the home, and closed the door behind him.  
 
    I remained in my car and stared at Christine’s living room window.  Amazingly enough, her blinds were open.  Of course, if she had nothing to hide, she didn’t have any reason to keep her blinds shut.   
 
    As I sat in my driver’s seat with a pair of binoculars pressed up against my eyes, I got a good view of Christine and her husband.  The couple shared a quick kiss and then began chatting.   
 
    A few minutes later, they headed into the kitchen. 
 
    Once again, I found myself in a strange spot.  With Christine and her husband both now at home, there was a high probability that they would be in for the night.  Even though my instincts had told me to keep watch of Christine, it was now dinnertime and I had no new information to show for my efforts.  
 
    Was it really worth it to stick around?  Or would it just be a waste of my time? 
 
    If there was even a hint that something peculiar was going on, I’d feel a lot better about continuing my stakeout.  Unfortunately, my gut had not provided me with any sort of specifics to be on the lookout for.  I just had a general sense that there was more to this story. 
 
    Even then, after spending the majority of the afternoon and early evening sitting in my car, my instincts were still telling me that I wasn’t seeing the whole picture.   
 
    If my gut wasn’t giving me such a hard time, I definitely would have driven away right then and there.   Instead, I followed my instincts.  They had been really good to me in the past.  It wasn’t crazy to think they were correct this time as well.  Patience just didn’t happen to be my strong suit. 
 
    It took some effort, but I managed to muster just enough patience to remain in my car. 
 
    The question became, would it be worth it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I’m never going to question my gut again.  Not for one second.  I was so glad that I remained staked out in front of Christine’s house.  Less than an hour after I questioned what I was still doing there, another car pulled into the driveway.   
 
    In the front seat was an adult woman I didn’t recognize and a child I didn’t recognize.  
 
    There were also two children sitting in the backseat of the car as well. 
 
    The little boy and the little girl from the backseat got out of the car and walked toward the front door of the house.   
 
    They opened the door and went inside.   
 
    The green sedan then backed out of the driveway and drove off. 
 
    Thankfully, the blinds in the living room of the house were still open. 
 
    With my binoculars, I was able to see Christine coming out of the kitchen with an apron on.   
 
    As she entered the living room, she gave the two children a big hug.   
 
    Then Christine and the two children headed into the kitchen. 
 
    At that moment, my heart sank.   
 
    So, this was why my instincts had told me to remain staked out in front of Christine’s place.  My gut wanted me to see those kids arriving home. 
 
    What a crazy twist that was.   
 
    I certainly didn’t see it coming.  Or maybe I just didn’t want to.  Whatever the case was, I was in absolute shock. 
 
    I also happened to be filled with curiosity.  I felt like I needed to get more information.  Just to be sure.   
 
    Don’t get me wrong.  It sure seems like those were Christine’s kids.  But maybe that was her niece and nephew.   
 
    The possibility of that being the truth was slim, but I had to make sure before I reported back to Jim. 
 
    The time for hanging back was over.  I needed to take bold action.   
 
    Under the cover of darkness, I rushed over to Christine’s house.  I then made my way over to the side of the home and crouched down under her kitchen window.   
 
    As I stood up a little, I saw that Christine was sitting at a table.  Her husband sat across from her.  The little girl and the little boy were also at the table.   
 
    They were eating chicken, mashed potatoes, and vegetables.  It looked like a delicious meal.  As a matter of fact, catching sight of a meal like that made my stomach rumble.  My mouth was practically watering as I looked at the mashed potatoes.  They were so buttery and fluffy.   
 
    Before my taste buds took complete control of me, I restored my focus.  There would be plenty of time to dream about potatoes later.  Right then, I needed to procure more information. 
 
    I remained quiet and eavesdropped on the family’s dinner conversation. 
 
    “How was music practice today?” Christine asked. 
 
    “It was all right,” the little boy said. 
 
    “Just all right?” Christine asked. 
 
    “It was pretty good, I guess,” the boy replied. 
 
    “How about you, Tracey.  Did you have a good time?” Christine asked. 
 
    “I sure did, mommy,” the little girl said. 
 
    “That’s great to hear,” Christine said. 
 
    Christine’s husband then spoke up.  “What would you say about your mother and I taking you to a concert this weekend?” 
 
    The little girl became really excited.  “That would be great.” 
 
    “Fantastic.  It’s settled then,” Christine’s husband said. 
 
    “Yay.  Thanks, daddy.  You and mommy are the best,” the girl said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I listened to the family’s conversation for a brief time longer before heading back to my car.  By the time I was back at my vehicle, I had a wealth of information at my disposal.  Certainly enough to report back to Jim.   
 
    If I wanted to, I could have called my client at that exact moment.  I wasn’t about to do that.  I needed time to process what I had just seen.  A lot had taken place in a really short amount of time.   
 
    On one hand, it had taken far less time than I expected to track Jim’s birth mother down.  On the other hand, Jim’s mom had a family of her own.   
 
    What a way for a case to end.  That twist definitely blindsided me.  At least, not the part about her having young children.  I fully expected Christine to be married.  Or in a relationship.  But for her to have two small kids was quite a shock. 
 
    That was saying a lot.  After all, I had seen a lot of jaw-dropping things over the years.  I had over a hundred cases under my belt.  This one was supposed to be different.   
 
    After all, when I investigated suspected infidelity, it wasn’t a stretch to believe that the case would end on a poor note.  Same with an insurance fraud case.  Or a family law or custody case.   
 
    When it came to reuniting long-lost relatives, most of the time the cases ended with a positive outcome.  In fact, those tended to be the most heartwarming cases that I worked on.  There was something magical about bringing two people together.  Especially family members.  At least, when things went according to plan. 
 
    Unfortunately, this case had taken a crazy turn on me.  If I had approached this investigation with a more skeptical eye, I probably wouldn’t have been so surprised by the outcome.  But I really wanted things to work out.  I was rooting for Jim.  I craved a happy ending for him.  Which made the truth even more disheartening. 
 
    It was during moments like that when I realized what a strange job I truly had.  To an outsider, Christine’s life seemed pretty great.  She had a husband, two kids, and a couple of dogs.  She also had a good job.  There was a lot to love about her life…as long as you didn’t happen to be the son that she had given up for adoption decades before. 
 
    To Jim, this news would probably be devastating.  In fact, I couldn’t picture a scenario where he wasn’t completely crushed after hearing about this.   
 
    It was safe to say that I wasn’t looking forward to talking to Jim tomorrow.  Our conversation would most likely be filled with a lot of sadness.  Unfortunately, there was no way around that.  There was also no sugarcoating the situation 
 
    Typically, I tried to keep an emotional distance between myself and my clients.  It was just easier that way.  It also provided a much-needed buffer.   
 
    In this case, I wasn’t able to keep a distance.  My heart went out to Jim.  I felt bad for the guy.  Especially since he didn’t even realize what was coming. 
 
    As I sat in my car and reflected on what I had just seen, I knew that I had all of the information that I needed to wrap up my investigation.  Since I had a sixty-minute drive ahead of me to get back home, I decided to fire up the ignition of my car and head out. 
 
    Even though it only took me an hour to get back to my hometown of Majestic Cove, the drive felt much longer to me.  That was probably because I had so much on my mind.  After working on a number of depressing cases back to back, I really wanted things to turn out differently this time.  Granted, sharing bad news was frequently part of my job.  But there was an emotional toll that came with a constant stream of bad news. 
 
    Rather than linger on the situation too much, when I arrived back at my mid-century modern home, I headed straight to bed.   
 
    The nightmare scenario was that I’d keep myself up all night worrying.  Tossing and turning in bed for hours would be awful.   
 
    Thankfully, that didn’t happen.  I actually crashed out shortly after my head hit the pillow.  I think my brain realized just how much I needed the rest.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the morning, I scheduled a meeting with my client at my office.  When Jim arrived at the private eye agency that I ran with my business partner, his spirits were high.   
 
    Uh-oh.  
 
    He was in for a real surprise.  When I phoned him earlier, I intentionally avoided tipping my hat either way.  In my experience, both bad news and good news were better shared in person.   
 
    As I looked at Jim’s face and saw just how excited he was, part of me wished that I had lowered his expectations a little on the phone.  
 
    There was no going back, though.  He was standing right in front of me.  And he wanted answers.   
 
    “I was so happy when you called and told me that you have an update,” Jim said.  “Does that mean you found my birth mother?” 
 
    I slowly nodded.   
 
    Jim’s eyes lit up.  “What’s she like?  Tell me everything.”  
 
    Jim was in his early twenties, but right then, the muscular guy looked just like a little kid.  It soon became clear that this conversation would be even more heartbreaking than I anticipated.  To the point where my tongue got tied when I opened my mouth to respond to him.   
 
    When he saw that I was having trouble getting words out, he looked at me with concern in his eyes.   
 
    “Are you all right?” Jim asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  I just couldn’t seem to untie my tongue.  I’m good now, though.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear.  So, about my birth mother.” 
 
    “Right.  Her name is Christine Aldridge.  She lives in Oak Canyon.” 
 
    “That’s interesting.  I figured she’d still be in Majestic Cove.  I wonder why she moved away.” 
 
    “I don’t have an answer to that.  But I can tell you that she works as a loan officer at a bank.” 
 
    He scratched his chin.  “Interesting.  That’s not the career I thought you’d say.” 
 
    “What career did you expect her to have?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Something really awesome.  Like a celebrity chef.  Or a famous actress.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  You found my birth mother.  There’s no need for you to apologize.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “Why?  Did something happen?  Did you talk to her?  Is she not cool or something?” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” 
 
    He didn’t heed my advice.  “Please tell me she’s not mean.” 
 
    “She seems like a really sweet person.” 
 
    Jim breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m so glad you said that.  It would break my heart if she was awful to deal with.” 
 
    “Nope.  She seems to get along well with everyone around her.” 
 
    “Does that include you?  What I’m asking is, did you speak with her directly?” 
 
    “A little bit,” I said.  “I went into the bank yesterday and had a brief discussion with her.” 
 
    “What’s she like?” 
 
    “She was very nice to me.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What does she look like?” 
 
    I pulled up a photo on my phone.  “This is her.” 
 
    He stared at the photo.  After a few seconds, his eyes lit up.  
 
    “Wow, it’s amazing how much we look like each other.  I must have gotten most of the genes from her side of the family.” 
 
    He was getting more and more excited.  That would make things even harder when I shared the bad news with him.  I had to step in right away.  
 
    “Jim, there’s something you need to know—” 
 
    He was so busy with his own thoughts that he didn’t even listen to me. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet her.  There are so many things that I want to ask her.” 
 
    “Before we go any further, there’s something I need to tell you about your mother.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I exhaled and then paused for a moment before replying.  “Look.  There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it.  Your mother, she’s not living alone.” 
 
    “Who is she living with then?  Is she married?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “To my birth father?” he asked. 
 
    “That does not appear to be the case.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s to be expected.  My mother probably had me when she was really young.  It’s hard to make a relationship work when you’re young.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “So, who is she married to?” 
 
    “We can get into that later…if you want to—” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Why wouldn’t I want to?  I want to know everything about my birth mother’s life.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Why?  What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “There’s something I discovered during the course of my investigation.  It will probably come as a big shock to you.  That’s why I’m reticent to tell you about it.” 
 
    “Melody, I want to know the truth.” 
 
    “Even if it’s tough to swallow?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  In that case, here we go.  Your birth mother has two other children.” 
 
    When I finished speaking, Jim nearly did a double-take. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  Did I hear that correctly?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I can’t believe it.  Are they around my age?  Did she give them up for adoption too?” he wondered. 
 
    “No.  They are both under the age of ten.  And they live with her.” 
 
    “Oh.  That’s a much different story.” 
 
    “I know that wasn’t what you wanted to hear.” 
 
    “No.  Not at all.  I just don’t get it.  How could she have started a new family?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that I don’t have answers for you.” 
 
    “What’s so special about these other kids?  Why did she keep them and not me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe she felt like her life was in a better place.  Perhaps she felt like she was old enough and mature enough to try again.  Honestly, I’m not sure what the truth is.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense.  Why wasn’t I good enough to keep?  What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with you.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t she keep me?” 
 
    “I think that has a lot more to do with her than it does with you.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that to try to make me feel better.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.  You seem like a great guy.  In my mind, there’s only one explanation why she would have given you up for adoption.  It has everything to do with her.  Her emotional state.  Her level of maturity.  Her life circumstances.  Her inability to cope with the responsibilities of motherhood.  None of that has anything to do with you.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m right, or maybe I’m wrong.  Either way, I’m sorry.  After everything that has happened to you, this is the last thing that you needed.” 
 
    I felt really sorry for him right then.  This was just the latest in a string of heartbreaking incidents in his life.  Starting with the death of his adoptive parents.  And now this.   
 
    Talk about a devastating turn of events.  Some people would never recover from something like this. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now?” Jim asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure.  This isn’t really my area of expertise,” I said. 
 
    “Right.  That’s what a therapist is for.” 
 
    “If you’d like to talk things out, I can recommend a good therapist in town.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I already have one.  And she’s going to be hearing a lot from me after this.” 
 
    “I truly am sorry.  This investigation turned out much differently than I expected it to.” 
 
    “You and me both.  I thought I’d be leaving your office today and heading straight out to meet my birth mother.  Now, I want nothing to do with her.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “No, the real shame is that I can’t go back and undo my decision to seek her out in the first place.  I should have resisted the urge to find her.” 
 
    “To be fair, you didn’t know this would happen.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something.  Fair is the last way I would describe this situation.  If anything, the universe seems to be finding new ways to turn my life upside down.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry about that.  I hope things change for you soon.” 
 
    “So do I,” he replied.  “I suppose they can’t get any worse.  Can they?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Jim got up from his chair and left my office.  Before he made an exit, I tried my best to comfort him.  There was only so much that I could do, though.  He was really shaken.  With good reason.  If I was in the same position as him, I would be in rough shape as well.   
 
    Once Jim was gone, my co-worker and fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson, entered my office.  At first, I didn’t notice her because I was staring out the window.   
 
    When she tapped on the doorframe to my office, that got my attention. 
 
    Lisa looked at me with great concern in her eyes.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Lisa asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “At the moment, no.”  
 
    “That’s what I figured,” she said.  “Is there anything I can do to make you feel better?” 
 
    “No.  I just need some time to get my bearings back.” 
 
    “Maybe you also need some dessert.” 
 
    “You know, dessert doesn’t solve every problem in the world.” 
 
    “I realize that.  But it solves a lot of them.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    Lisa threw out her arms.  “Who would argue about dessert?” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” 
 
    “So, do you want to get a treat?” 
 
    “Maybe later.” 
 
    “Wow, I thought you’d jump at the opportunity.” 
 
    “Usually, I would.  I guess this case just did a bigger number on me than I thought it would.” 
 
    “You do have a habit of letting cases get to you.” 
 
    “How could I not?  Especially with an investigation like this.” 
 
    “I hear you.  This definitely wasn’t one of your easier cases.” 
 
    “In the end, no.  But when Jim came into my office, I thought this investigation would be a breeze.  Boy, was I wrong?” 
 
    “We both were.” 
 
    “Talk about a case taking a sharp turn in the wrong direction.” 
 
    “Hey, that happens sometimes.” 
 
    “I realize that.  It just wasn’t supposed to happen this time.  It should have had a heartwarming ending.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “My broken heart.” 
 
    “Apparently, life had other plans.” 
 
    “It sure did.  Which is why I feel like the universe really owes me with the next case.  In my mind, I’m overdue for an easy investigation.” 
 
    “Look at you, making big demands of the universe.” 
 
    “I’ve tried just going with the flow.  Where has that gotten me?” 
 
    “Not very far.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “It’s time to take a bolder approach.  What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want me to answer that question?” 
 
    “On second thought, no.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” Lisa said.   
 
    I took a deep breath and stared out the window again. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to get some dessert?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “You’re really pushing treats on me.  Are you craving sweets like crazy or what?” 
 
    “As much as I love donuts, I’m bringing up treats so much for your sake.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Have you forgotten that I’ve been on this job nearly twice as long as you have?  During that time, one thing has become crystal clear.  In this business, happy endings are incredibly hard to come by.  There’s going to be a lot more disappointments than there will be bright spots.  In fact, there will be plenty of times when you question why you took this job in the first place.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “I’m sorry.  Is this little talk of yours supposed to be making me feel better?  Because if so, you really need to work on your motivational speeches.” 
 
    “The point I’m trying to make is that we’re living in a crazy world.  Which is why I’m glad that chocolate exists.  And donuts, for that matter.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m sold.  Let’s get some donuts.” 
 
    “Let’s not pretend like I had to twist your arm.” 
 
    “True.  Donuts aren’t the kind of items that you have to hard sell.” 
 
    “No.  They are the kinds of items that you like chocolate-glazed.” 
 
    “Now you’re really getting my taste buds going.” 
 
    “In that case, get up.  We have some good eating ahead of us.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Before we go, there’s one thing I want to say first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For cheering me up.” 
 
    “Of course.  That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    “And you’re a great friend.” 
 
    “If I’m such a great friend, why don’t you pay for the donuts today?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Lisa smiled.  “Fantastic.  This situation just got even more delicious.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Tarts, Tears, and Tragedy 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Peace had finally come to Majestic Cove.  The question was, how long would it last?  If the decision was up to me, the future would be filled with nothing but rest and relaxation. 
 
    The universe never asked for my opinion, though.  In fact, life seemed to have a new surprise for me around every corner lately.   
 
    That was what made that morning particularly special.  As a private investigator, I knew that things could change in an instant.  That no matter how calm things were right then, it wouldn’t last forever.  Some sort of shake-up was inevitable.   
 
    I wasn’t trying to be negative.  I was just a realist.  And I had been in this same position many times before.   
 
    I had learned a lot from my previous experiences.  Mostly, that no amount of peace should ever be taken for granted.     
 
    As I drove toward downtown, one thing was clear.  My hometown sure was pretty.  A little more than twenty-five thousand people called Majestic Cove home.  Those residents were blessed with some incredible natural beauty.  There were a number of redwood trees within the city limits.  In addition, the town was home to a large collection of mid-century modern homes.  And, of course, I couldn’t forget about the spectacular coastline that the town was built around.  They didn’t call it Majestic Cove for nothing.  During the best of times, it felt like a truly magical place. 
 
    That’s why I still called it home after all these years.  At the same time, it was much easier to appreciate all that my hometown had to offer when I wasn’t running around like crazy.   
 
     As I leisurely made my way toward the revitalized downtown district, I admired what a good job the local city council had done in bringing this area back to life.  About ten years ago, the area was looking pretty rundown.  It was amazing what some time and effort could do to bring a spark back to a town.   
 
    My good friend, Kristina Fowler, had taken part in the revitalization effort.  She had opened up her business, Majestic Cove Bakery, a little less than ten years ago.  The bakery was located on Daffodil Avenue.  It served the best pastries in town.   
 
    Most mornings, before I headed off to my detective agency, I could be found eating a pastry and chatting with my dear friend. 
 
    Thankfully, my workplace happened to be close by, so even if I was running late, I always had enough time to grab a bite to eat before heading over to my office.  Sometimes, I felt like it was dangerous just how close the bakery was to my office.  Although, the only real peril was that I would give in to my taste buds. 
 
    There were certainly worse things in the world than a few treats.  I knew that from personal experience.  In fact, all of the dangerous situations I had been in throughout my life had made me appreciate sweets even more. 
 
    A few minutes later, I arrived at the bakery and was greeted by some amazing smells.  The aroma of fresh-baked bread truly was something.   
 
    As I approached the front counter, I was once again struck by the fact that Kristina managed to stay in relatively good physical shape.  If I was around pastries all day, I wouldn’t have the willpower to restrain myself.  Before long, I’d have some serious love handles.  As it was, I had a difficult enough time keeping my scale from misbehaving.   
 
    Rather than focusing on my waistline, I gazed at the display case.  There were so many great snacks to choose from.  Of course, I could start with a croissant.  Or a donut.  Or a muffin.  Then again, it was hard to ignore the fruit tarts.  The same could be said about the cake.  And the cookies. 
 
    While my mind drifted into the clouds thinking about treats, a familiar voice spoke up behind me. 
 
    “What a morning,” Alicia Templeton said. 
 
    The sound of Alicia’s voice was enough to bring me back down to earth.  Alicia and I had known each other for decades.  As a matter of fact, we had gone to grade school together.  Wow, what a long time ago that was.   
 
    After all, we were now both in our late thirties.  The time really had flown by.  Maybe a little too fast. 
 
    For a brief moment, I wondered what Alicia was doing at the bakery so early.  Unlike me, she wasn’t a regular there.  She managed to keep her cravings for sweets far more in check. 
 
    That said, it was good to see her.  Alicia’s job had been keeping her busy lately.  In that way, we had a lot in common.  While I did private eye work, Alicia was an investigative reporter with the local newspaper. 
 
    Investigation wasn’t the only thing that we had in common.  We were both currently single.  My lack of a relationship was nothing new.  I had been without a boyfriend for a while.  The same could not be said for Alicia.  She had recently broken up with her boyfriend.   
 
    With everything that had taken place in her life recently, it probably shouldn’t have surprised me that she didn’t look so great that morning.   
 
    Poor Alicia.  My heart went out to her.  Maybe I could do something to make her feel better.   
 
    “Morning, Alicia.  How are you holding up?” I asked. 
 
    She grimaced.  “Not well.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “So am I,” she replied.  “Let’s just say that on days like this, I’m glad that pastries exist.” 
 
    “Are you saying that this is one of those mornings when you just can’t live without chocolate?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “Yikes.  I know what that’s like.  I’ve been there far too many times in the past.” 
 
    “It really stinks.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do to make you feel better, please let me know.” 
 
    “If you could change the entire last week of my life, that would be great.” 
 
    I winced.  “I’m afraid I can’t help you there.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    “Maybe I can do something else.” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not trying to be negative, but I don’t think anything can be done.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to disagree with you there.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?  What can be done then?” 
 
    “It’s a small thing, but your breakfast is on me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t.  But I want to.  So, go ahead and order all of the chocolate pastries that you want.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.  That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    She smiled at me.  “You’re such a great friend.” 
 
    “Do you know what else friends are good at?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Listening.  If there’s anything you want to talk about, just let me know.  I’m all ears.” 
 
    “I wish I had time to talk.  Unfortunately, I just came in to grab some pastries to-go.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “I agree.  But that’s the kind of week it has been for me.” 
 
    “In that case, you have all the more reason to be thankful that it’s Friday.” 
 
    “That’s right.  It is.  I’ve completely lost track of time.” 
 
    “Any big plans for the weekend?” 
 
    “No.  It has been such a stressful week that I didn’t even realize the weekend was nearly upon me.” 
 
    I stared deep into her eyes.  “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I hope so.” 
 
    “That’s it.  Your Saturday morning is now officially booked.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips.  “Is that so?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’m going to take you out to Tolliver’s Diner tomorrow.  My treat.  That is, if you’re up to it.” 
 
    “Sure.  That sounds great.” 
 
    “Fantastic.  I’ll see you tomorrow morning then.” 
 
    “See you then.  In the meantime, take care.” 
 
    Alicia ordered her pastries, took them to-go, and then left the bakery.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I watched Alicia walk away, my other friend, Kristina, leaned across the counter. 
 
    “She doesn’t look so good,” Kristina said. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Not at all.” 
 
    “I wonder what’s bothering her.  Work?  The breakup?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a little bit of both.” 
 
    “What if it’s something else?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then replied, “Hopefully, I’ll get answers tomorrow.” 
 
    “Let me know what you find out.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    While Alicia was incredibly busy, I was just the opposite.  I was actually in no hurry to get to work.  Even so, I did have to check in at the office eventually.  I could only drag my feet so much. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I got in my car and headed over to the detective agency.  Thankfully, there weren’t any potential clients waiting outside the building when I arrived.  It didn’t happen very often, but every once in a while, someone was practically banging the door down. 
 
    I was extremely relieved that I was able to enter my office without anyone hassling me. 
 
    In fact, I had the place completely to myself.  That was an absolute rarity.  Usually, my fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson, was the first person in the office.  Between the two of us, she was definitely the early bird of the bunch.   
 
    That particular morning, she was out working on a case.  It was safe to say that I did not envy her.  The early-morning cases were so rough.  I needed some time to shake off my grogginess.  Mental sharpness was not something that came naturally to me at nine in the morning. 
 
    I took a seat at my desk and spent a little bit of time messing around at my computer.  With no actual work to do, I soon became bored.  It wasn’t long before I began staring out the window.  From there, my head drifted into the clouds.   
 
    By the middle of the morning, I was so lost in thought that someone could have walked right up to me and I probably wouldn’t have noticed them until they were a few feet away from my face. 
 
    Normally, I took a lunch break around noon.  That morning, when eleven-thirty rolled around, I got up from my desk and elected to head out a little early.  I didn’t go straight to a restaurant, however.  Instead, I headed toward the ocean.   
 
    It was such a pleasant drive.  The scenery was second to none.  The air was fresh.  All told, it was a joy to be out of the office.   
 
    The fact that I was heading to the ocean just made things even better.  In my experience, there was rarely a bad day at the beach.  That morning was no different.  The sky was clear and the waves were gently crashing against the shore. 
 
    I took a stroll on the boardwalk before stopping and staring out at the horizon.  I wanted to take in the view.  To just stop and appreciate what a blessing it was to be in such a wonderful place. 
 
    Typically, I was too busy to do any of this.  What a shame that was.  After all, I only lived ten minutes away from the ocean.  Theoretically, I could come here any time that I wanted.   
 
    In reality, I didn’t go to the beach nearly as much as I wanted to.  Some days, it was work that kept me busy.  Other times, it was family obligations.  Of course, exhaustion wasn’t a stranger to my life either.  
 
    With all of that in mind, I was determined not to take this moment for granted.  I certainly didn’t know when I would get the chance to do it again.  My only regret was that I couldn’t dip my toes in the sand.   
 
    You might be wondering, why not?  What would the harm be in that?  To start, with my luck, the moment I took off my shoes, I would get a call from work.  Even if that didn’t happen, it was still technically a work day.  And while I was currently taking an early break, I was on call.  If a potential new client wanted to speak with me, I had to be prepared to drop everything and get to work. 
 
    Deep down, I knew that I had a limited amount of time to myself.  Which was all the more reason to spend it looking at the water.   
 
    Much to my surprise, as I looked at the beauty of my surroundings, I got a strange feeling in my gut.  That wasn’t to be confused with the growling that usually came from my stomach during lunch time.  When my instincts went on high alert, my hunger knew to behave itself.  What I felt right then was a different sort of rumble.   
 
    Just then, while I tried to decipher what my gut was trying to tell me, my thought process was interrupted by the sound of a familiar voice.  
 
    “I hope you’re not up to no good,” Detective Scott Webster joked. 
 
    I turned toward my friend, who approached me with a smile on his face. 
 
    I decided to get playful with him.  “You know me.  I’m nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what kind of danger have you gotten yourself into this time?” 
 
    “Surprisingly enough, things have been dead quiet around here.” 
 
    “Are you sure that you want to use the word dead around a police detective?” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s too late to take it back.  Besides, you’ve known me long enough to realize how often I put my foot in my mouth.” 
 
    He nodded.  “That is a Melody Clue specialty.  Although, you don’t do it that often.” 
 
    “Trust me.  The fact that it ever happens is bad enough.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see if you can keep your foot out of your mouth for the rest of this conversation.” 
 
    “You’re really setting the bar high, aren’t you?” I joked. 
 
    He chuckled.  “I figure we should start out small.” 
 
    I laughed.  “All right.  Enough with the teasing.  What brings you here?” 
 
    “You may not have used the best phrasing earlier, but you were right about one thing.  It’s a really slow day.” 
 
    “Wow, I never thought I’d hear you say that.” 
 
    “Trust me.  This is really unfamiliar territory for me.” 
 
    “To be fair, you have spent most of your professional life working in the big city.” 
 
    “Correct.  But I came back to Majestic Cove specifically to catch a break.  Up until now, I haven’t gotten one.  Things have been pretty wild since I returned to town.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  Which makes me wonder, did you bring some bad luck with you from the big city?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I have no clue.  All I know is that I’m currently having a relaxing day, and I’m not going to take that for granted.” 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing.  Why do you think I’m here right now?” 
 
    “I was hoping it was because of the scenery.  But I wanted to be sure that something else wasn’t going on.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re just skeptical of everything, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Can you blame me?  I’ve seen some seriously crazy things during my time on the force.” 
 
    “I know you have.  I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re always waiting for the other shoe to drop.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’d love to be able to take everything at face value.  To believe that today is the first of many peaceful days that are yet to come.” 
 
    “Do you not believe that?” 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but I feel like this is just the calm before the storm.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You either know me really well or you happen to think exactly like me.” 
 
    “I think it’s a little bit of both.” 
 
    “Maybe I should try to be like you.  To just stare out into the distance and enjoy what’s in front of me.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “I hate to break it to you, but you completely misread the situation.” 
 
    He threw out his arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “When I was staring out at the ocean a few moments ago, I was actually just asking myself if something terrible is on the horizon.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “I’m not proud of thinking that way, but a weird feeling just crept up on me.” 
 
    “Out of nowhere?” 
 
    I nodded.  “It was completely out of the blue.  I was just relaxing and taking in the scenery.  Then my gut started acting up on me.”  
 
    “In that case, what crazy thing is about to happen?” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer for you.” 
 
    He squinted.  “But you just said that your gut was acting up on you.” 
 
    “It was.  It just didn’t happen to give me any specifics to work with.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  But that’s just how things go sometimes.” 
 
    “You just get a general feeling of dread?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “You’re a one of a kind woman, you know that?” 
 
    “Was that meant to be an insult?  Or a compliment?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s definitely a compliment.” 
 
    “All right.  I just wanted to be sure.” 
 
    “There’s that skepticism, making another unscheduled appearance.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I can’t help myself.” 
 
    “I hear you.  And that’s great…when you’re working on an investigation.  Not so much when you’re trying to have a peaceful afternoon.” 
 
    “I guess the question is, what exactly was my gut trying to tell me?” 
 
    “Only you can answer that.” 
 
    “I’ll have to get back to you on that one.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Here’s another interesting question for you.  Does your gut ever give off any false alarms?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Well, maybe there’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    “Look at you, displaying some rare optimism.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?  This is a beautiful day.  It would be a shame if it was spoiled by some heinous act.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Scott got called away.  Thankfully, it wasn’t to handle some dire matter.  Instead, it was to deal with an intoxicated man who refused to leave a convenience store.  While that was still an unfortunate situation, it wasn’t life-threatening. 
 
    If I had to guess, that wasn’t what my gut was trying to warn me about.  Most likely, something else was on the horizon. 
 
    Whatever storm was brewing, it didn’t make itself known that afternoon.   
 
    I made it through the rest of my work day without any calamities occurring.  
 
    That evening, when I finished up at the office, I had a dinner scheduled with my mother.  I had intentionally skipped out on having a snack earlier in the day in anticipation of the meal that my mom was going to make.  My mother was an amazing cook.  And ever since she retired a few years ago, she had plenty of time on her hands.  That was good news for my taste buds.  Especially since she made most things from scratch.   
 
    When I pulled into the driveway of her mid-century home, my appetite was raging out of control.  I was really hoping that my mom had dinner ready.  Otherwise, I’d get ravenous in a hurry.  
 
    Imagine my surprise then when my mom wasn’t in the kitchen as I arrived.  Instead, she was sitting on the couch staring at the TV. 
 
    “I’m so hungry,” I said. 
 
    My comment didn’t generate any response from my mom.  
 
    She remained glued to the TV. 
 
    My eyebrows knitted.  “What are you watching that has you so captivated?” 
 
    “Band practice.” 
 
    I thought that my mother’s reply would clear up any confusion that I had.  That didn’t happen.  Right then, I was more confused than ever. 
 
    All that changed as I got closer to the television.  It was then that I realized my mom wasn’t watching a television program at all.  She was watching an old video.  It was a home movie that was recorded decades ago.   
 
    In the video, I was playing guitar with my old bandmates.  You see, back in high school, I was briefly in a rock band with Kristina and Alicia.  We called ourselves the Majestic Cove Three.  I know.  What an original name.  What did you expect?  We were just three girls in high school.   
 
    Like most garage bands, we never really went anywhere.  In fact, we rarely even made it out of the garage.  Our one notable gig was playing a few songs at a friend’s birthday party.  By the end of our senior year of high school, the band was no more.   
 
    If you’re wondering, it wasn’t over animosity.  As you know, I’m still good friend with both Kristina and Alicia to this day.  The three of us just all went off to college and took up different interests.  Also, it was pretty clear to all of us that we didn’t have careers in music ahead of us. 
 
    Watching this video was like seeing a time capsule dug up from the ground.  I wasn’t quite sure why my mother was so enthralled by it.  I immediately started to blush.  In the video, I looked so awkward.  My hairstyle was wild.  My clothing was unique, to say the least.  And I looked incredibly moody. 
 
    If it was up to me, this video would be buried in the ground and never dug up again.  Or just destroyed.   
 
    I threw out my arms.  “Where did this video come from?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember your father recording this?” my mother asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I thought this tape had gotten lost.” 
 
    She shook her head.   “Nope.  It turns out that it was in the attic all this time.  I was going through some old boxes and I found this.  Pretty crazy, huh?” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Crazy is definitely one word for it.” 
 
    My mother and I appeared to be having completely different reactions to the video.  I was totally embarrassed by it.  Meanwhile, my mom couldn’t seem to get enough of it. 
 
    “Do you remember how excited you were about your band back then?” she asked. 
 
    “How could I forget?” I replied.   
 
    “You were really good.  All three of you.” 
 
    “Mom, you don’t have to say that.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying it to be nice.  I always believed in you.  In fact, I think the three of you should have stuck with it.” 
 
    I snickered.  “You’re the only one who believes that.” 
 
    “Did you have room to improve?  Yes.  But I really think if you had kept the band together that you would have hit it big eventually.” 
 
    “That’s doubtful.” 
 
    My mother squinted at me.  “Why are you so down on yourself?” 
 
    “I’m just a realist is all,” I said.  “Unlike you, who is incredibly biased.”  
 
    “I admit that.  At the same time, I also know how to spot talent.  And let me say this.  You’re more talented than Cooper Gullickson.  And he just got a record deal.” 
 
    “I saw a post about that on social media.” 
 
    “How could you miss it?  He plastered the news all over the internet.” 
 
    “It’s pretty crazy to think that he was in your music class once, isn’t it?” 
 
    Up until her retirement a few years ago, my mother was a music teacher at Majestic Cove High School. 
 
    “Do you know what the craziest part is, though?” my mother asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Cooper wasn’t even the most talented student in that class.” 
 
    “That is pretty wild.” 
 
    “If you had asked me years ago if Cooper had a career in music ahead of him, I probably would have said no.  Yet, he’s going to have his own album.” 
 
    “To be fair, you were a music teacher, not a psychic.  You can never truly predict what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  Take you, for example.  When you were growing up, I was completely convinced that you would become a professional rock guitarist.” 
 
    “You were the only one who believed that.” 
 
    “Watching this video again, I had every reason to think that way.  You were good.” 
 
    “Mom, you can stop with the act.” 
 
    “I’m being serious.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, in the end, it doesn’t really matter how much talent I did or didn’t have.  I’m a private eye now.” 
 
    My mother stared off into the distance.  “Honestly, all three of you girls really surprised me.  With all of the talent that you had in that band, it’s wild to think that none of you pursued a career in music.” 
 
    “I disagree.  In my mind, things worked out the way they were supposed to.  I definitely answered my true calling.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    I folded my arms.  “Mom, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever thought about taking up guitar again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    My mother shook her head in disbelief.  “What a shame.” 
 
    “Says you.”   
 
    My mom stared back at the TV again and didn’t say a word. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “Mom, what is going on with you tonight?” 
 
    “This video just got me thinking is all.” 
 
    “So, wait.  You found one old video of me playing guitar and suddenly you think that I missed my calling?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Being an investigator is a dangerous job.  Being a rock guitarist isn’t.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with you there.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I worry about you when you’re working on a case.  It would be nice if you were in a line of work where bodily injury wasn’t a possibility.” 
 
    “I understand that.  On the flip side, you know that I take every precaution possible.” 
 
    “You say that, but the best precaution you can take is to not have a dangerous job in the first place.” 
 
    “Mom, are your instincts acting up on you or something?  I haven’t seen you this worried in a long time.” 
 
    “Honestly, this is how much I normally worry about you.  I usually just do a better job of keeping my anxiety to myself.” 
 
    I leaned over and gave her a hug.  “Everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m not even working on a case right now.” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but you and I know that it’s only a matter of time before you’re called into action again.” 
 
    At that point, I became desperate to change the subject.   
 
    “Here’s an idea.  Why don’t we head into the kitchen?  I’m curious to see what we’re having for dinner.” 
 
    “I hope you’re in the mood for some lemon and garlic chicken.” 
 
    My eyes lit up.  “You bet I am.” 
 
    “Although, the real treat is going to be desert.” 
 
    “Why?  Did you make something special?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A fruit tart.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” I said.  “I can’t wait until dessert.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The fruit tart was a taste explosion.  It was absolutely incredible.  My mother hadn’t lost her touch at all.  If she wasn’t retired, I would tell her to team up with Kristina and start making tarts like this at the bakery. 
 
    While I was busy thinking about how good dessert was, my mother had something else on her mind.   
 
    “When was the last time you picked up a guitar?” she asked. 
 
    “Mom, can we please talk about something else?” I replied. 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “What’s the problem with this topic?” 
 
    “Look.  I know that you wanted me to pursue a career in music.  But I’m an investigator.  And that isn’t going to change.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “Then why are you talking about music again?” 
 
    “Just because you’re a private eye doesn’t mean that you can’t play guitar in your spare time.  Just for fun,” she replied.  “Now, answer my question.  When was the last time you picked up a guitar?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It was probably a few years ago.” 
 
    “That’s a real shame.  It might be time to pick it up again.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?”   
 
    “Given how tense you have been lately, I think playing a few tunes would be really good for you.  It might calm your nerves.” 
 
    “Who says I’m nervous?” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips.  “Just because you’re a professional investigator doesn’t mean that I don’t have some good instincts of my own.  I’m your mother.  I can tell when you’re not yourself.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “What’s bothering you?” 
 
    “It’s Alicia.  She’s just been having a tough time lately.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I want to help her out, but I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Have you told her that you’re there for her?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That’s all you can really do.” 
 
    I took a deep breath.  “It doesn’t seem like it’s enough.” 
 
    “Honey, you’re not a magician.  There are some problems that Alicia is just going to have to figure out for herself.” 
 
    “I get that.  At the same time, it still upsets me.” 
 
    “That’s all the more reason to pick up your guitar.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  “You just won’t let that die, will you?” 
 
    “No.  And here’s why.  In a world where things don’t always make sense, music does.  Playing a tune has a way of taking your mind off of things.  It allows you to refresh and recharge.  To just be in the moment.  And what a great moment it is.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    My mother squinted.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You may have retired from teaching, but you just gave me quite a lecture.” 
 
    “You need to trust me.  I know what I’m talking about.”  
 
    “All right.  Maybe I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    My mom smiled.  “Good.  I have a feeling that you won’t regret it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, I returned home.  On the drive back to my place, I became introspective.  Part of that was due to the discussion that I had with my mother.  Even though I would never give up investigating, much less for a career in music, I had forgotten what an escape playing music could be.  Not just putting on a nice tune on my phone, either.  The act of playing the guitar had a very soothing effect on me.   
 
    As I arrived back at my mid-century modern home, I reached into my closet and pulled out my acoustic guitar.  When I began strumming on the guitar, I quickly realized how out of practice I was.  It took a few minutes to tune my guitar and get into a little bit of a rhythm, but when I did, I ended up playing a few songs.   
 
    During that time, all my worries about life melted away.  For fifteen solid minutes, all that mattered to me was playing the right chords.   
 
    I had to admit.  It felt really good to see all of my worries melt away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After I was done messing around on my guitar, I got ready for bed.  As I looked into the mirror, I ended up focusing on the necklace I was wearing.  The necklace was a custom piece of jewelry featuring a music symbol and a magnifying glass.  My mother had bought it for me for my birthday when I was a kid.  I had worn it every single day since then.   
 
    In my mom’s mind, the necklace was perfect for someone with the name Melody Clue.  She was right.  I had worn the necklace every single day. 
 
    Tomorrow would be no different.  The question became, would my mood improve in the morning?  I was curious to find out. 
 
    That night, I got a surprising amount of sleep.  As a matter of fact, I didn’t toss or turn at all.  Talk about refreshing.   
 
    In the morning, I woke up energized.  I was also really hungry.  To the point where it was difficult to hold off until nine o’clock to put any food in my mouth.  By the time I reached Tolliver’s Diner, I was ready to order every item that was on the menu. 
 
    That didn’t happen, however.  In fact, I didn’t order a single thing.   
 
    Why not? 
 
    Because Alicia didn’t show up.  At all.  When she was just a few minutes late, I figured that she had overslept.  As the minutes ticked by, I gave her a phone call.  When she didn’t answer the phone, I left a voice mail and then sent her a few text messages.  Those went unanswered as well. 
 
    At that point, I was at a loss for words.  This wasn’t like Alicia at all.  During the entire time that I had known her, she had always been very punctual.  Then again, according to her, this had been a brutal week for her.   
 
    As hungry as I was, my curiosity ended up taking center stage.  My instincts were telling me to head over to Alicia’s apartment to check up on her.  Before I left the diner, I grabbed a blueberry muffin to-go.  That would be just enough to keep me from getting ravenous. 
 
    Alicia lived on the ground floor of an apartment complex on Baker Street.  It only took me about five minutes to get there from the diner.  When I parked in front of the complex, Alicia was a full forty-five minutes late for our breakfast get together. 
 
    I got out of my car and went up to Alicia’s beige-colored front door.  I rang the bell a few times, fully expecting her to answer.   
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    I waited a moment and then knocked.   
 
    In addition, I called out for her.  “Alicia.  This is Melody.  Are you okay?” 
 
    Again, I didn’t receive an answer.  How odd.  Was she not here either?  That didn’t seem to add up.   
 
    After all, as I turned around and looked at the parking lot, I saw her blue sedan sitting there.   
 
    I decided to call her again.  That was when something weird happened. 
 
    I could hear the sound of a phone ringing coming from inside her apartment.  The ring was faint, but it was unmistakable.   
 
    In my mind, she definitely wouldn’t have gone anywhere without her phone.  She had to be inside the apartment.  But why wasn’t she picking up the call? 
 
    When I moved over to her living room window, the answer to my question became disturbingly apparent.  As I looked through the window, I spotted Alicia passed out on the couch.  Beside her was an open bottle of pills and an empty bottle of liquor. 
 
    My heart sank.  I immediately began to panic.   
 
    “Alicia!” I yelled. 
 
    She didn’t answer.  In fact, she didn’t move a muscle.  Nor did she open her eyes to look at me.   
 
    In that moment, it appeared that my worst fear was being confirmed.   
 
    I grabbed my phone and called 9-1-1.  When the operator picked up, I pleaded for the woman on the other end of the line to send an ambulance over right away. 
 
    When I got off the phone with the operator, I rushed over to the apartment of Alicia’s landlord.  At first, Melvin McDaniel did not appreciate being disturbed.  When I explained the situation, he grabbed his set of master keys and darted over to Alicia’s apartment.   
 
    Melvin then unlocked the door to Alicia’s place.   
 
    I swung the door open and ran over to my friend’s couch.   
 
    “Alicia, please still be alive.  Please tell me you’re just passed out,” I said. 
 
    Alicia didn’t move.  I didn’t see any signs of life whatsoever.  I checked her neck and wrist for a pulse, but I didn’t find one. 
 
    Right then, I couldn’t help but burst into tears.  Unless I was gravely mistaken, Alicia was dead.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Due to a lack of traffic, it only took an ambulance about seven minutes to arrive at the apartment complex.  That should have comforted me.   
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    Instead, the seconds seemed to tick by at an excruciatingly slow rate.  It felt like precious time was being lost.  Time that could be spent trying to revive Alicia.   
 
    Of course, I didn’t know that Alicia could be revived.  But I had hope.   
 
    The paramedics did not feel the same way.  The two burly guys stormed into the living room and did the best they could to bring Alicia back, but they failed.   
 
    According to them, it was too late.  Alicia had been dead for hours.   
 
    I didn’t want to believe what they were saying.  But it was impossible deny that they were telling the truth.   
 
    As the paramedics tried their best to comfort me, I felt like I was going to throw up.   
 
    I rushed outside to get some fresh air.  Maybe that would make me feel better.  Perhaps not.   
 
    I had to give it a try.   
 
    When I got outside, I found myself staring out at the horizon.  My head immediately drifted into the clouds.  What a dark day this was.  I just couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    While I attempted to untangle my thoughts, a police car pulled up to the complex.  Detective Scott Webster got out of the vehicle.   
 
    At first, I was surprised to see him. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I heard a call come in on my police radio.  I recognized the address as Alicia’s.  I had to come over and see what happened,” Scott said. 
 
    “It’s too late.  She’s gone.” 
 
    He grimaced.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    I pointed back at the door.  “See for yourself.” 
 
    Scott walked by me and entered the apartment.  He didn’t stay inside there for very long.   
 
    Within ninety seconds, he came back out and joined me. 
 
    “What an awful sight,” he said. 
 
    “It’s completely tragic,” I replied.  “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw it.” 
 
    He put his hand on my shoulder.  “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense.  How could this have happened?” 
 
    “I realize that you’re in shock, but I’m pretty sure you already know the answer to that question.” 
 
    “Please don’t say the word suicide.” 
 
    “I don’t have to.  You just did.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  That can’t be.” 
 
    “Melody, why don’t we talk about this some other time?  Maybe when you’ve had some time to properly process all of this.” 
 
    “Scott, you knew Alicia.  She would never kill herself.  She wasn’t the type of person who would take her own life.” 
 
    “Look.  I don’t want to argue with you.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” 
 
    “I also refuse to believe that Alicia took her own life.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be nice here.  To be understanding.  To not get into it with you.” 
 
    “Scott, do you really believe that Alicia’s death was a suicide?” 
 
    “I don’t want to believe that,” Scott said. 
 
    I stared deep into his eyes.  
 
    “I don’t care what you want to believe,” I said.  “I want to know the truth.  Do you truly think that she took her own life?” 
 
    “That certainly appears to be the case.  I mean, she has a bottle of liquor next to her.  And some pills.” 
 
    “True.  But there’s no suicide note.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” he asked.  “Did you look for one?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yes.  And I didn’t find one.  Normally, people who commit suicide leave a note right next to them.” 
 
    “Are you talking about on TV or in real life?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Do you have a lot of experience with that?” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m wrong?” 
 
    “In my experience, there isn’t always a note.” 
 
    “Are you going to call the coroner in?  And a forensics team?” 
 
    “I haven’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    “You should.  Alicia’s apartment needs to be dusted for prints.  Same thing with that liquor bottle.  And the pill container.  Don’t forget the windowsill either.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Melody, calm down.  You’re treating this like it’s a murder investigation.” 
 
    “Of course, I am.  This has the look of a staged suicide to me.” 
 
    “Do you have any evidence to back that up?” 
 
    “I told you.  Alicia would never kill herself.  The only explanation that makes sense in my mind is that someone murdered her and staged the scene to look like a suicide.” 
 
    “Talk about a wild theory.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “In my mind, it’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “Melody, I don’t believe you’re thinking clearly.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t want to feel this way.  As a matter of fact, I don’t want any of this to be happening.  But Alicia is gone.  And if someone killed her, I want them to be brought to justice.” 
 
    “I understand that.  If you’re correct, it would be a travesty if a killer got away with murder.” 
 
    “Then call in the forensics team.” 
 
    He put his hands on his hips.  “Let me ask you something.  Do you really believe that this was a staged suicide?  Or do you just not want to accept the fact that Alicia might have taken her own life?” 
 
    “My instincts are telling me that I’m right.  But there’s one way to prove me wrong.  It’s not going to hurt anybody to call in the forensics team.” 
 
    He exhaled and then said, “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    A thorough sweep of Alicia’s apartment was performed.  In addition, the coroner carted my friend’s body off to perform an autopsy.  
 
    At that point, all I could really do was wait.  And fret.  Depending on the medical examiner’s findings, a murder investigation might be opened up.  That certainly seemed to be the direction that things were headed.  At least, in my mind.   
 
    Scott disagreed.  To him, the situation was more clear-cut.  He seemed to believe this was a suicide.  Nothing more.  He wasn’t about to treat it like a homicide case.  Not unless the autopsy report said otherwise. 
 
    Once again, I found myself sharing a differing viewpoint with the police department.  This was starting to happen with disturbing regularity.  In the past, I had been right.  Would that be true this time around? 
 
    I had some time to kill before I found out.  It was going to take the coroner a while to examine the body.  Additionally, there was a strong chance that some lab tests would have to be performed as well.   
 
    As I waited to hear back from Scott with any breaking news, the hours ticked by incredibly slowly.   
 
    I sat at my desk, trying to keep busy.  Staring out into the distance didn’t do me any good.  It just made me miss Alicia even more.   
 
    I was in the middle of my workday when my co-worker and fellow private eye, Lisa Williamson, entered my office and put a candy bar down on my desk in front of me. 
 
    “Here you go,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Where did this come from?” I asked. 
 
    “I bought it when I was out on my lunch break.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to get this for me.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  You look like you could use some chocolate more than ever.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding.  Moments like this are what chocolate was designed for.” 
 
    “This isn’t just any chocolate either.  It’s the good stuff.  Milk chocolate mixed with caramel.” 
 
    “You’re not messing around.  This is a serious treat.” 
 
    “The way I see it, if you’re going to have chocolate, you might as well go wild and really indulge.” 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    “I figured you would be.” 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “I sure do.  Which is why my heart goes out to you so much right now.  What an awful day.” 
 
    I winced.  “It is.  And I can’t help but think that things are just going to get worse.” 
 
    “Your opinion about this case hasn’t changed, has it?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not at all.  In fact, I’m more convinced than ever that foul play was involved in Alicia’s death.” 
 
    “I hate to bring this up, but what if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Look.  I admire your confidence, but this is a really emotional time.  As a matter of fact, this is probably the most personal case that you have ever been confronted with.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “Emotions have a tendency to cloud judgment.  I’m not saying that’s happening right now, but you can’t rule out that possibility.” 
 
    “Do you believe that Alicia killed herself?” 
 
    “I think it’s too early to tell.  I’m going to wait until the autopsy report comes back before I make any judgments.” 
 
    “I’m in awe of your patience.  That is something that I just don’t have any of.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “Honestly, at the time being, I’m already making up a suspect list in my head.” 
 
    “So soon, huh?” 
 
    “In my mind, there’s no time to lose.  If someone did kill Alicia, every second is precious.  With each passing moment, there’s a greater danger of this case slipping away.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not worrying about this case going cold.” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief.  “Good.” 
 
    “I do worry about the killer skipping town, though.  Which is why I’m trying to come up with the best suspect list that I can.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing woman, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m just doing what any good friend would do.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?  Kristina was Alicia’s friend too.  Do you think she’s trying to come up with a suspect list right now?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Face it.  Your mind works differently than most people.  You’re wired to investigate.  We both are.” 
 
    “Guess that’s why we picked this line of work.” 
 
    “True.  Although, our past experiences can sometimes mislead us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We both know that appearances can be deceiving.  But that isn’t always the case. Sometimes, they are exactly as they seem to be.  It’s easy to forget that.” 
 
    “I’m not forgetting that.  I’m just following my gut.” 
 
    “I realize that.  I just want you to keep an open mind.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, eat some chocolate.  It will make you feel better.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Two days later 
 
      
 
    The last forty-eight hours of my life had gone by in slow motion.  I tried to remain patient as I waited to hear back from Scott.  The coroner had performed a preliminary exam on Alicia’s body.  During that time, the medical examiner had not found any evidence that pointed to Alicia’s death being the result of a murder. 
 
    In an effort to be thorough, the coroner also performed some lab tests.  I was currently waiting for the results of those tests to come back.  I was convinced that some sort of poison would show up in her system.  If that was the case, this would turn into a murder investigation.  It would also mean that Scott would have to question a number of people. 
 
    When Scott called me at two o’clock that afternoon, I knew he had big news to share with me. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    The news was so big that Scott insisted on talking to me in person.  I immediately dropped everything and drove over to the police station.  As I approached Scott’s desk, I was desperate for answers.  Rather than coming clean right then and there, Scott decided to take me aside and speak with my privately.   
 
    Once we reached the hallway, I couldn’t take the delays anymore.  The suspense was killing me.   
 
    “Will you please tell me what’s going on?” I asked.  “I’m going crazy here.” 
 
    “I just finished talking to the coroner,” Scott said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Scott’s face tensed up.  He didn’t say a word. 
 
    “What’s the matter?  Is your tongue tied or something?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and then replied, “There’s no easy way to say this.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re not going to like this, but here’s the autopsy report.” 
 
    Scott handed me a piece of paper.  As I read the paper, my jaw dropped.   
 
    “No.  This can’t be right,” I said. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.” 
 
    “There has to be a mistake.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there isn’t.” 
 
    I lowered my head.   
 
    He reached out to me and said, “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Are you sure this lab report is correct?” 
 
    “Melody, lab reports don’t lie.  And according to the report, Alicia died of a suicide.” 
 
    “I know what the report says—” 
 
    “Then why don’t you believe it?  The report is very clear.  An abundance of pills and alcohol were found in her system.” 
 
    “I saw that part.” 
 
    “Did you also see the part where no traces of poison or other foreign compounds were discovered?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There you have it then.  To me, this report is definitive proof that Alicia took her own life.” 
 
    I wanted to be able to poke holes in Scott’s theory.  The alternate was such a grim reality to deal with.  But there were only so many ways to stage a suicide.  Especially when no wounds were found on Alicia’s body.  Honestly, other than poison, it was difficult for me to think of another way to pull off such a crime.   
 
    Then again, I had the mind of an investigator, not one of a criminal.  Based on the facts, it sure did seem like Scott was right. 
 
    I gave in a little and exhaled.  “It’s hard to argue with that.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “Correction.  It’s impossible to argue with it.” 
 
    I winced.  “I guess I just can’t believe it.  Or maybe I just don’t want to.” 
 
    “It’s hard for me too.”  He leaned forward and gave me a hug.  “I’m really sorry.  I wish there was something I could say to make you feel better.” 
 
    “Nothing can make this situation better.  I want Alicia back.  But she’s gone forever.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I miss her so much.  She was such a great friend.  She was truly an amazing person.” 
 
    “I agree.  She was always really nice to me.  Plus, she had a great career.  It felt like she was going to do some amazing things.” 
 
    “That’s so true.” 
 
    “Which is why this doesn’t make any sense.  Let’s say I believe that she really did take her life.  Why would she do something so awful?” 
 
    Scott grimaced, but he didn’t say a word. 
 
    I waited a few seconds longer for him to reply, but he didn’t. 
 
    “Well, can you come up with anything?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that one.” 
 
    “That’s really discouraging.  I mean, you solve mysteries for a living.” 
 
    “What about you?  You’re a professional investigator.” 
 
    “True.  And I have no clue about this one.  I’m at a complete loss.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but we might not ever get an answer to that one.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be terrible?” 
 
    “Like you said, she didn’t leave a note.  When that happens, all you can really do is speculate.” 
 
    “I didn’t think this situation could get any worse, but it has.” 
 
    “I know it’s of little consolation, but at least now you know the truth.” 
 
    I stared off into the distance.  I then let my thoughts spill out of my mouth without any filter.  “Alicia, why would you do something so horrible?  You were so young.  You had so much to look forward to.” 
 
    “Maybe she disagreed.” 
 
    “She should have told me what was going on.  I could have helped her.” 
 
    “It’s a sad fact, but depressed people often get really good at hiding things from those closest to them.” 
 
    “If she could have just held out one more day…we would have had breakfast together.  Maybe I could have helped her.” 
 
    “Melody, please don’t blame yourself.  You didn’t know this was going to happen.” 
 
    “I realize that this isn’t my fault.  At the same time, I can’t help but feel like things could have ended much differently.  That they should have gone down some other way.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  But there’s no changing things now.” 
 
    “You’re right.  The only thing we can really do is to honor her memory and try to cobble our lives back together.”  
 
    “That’s a lot easier said than done.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I never said it would be easy.  This is actually going to be incredibly hard.  She will be missed dearly.” 
 
    “She certainly will.”  He took a deep breath.  “At least now you have some closure, though.” 
 
    Just then, my gut acted up on me again.  Apparently, there was no way of quieting my instincts.  Despite what the autopsy report said, my gut had a different read on the situation.  
 
    “I’m not so sure that we have closure,” I said. 
 
    “Uh-oh.  Is your gut going wild on you again?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.  This autopsy report couldn’t be more conclusive.  There is zero evidence of foul play.”  
 
    “I know.  I read the report.” 
 
    “So, why is your gut messing with you?” 
 
    “It beats me.” 
 
    He became discouraged.  “Your instincts aren’t being very helpful right now.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but they are impossible to ignore.  They are also usually correct.” 
 
    “Perhaps this is the rare exception.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Look.  I don’t know what to tell you.  In my mind, this case is closed.  The sooner you admit the truth about Alicia, the better off you will be.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Typically, the most satisfying part of finishing a case was the sense of closure that usually came with it.  That was what made this situation so different.  I felt like I was missing something.  I couldn’t escape the feeling that the case wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was hard to argue with a forensics report.  Or a lab report from the coroner, for that matter.  In fact, despite my differing feelings about Alicia’s death, I had no evidence to disprove the findings of the lab report. 
 
    All I really had was a strange feeling in my gut.  While my instincts had served me well in the past, they weren’t doing me any favors at the moment.  Not unless they were suddenly able to provide me with some specifics.   
 
    It was one thing to have a hunch.  Being able to back up my claim was an entirely different story.  Right then, it appeared that my luck had run out.  
 
    After all, Scott was a very sympathetic person, but he was also a detective.  From a personal standpoint, he could have sided with my opinion of the case.  However, from a professional viewpoint, there was no way that he could provide me with any further help.  Honestly, he had done me a pretty substantial favor by ordering the autopsy in the first place. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was all for nothing.  At least, that was how I felt.  I knew that I wasn’t wired like everyone else.  Other investigators might have just accepted the coroner’s report at face value.  Perhaps they would have been able to move on. 
 
    Not me.   
 
    No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake the awful feeling in my gut.  Would it ever go away?  Would it just take some time to come to grips with things?  Or would this always leave a bitter taste in my mouth? 
 
    I had no clue.  I did know this, though.  I was on my own.  What a terrible feeling, that was.  Not to mention, a lonely one.  I hated having my back against the wall. 
 
    If it sounds like I’m rambling, it’s because I don’t really know what else to say.  I wasn’t used to this kind of a bitter ending.  I was accustomed to the way that TV shows wrapped up cases.  On those programs, the detective was always right.  At the conclusion of a case, things were always wrapped up neatly.  If only real life worked out that way.  This time, it sure didn’t. 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Honey Cake, Heartbreak, and Hazards 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Alicia Templeton didn’t commit suicide.   
 
    I couldn’t get that thought out of my mind.  No matter how much I tried to.  She just didn’t seem like the suicidal type.   
 
    Granted, the week leading up to her death had been truly awful.  Her work life was insanely stressful.  And she’d recently gone through a breakup.  As difficult as both of those situations were to deal with, I had always known Alicia to be a strong person.  The kind of woman who overcame adversity, no matter how big her problems were.   
 
    Also, having known her for decades, I was acutely aware of the fact that she had been through much worse than this in her life.  So, given all of that, it just seemed incredibly hard to believe that she’d ever consider taking her own life. 
 
    Whatever the truth happened to be, one thing was clear.  Alicia was gone forever.  And whatever had caused her demise, there was no bringing her back.   
 
    The grief that I felt over losing my old friend was intense.  I sat in the church where her funeral service was being held and tried to keep myself from weeping.  I probably wouldn’t be able to make it all day without shedding a tear, but I wanted to hold back as much as I could. 
 
    It was such a surreal experience to be mourning the loss of a friend while simultaneously questioning how she died.  To the police, the cause of Alicia’s death was clear.  To them, this was a suicide.   
 
    I tried to convince Detective Scott Webster otherwise.  I even got him to order an autopsy.  Unfortunately, the coroner ended up ruling that Alicia took her life. 
 
    After that, it seemed like I was on my own.  I hated that feeling.  I did not enjoy being a lone wolf.  Sometimes, things just worked out that way. 
 
    The question became, what was I going to do next?  After all, I only had a hunch.  I didn’t have any evidence to prove my suspicions.  Nor did I have any leads. 
 
    Besides, I was sitting at a funeral.  My focus should have been on Alicia’s service.   
 
    As much as the circumstances surrounding my friend’s death troubled me, I became determined to just honor her memory that afternoon. 
 
    It turned out to be a beautiful service.  So many of Alicia’s friends and family members had such glowing things to say about her.  She had left an indelible mark on so many people.  Which made it even sadder that she was gone.   
 
    My sorrow made it tougher to sit through the service than I even thought it would be.  That was saying a lot.  Funerals were already unpleasant enough.  This one, in particular, was especially challenging.  Due to the sudden nature of Alicia’s death, everyone was just so shocked that she was gone.  There had been zero buildup.  No way to prepare.  Or to brace ourselves.  She was just alive one day and dead the next.   
 
    If that wasn’t bad enough, Alicia was young.  In fact, she was my age.  We were still in our thirties.  To me, that seemed like it was way too young to die.  After all, she appeared to have so much ahead of her.  So much to live for.  Apparently, I was wrong. 
 
    Finally, even though it had been a few days since her death, my shock had not worn off.   
 
    At all. 
 
    I was still reeling.  Frankly, I probably wouldn’t get over this for a long time.   
 
    If ever. 
 
    As dramatic as it was to think about, there was a chance that the rest of my life would never be the same.   
 
    Despite how bad I felt, I knew that Alicia’s mom was in an even tougher spot.  My heart definitely went out to her.   
 
    I had personal experience with losing a loved one.  It was an unspeakable agony.  The type of thing that could break a person. 
 
    That was why I wanted to speak with Veronica Templeton after the service was over.  She had to know that she wasn’t alone.  She had a lot of support during this trying time. 
 
    As I approached Ms. Templeton, it was hard not to burst into tears.  But I had to find a way to hold myself together.  I needed to stay strong.  If I broke, it might cause Veronica to do the same. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you for your sympathy, but it’s not just my loss.  We’re all suffering right now,” Veronica replied. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  It’s an awful time.  But it’s still much worse for you.” 
 
    “It’s not about who is hurting more.  It’s about trying to make sense of what happened.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I haven’t had any luck with that.” 
 
    “That’s saying a lot, considering how you’re a private investigator.” 
 
    “What can I tell you?  I didn’t see this coming.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.  To me, this came completely out of nowhere.  And no matter how much I try, I can’t figure out how this happened.” 
 
    “I wish I had answers.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t think anyone knows what to make of this.” 
 
    “You might be right.” 
 
    “I certainly had no idea that my daughter was depressed.  At least, not enough to kill herself.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” 
 
    “How did I miss the warning signs?” 
 
    “I don’t think you missed anything.” 
 
    “Clearly I did something wrong.  Otherwise, Alicia would still be here right now.” 
 
    “Ms. Templeton, you can’t blame yourself for what happened.” 
 
    “Sure I can.  A mother’s job is to protect her child.  To take care of her.” 
 
    “Alicia wasn’t a kid anymore.  She was an adult.” 
 
    “I know that, but I still failed her.” 
 
    “Please don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “Why not?  It’s how I feel.” 
 
    “You were a great mother to her.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying that.  It’s the truth.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes.  “I just miss her so much.” 
 
    “I understand.  I miss her too.” 
 
    “I want her back.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Right now, you just need to take time to grieve.  To mourn.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about right now.  I meant, how am I supposed to carry on with my life?” 
 
    “That’s something I’ve been asking myself a lot.” 
 
    “Do you have an answer?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Unfortunately not.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “It is, but I will say this.  If there’s anything I can do to help you, please let me know.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Two days later 
 
      
 
    Over the course of the next forty-eight hours, I did my best to keep up a normal schedule.  I went into work.  I kept in touch with friends.  I felt like it was really important to keep busy. 
 
    If I just sat around at home, my grief could get the best of me.  I didn’t want to become more overwhelmed than I already was. 
 
    Unfortunately, my efforts produced mixed results.  Even though I attempted to keep myself busy, Alicia remained in the back of my mind the entire time. 
 
    Then again, why wouldn’t she?  The grieving process took time.  There was no rushing things. 
 
    As I sat at my desk on Monday morning doing some paperwork, a surprise visitor entered the doorway.   
 
    It was Veronica Templeton. 
 
    I immediately got up from my chair and greeted her.     
 
    “Ms. Templeton, what are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” Veronica replied. 
 
    “Okay.  About what?” 
 
    “My daughter.” 
 
    “Again, I’m so sorry about what happened to Alicia.  I can’t imagine what you’re going through.” 
 
    Veronica grimaced.  “It has been an awful few days.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then replied, “I wish there was something I could do for you.” 
 
    “It’s funny that you should mention that.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Why?” 
 
    “I believe there is something you can do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Conduct an investigation.” 
 
    I squinted.  “I’m confused.  What do you want me to investigate exactly?” 
 
    “I want you to look into my daughter’s death.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “You need to find out how she really died.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Do you not believe that she killed herself?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Really?” I replied. 
 
    “In my mind, there’s no way that Alicia committed suicide.” 
 
    “What do you think happened then?” 
 
    “Like I said before, that’s what I want you to find out.” 
 
    “Do you happen to have any theories?” 
 
    Veronica became quiet.   
 
    I waited a few seconds for her to reply.  When she didn’t, I spoke up. 
 
    “Ms. Templeton—” I started to say. 
 
    “This might sound crazy, but I want you to bear with me.” 
 
    “I’m with you.  Just tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “I believe that someone murdered her.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “There’s no way that my daughter killed herself.  She just wasn’t the type of person who would ever do something like that.” 
 
    “Say you’re right.  Making the jump to murder is a pretty big leap.” 
 
    “I realize that.  I wish I could prove it.  That’s where you come in.” 
 
    “Wow.  This conversation has definitely gone differently than I thought it would.” 
 
    “I’m sure it has.  And I apologize for that.  But I need your help.  I can’t do this by myself.” 
 
    “Ms. Templeton, I hate being negative, but you realize that the police have already conducted an investigation.  And they have officially ruled her death as a suicide.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Now, the police have all the best forensic technology at their disposal.  They also performed a number of lab tests.” 
 
    “Why are you bringing all of this up?” 
 
    “Because I don’t have access to any of that.  I’m just one person.” 
 
    “You’re underselling yourself.  I know you’re a great investigator.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.  Even so, I do have my limitations.  If I conduct an investigation, I need you be prepared for every possible outcome.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “There’s a very serious chance that I’m not able to dig up any dirt.  That we end up right back where we started.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that will happen?” 
 
    “It’s too early to know for sure.  I just want you to be aware of that possibility.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “You were friends with my daughter for years.  Do you honestly believe that she would take her own life?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Veronica replied.  “Neither do I.  So, in my mind, someone else must have been responsible for her death.  And I’m desperately hoping that you can find them.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “So, will you help me?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Don’t get excited yet.  There’s no telling if I’ll be able to dig up any dirt.” 
 
    “I’m confident that you will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    If I was going to make any headway with this case, the first step would be to head over to Alicia’s apartment.  I wanted a chance to go through her belongings.  I also wanted to take one more look at her place.   
 
    On the day that I discovered her body, I was too distraught to think clearly.  I was focused on my grief.  Even though I was still in rough shape emotionally, some time had passed now.  I had some distance from the tragedy. 
 
    That would allow me to try to approach things from an investigative standpoint.  That was where searching Alicia’s apartment came into play.  No suicide note had been left behind.  That meant the reason behind her death was a complete mystery.  Perhaps there was a clue in her apartment.   
 
    Or, if she truly was murdered, maybe the killer had inadvertently left some evidence behind.  If I completely struck out at Alicia’s apartment, I would move on to phase two.  That would involve talking to some of the people who were closest to her.  If that also yielded no results, I would have to reexamine where to take the case next.   
 
    I was getting ahead of myself, however.  I had an apartment to search.  Thankfully, Veronica was kind enough to let me into Alicia’s apartment without any hassle. 
 
    As I made my way through Alicia’s place, I was conscious of the fact that the odds were stacked against me.  After all, the police had already done a thorough sweep of the place.  A forensics team had gone over every inch of this apartment.  During that time, they had not found anything noteworthy.  If there was any evidence to be found of foul play, it was a safe assumption that they would have discovered it. 
 
    Then again, the police sometimes made mistakes.  Or overlooked things.  It was rare, but it did happen.   
 
    In my mind, it wouldn’t hurt to give the place another once over. 
 
    I started by looking at all of the doors and windows in her apartment. 
 
    Veronica seemed perplexed by my actions. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Looking for clues,” I said. 
 
    “I figured that.  What I meant was, why are you focusing on the doors and windows?” 
 
    “Because if someone did kill your daughter, they either picked the lock or came in through the window.” 
 
    “Oh.  Do you see any sign of either of those things being true?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Everything looks normal here.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean that Alicia wasn’t murdered.  If the killer was really smart, they would have covered their tracks.” 
 
    “If that’s the truth then how will you be able to find them?” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as a perfect crime.  Because humans are imperfect.  The key is to find whatever the killer overlooked.” 
 
    She bit the corner of her lip.  “I’m glad I hired you.  I wouldn’t have thought of any of this.” 
 
    “I’m going to take a look in the living room.  Maybe something will stand out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alicia had died on her couch with a pill container and a bottle of liquor beside her.  Both of those items were long gone.  The police had possession of them.   
 
    They had not discovered any evidence of foul play on either of those items.   
 
    But what if the couch was holding a secret? 
 
    I decided to lift up the couch cushions.  It was amazing what dropped between cushions sometimes. 
 
    Unfortunately, after a thorough search, I was unable to find anything interesting in the couch.   
 
    I wasn’t about to give up, though.  I got down on my knees and looked under the couch.   
 
    Perhaps something had dropped on the floor. 
 
    While it was a good theory, it proved to be a false one. 
 
    I didn’t find anything in the carpet. 
 
    “Wow, you’re really being thorough,” Veronica said. 
 
    “Yeah.  I just wish it was paying off,” I said. 
 
    “It will.  Just give it time.” 
 
    Once I got up from the ground, I headed into Alicia’s kitchen. 
 
    I had to admit, it was pretty strange to be performing an investigation with my client following me around everywhere.  I was used to having my space.   
 
    That said, I didn’t have the heart to tell Veronica to wait outside.  She had been through so much already.  She was obviously incredibly interested in what was going on.  I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. 
 
    Besides, right then, having an audience wasn’t my biggest problem.  Not by a longshot.   
 
    Every room that I went into seemed to lead to a new dead end.  Before I knew it, I had gone through Alicia’s entire apartment with nothing to show for my efforts.   
 
    At that point, I really wanted a moment of quiet. 
 
    Veronica had other ideas.   
 
    “So, did you really not find anything useful in this apartment?” Veronica asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Veronica said. 
 
    “Don’t lose hope.  There’s still a chance that there might be something interesting on your daughter’s laptop.  Or her phone.  Do you mind if I take them with me?” 
 
    “Why don’t you go through them right now?” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s going to take me a while to pour over that much information.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, can I take them?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Who knows?  Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    She crossed her fingers.  “I sure hope so.  We need to figure this out.” 
 
    “Remember, this was just my first stop.  I still have a lot of work to do before I come to any conclusions.” 
 
    “It’s good to know that you have more options.” 
 
    “In the meantime, keep your chin up.  I know you’re new to this, but investigations can take some time.  You need to be patient.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was going to be easy.  It’s just necessary.” 
 
    Veronica took a deep breath. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  If I find anything, I will definitely let you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Before leaving Alicia’s apartment complex, I decided to talk to her neighbor.  At least, I was going to attempt to.  The man who lived next to her didn’t seem very eager to answer his door.   
 
    It took multiple sets of knocks before I got any response.  For a moment, I started to believe that no one was home.  Then I heard a nerdy voice sheepishly reply from inside the apartment. 
 
    “Who is it?” the voice asked. 
 
    “My name is Melody Clue.  I was friends with your neighbor,” I said. 
 
    The door remained closed. 
 
    “What do you want?” the voice replied. 
 
    “Can you please open the door?  It’s really awkward trying to have a conversation this way.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you want from me.” 
 
    “I would just like to have a brief conversation with you about Alicia.” 
 
    I waited for the neighbor to respond, but he didn’t say a word.  Instead, I just stood in the hallway as an awkward silence hung in the air. 
 
    After a few seconds, I spoke up. 
 
    “Can you please just open the door?  It’s really important,” I said. 
 
    Once again, the neighbor did not respond to me. 
 
    I let out a sigh and almost gave up.  As I began to walk away, I heard the neighbor’s door open. 
 
    I turned around and saw a scrawny guy with glasses staring at me. 
 
    “What’s so important?” the guy said. 
 
    “Thanks for talking to me.  I really appreciate it,” I said.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mike,” he said. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.  I just wish the circumstances were better.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry about what happened to Alicia.  She was a nice woman.” 
 
    “She certainly was.  She will be missed dearly.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Mike replied.  “Anyway, I don’t mean to rush this conversation, but what’s so important that you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
    “I want to ask you a few questions about the night that Alicia died.” 
 
    He winced.  “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Why would you want to talk about that?  It’s such a disturbing topic.” 
 
    “I realize that.  And if it wasn’t absolutely necessary, I would never bring up this topic again.” 
 
    “What’s so necessary about it?” 
 
    “There’s a chance that Alicia didn’t kill herself.” 
 
    Mike’s eyebrows rose.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Right now, it’s just a theory.  That’s why I want to get as much information as I can.” 
 
    Mike squinted.  “I’m confused.  What do I have to do with any of this?” 
 
    “As her neighbor, your insight might actually be crucial.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “To start, were you at home the night that she died?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Did you hear any strange noises that evening?” 
 
    “What do you mean by strange?” 
 
    “Did you hear any arguing coming from Alicia’s apartment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about any sort of yelling in the hallway?” 
 
    He shook his head.   
 
    “What about suspicious activity coming from outside?  Did you notice anything that stood out?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Okay.  Forget about noises now.  Did you see any suspicious activity in this apartment building that night?  Someone odd coming or going down the hallway?” 
 
    “I hate to keep answering no, but I didn’t see or hear anything unusual that night.  Then again, I wasn’t exactly on the lookout for anything.” 
 
    “I understand.  I just figured that I would ask.” 
 
    “Sorry I can’t help you more.  I wish you luck with your theory, though.” 
 
    I held my hand up.  “One more thing before you go.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Did you talk to Alicia on the day that she died?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you run into her in the hallway or anything?” 
 
    He shook his head.   
 
    I let out a groan. 
 
    “Why?” Mike asked. 
 
    “I was just curious what her mood was,” I said. 
 
    “I imagine she was probably feeling really down and depressed.  That’s usually how people are right before they kill themselves.” 
 
    “Except that I told you, I’m not convinced that she took her own life.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure that she didn’t commit suicide?” 
 
    “Let me ask you something.  How well did you know Alicia?” 
 
    “We were pretty friendly, as far as neighbors go.  But we weren’t close or anything.” 
 
    “Things were different for Alicia and I.  We were good friends.  I have known her for decades.  I just refuse to believe that she would do something so terrible.” 
 
    “I know it’s a hard thing to come to grips with, but sometimes when a person is really depressed, they find a way to conceal the truth.  Even from the people they care about the most.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s some truth to it.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  Or maybe something else happened.” 
 
    “I definitely wish you luck,” Mike said.  “Take care.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    If I continued to operate under the assumption that some sort of foul play was involved in Alicia’s death, her ex-boyfriend, John McAvoy, would be at the top of the suspect list.   
 
    Significant others, or jaded former boyfriends, were always suspicious.  Especially when the relationship had ended fairly recently. 
 
    That was definitely the case with Alicia and John.  Alicia had broken up with John a week before her death.  The question became, just how poorly had John taken the breakup? 
 
    I was about to find out.   
 
    As I approached the front door to John’s beige ranch-style home, I knew this conversation would be incredibly awkward.  How could it not?  I would be asking him some very off-putting questions.  That was difficult enough to do with a stranger.  John wasn’t just some random guy off the street.  I knew him.  I had hung out with him and Alicia a number of times before.  I wouldn’t say we were close friends, but we definitely weren’t complete strangers either. 
 
    The other thing that I wasn’t looking forward to was the fact that I would have to tread really carefully.  I couldn’t just come right out and be direct.  Even though that was my preferred method of questioning, it would only blow up in my face.   
 
    With all of that in mind, I knocked on John’s front door.  
 
    The round-faced thirty-nine-year-old answered his door after the first set of knocks. 
 
    His brown eyes widened as he looked at me. 
 
    “Melody.  What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “Can I come in?” I replied. 
 
    “Uh, sure.  What is this about?” 
 
    “I just can’t get Alicia off of my mind.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s terrible what happened to her.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.  Mostly because it didn’t have to be this way.  It shouldn’t have ended like that.” 
 
    “I completely agree.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I just can’t make sense of it.” 
 
    “I’ve actually been trying not to think about it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it just hurts too much.” 
 
    “I’m with you.  Although, I feel like piecing together what happened is really important.  If I can figure out what went wrong, maybe then it will make a little more sense.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s where you come in.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Until the moment you broke up, you were probably closer to her than anyone else in her life.” 
 
    “Yeah.  So?” 
 
    “Did she seem suicidal to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m not just talking about before the break up.  I’m talking about after you two called it quits as well.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask someone else that last question.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “Why?” 
 
    “When Alicia broke up with me, we stopped speaking.” 
 
    “Wait.  Are you saying that you didn’t talk to her at all in the days leading up to her death?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “You didn’t happen to run into her the day she died then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Where were you the night she died?”   
 
    “Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “I’m just curious.” 
 
    “If you must know, I was at the bar with some friends.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yes.  See for yourself.”  John grabbed his phone and loaded a photo.   
 
    There was a time stamp on the photo that caught my interest.  According to the stamp, John definitely was at the bar with his friends around the time that Alicia died.   
 
    If this was an official murder investigation, that photo would give John a rock-solid alibi.  A police detective would have no choice but to cross John off of their suspect list. 
 
    Since this was an independent investigation, I had even less leeway.  There was no point in pressing John any further.  
 
    John lost his temper.  “Are you happy now?” 
 
    I tried to calm him down.  “You don’t have to yell at me.” 
 
    “Sorry.  This entire situation has me completely rattled.  I’m not taking this very well at all.” 
 
    “I understand.  It has been incredibly tough for me as well.” 
 
    “I just can’t figure out why you asked me that question about my location on the night of Alicia’s death.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I’m just trying to piece together what happened to Alicia.” 
 
    “Look.  I know that you like solving mysteries, but this one has already been solved.  She killed herself.” 
 
    “Let’s say you’re right,” I replied.  “That still leaves one mystery to solve.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Why did she take her life?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I have no clue.” 
 
    “Don’t you have any idea?” 
 
    “Maybe she wasn’t taking the breakup well.  Or maybe it was work stuff.  Perhaps it was a combination of everything.  All it takes is one really bad night to send you into a deep spiral.” 
 
    “Are you speaking from experience?” 
 
    “Kind of.”  He lowered his head. 
 
    “John, is there something you want to tell me?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  I’d actually rather never discuss this topic.” 
 
    “Okay.  Fair enough.” 
 
    I turned around to walk away.   
 
    He spoke up.  “Let’s just say that I know what it’s like to hit a low point.  To question the meaning of my life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m still here.  I decided not to act on my depression, but I definitely know how miserable things can get.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you decided not to do anything drastic.” 
 
    “So am I.  Even though my life is pretty terrible right now, things could get better in the future.” 
 
    “I hope they do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    That conversation sure went differently than I thought it would.  Not just because John had an alibi for the time of Alicia’s death.  He also brought up the fact that emotions could spiral out of control in a hurry.  In the end, it only took one truly awful moment to make a decision that would change things forever.  Had Alicia done that? 
 
    I wasn’t ready to give up on my investigation quite yet.  There were still more people to talk to.  Even though John was convinced that Alicia had killed herself, it didn’t make it true.  What if someone at Alicia’s workplace had a different perspective?  Or, other details to share? 
 
    I headed over to the newspaper company where Alicia had worked.  She had been an investigative reporter at the paper for over a decade.  During that time, she’d uncovered a number of different scandals.   
 
    As I entered the building, I asked the receptionist if I could speak with Alicia’s boss.  A few minutes later, I was brought to Eric Mulvaney’s office.  Eric was an editor at the paper.  He was also a very busy man.   
 
    From the moment that I sat down in his office, I knew that I had a limited amount of time to work with.  I wasn’t about to waste a moment.  I tried to get as much information from him as possible.   
 
    Much to my surprise, he was very forthcoming with me.  Unfortunately, he didn’t have any earth-shaking revelations to share with me.  Certainly none that would confirm the theory that Alicia had been murdered. 
 
    All told, Eric was only able to give me five minutes of his time.  After that, he had to get back to work.  Once I left Eric’s office, one of Eric’s assistants brought me over to Alicia’s desk.  All of her stuff had been packed up and placed into two boxes.   
 
    Apparently, the newspaper had put everything aside for Alicia’s mother to pick up.  Veronica Templeton had just not stopped by the office yet.  I volunteered to bring the boxes to Veronica’s house.  Not just as a kind gesture.  But also because it would allow me to go through the boxes and see if anything stood out.   
 
    Before I grabbed the boxes and brought them out to my car, I spotted a thin man sitting at an adjacent desk.  The man was pretending to type at his computer, but I could see him looking at me out of the corner of his eyes.   
 
    I decided to walk over to him.   
 
    “Hi there,” I said. 
 
    “Hey,” he replied. 
 
    I outstretched my hand.  “My name is Melody Clue.” 
 
    “I’m Luke Lafferty.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “What were you doing at Alicia’s desk?” 
 
    “I’m here to pick up her belongings.  Her mother wasn’t feeling up to it.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.  I’m sure she’s dealing with a lot.” 
 
    “She certainly is.  My heart really goes out to her.” 
 
    “She has my sympathy.” 
 
    “I’m afraid she needs a lot more than sympathy right now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re a reporter, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Have you heard the rumor about Alicia’s death?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “There’s a chance that she didn’t kill herself.” 
 
    “Then how did she die?” 
 
    “I’m looking into the possibility that she was murdered.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Pretty wild, huh?” 
 
    “Is that just a rumor?  Or is there any truth to it?” 
 
    “I was hoping that you could help me with that.” 
 
    Luke’s eyes widened.  “Me?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “I don’t understand—” 
 
    “You saw her every day.  Was she having problems with anyone in the office?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “How about with one of her investigative pieces?  She has exposed some serious scandals in the past.” 
 
    “Yes, in the past.  There haven’t been any big bombshells recently.” 
 
    “You know how people are.  They can hold grudges.” 
 
    “Sometimes.  Although, that doesn’t seem terribly likely.” 
 
    “Do you know what stories she was working on at the time of her death?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “She liked to keep her work to herself.  At least, until she had a story nearly completed.” 
 
    I looked back at the box that contained Alicia’s belongings.  “Maybe she left behind some notes.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “So, you can’t think of anyone who might have wanted her dead?” 
 
    “Not off the top of my head.” 
 
    I pulled out my business card.  “If anyone comes to mind, don’t hesitate to give me a call.  All right?” 
 
    He took my card.  “Okay.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I replied. 
 
    “Good luck with your investigation.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’m going to need all of the help that I can get.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    When I walked back to my car, I was feeling discouraged.  How could I not?  It had been a rough day.  Even so, I felt like it was important to keep my chin up.  If I didn’t, my depression could overwhelm me.  That wouldn’t do me any good. 
 
    As difficult as it was to do, I had to stay optimistic.  There would be time to devise ways to do that later.  In the meantime, I had some unexpected company as I left the building.   
 
    Much to my surprise, I spotted Detective Scott Webster was leaning against my car.  How odd.  What was he doing there? 
 
    His arms were folded as he stared at me. 
 
    “It’s funny running into you here,” I said. 
 
    “Funny is the last way that I would describe this situation,” he replied. 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How would you describe this then?” I wondered. 
 
    “Perplexing.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was just about to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “I shared my question with you first.” 
 
    “You’ve had yourself quite a busy day.  From what I can tell, you’ve been running all over town.” 
 
    “Have you been following me?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Would you care to be more specific?” 
 
    “My intention wasn’t to follow you.  But when I got wind that you were visiting a lot of places related to Alicia’s life, my curiosity took hold of me.” 
 
    “You’re being awfully vague with me.  Where did you get wind of my actions?” 
 
    “I’m a detective.  It’s my job to find things out.  And the word on the street is that you’re conducting an investigation of Alicia’s death.” 
 
    If I wasn’t in a difficult position before, things could get really hairy all of a sudden.  Deep down, I knew it was highly unlikely that I’d be able to make it entirely through my investigation without crossing paths with Scott.  Still, I didn’t realize that he’d learn about my case this quickly.  I knew that we lived in a small town.  Even so, this news had traveled ridiculously fast. 
 
    I was not prepared to have this conversation right then.  Mostly because I knew the discussion could take a crazy turn on me if I wasn’t careful.   
 
    The stress of working on a case was significant.  The last thing I wanted was to be at odds with Scott as well.  The question became, would the detective be understanding?  Or would he put up a stink?  
 
    I tried to keep him from blowing his top.  
 
    “Look.  I don’t want to argue with you,” I said. 
 
    “This isn’t an argument,” he replied. 
 
    “Not yet.  But it could easily turn into one.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what you’re up to?  Why are you asking so many questions about Alicia’s death?” 
 
    “Why does it matter to you?  I thought your case was closed.” 
 
    He nodded.  “It is.” 
 
    “So, what does it matter what I do?  Or who I talk to?” 
 
    “Melody, I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “You don’t seem willing to accept the truth.  I understand that Alicia’s death really hit you hard, but it’s not healthy to live in denial.” 
 
    “Stop right there.  I’m not in denial.” 
 
    “Then what do you call this?” 
 
    “I’m trying to uncover the truth.” 
 
    “You already know what happened.  She killed herself.” 
 
    “What if she didn’t?” 
 
    He groaned.  “We’ve already been through this.  I even showed you the autopsy report.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, why don’t you let it go?” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who is having trouble coming to grips with things.  Alicia’s mom is a wreck too.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “In fact, she was the one who hired me to conduct this investigation.” 
 
    “I hope you didn’t give her any false hope.” 
 
    “I told her what the odds were of success.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So, is there anything else?  Or are we done here?” 
 
    “Melody, you realize that I’m here because I’m worried about you, right?  I care about you.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “I know it’s a hard time for you, but the sooner you accept the truth, the better off you’ll be.” 
 
    “That’s what you say, but I’m not ready to give up,” I replied.  “Not yet.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A lot could change in a couple of days.  In fact, a number of things were different in my life by the end of the week.  Most notable was my mood.  After a few more days of getting nowhere with the case, my optimism was nowhere to be found.  It didn’t seem like it had any intention of coming back either.  What a shame.   
 
    All told, it was a pretty difficult Friday night for me.  Normally, I looked forward to the weekend.  That evening, instead of unwinding with a night out on the town or relaxing in front of the television, I was as tense as ever.   
 
    I kept staring at Alicia’s phone.  And her laptop.  I was sure that when I went through them, I would find something that would give me insight into her death.  
 
    I was completely wrong.  There was nothing there of use.  I couldn’t believe it.  Those two devices represented my best hope.  So, for them to be such a disappointment, was utterly heartbreaking.   
 
    At that point, I didn’t know what else to do.  It appeared that I had exhausted my best options.  Or all of my options, for that matter.   
 
    Maybe I was just letting my exhaustion get to me.  Perhaps I just needed some inspiration. 
 
    I loved detective shows.  Fictional mysteries were just as interesting to me as real-life ones were.  With that in mind, I turned on the TV.  Not to relax or for some sort of an escape.  Instead, I did it for research purposes. 
 
    Maybe if I watched a number of detective shows in a row, an idea would come to me.  It seemed like a good plan. 
 
    However, after spending the better part of my evening binge-watching police procedural shows, I was still just as mentally blocked as ever.  In addition, a pet peeve that I had about detective shows also made its presence known as well. 
 
    Cop programs got a lot of things right.  On the flip side, they also got one big thing wrong.  On TV, whenever an investigator went through a victim’s phone or laptop, they found some sort of clue.  It never failed.  A key piece of evidence would always be waiting for them. 
 
    That wasn’t my experience with investigative work at all.  I would say that more often than not, my efforts yielded no results whatsoever.   
 
    That wasn’t my only complaint about police shows.  The other big one was how quickly the crimes were solved.  Granted, the show only had one hour to work with per episode.  But through the use of montage sequences, or skipping forward in time, drawn-out cases were presented as quick investigations. 
 
    All I had to do was to look at this current case to see that things rarely worked out that way. 
 
    Even though Alicia’s devices were unable to provide me with any insights into her death, they did provide me with a nostalgic look back at her life.  She had so many amazing photographs on her hard drive.  Some were taken on the beach.  Some were taken on vacation. Some were birthday photos.   
 
    One thing was clear.  She experienced a lot of joy in her life.  Which made it all the more perplexing that she would ever take her life. 
 
    Had she just done an abrupt about-face in the last month? 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have an answer to that one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wanted to believe that getting a good night of sleep would really help me out.  That when I woke up in the morning, I would feel refreshed.  Maybe then an idea would pop into my mind.   
 
    While my logic was sound, things didn’t work out the way that I was hoping for.  By breakfast time, I still felt like I was staring down a brick wall.  What a terrible spot to be in.   
 
    So, when my mother phoned me and offered to take me out for breakfast, I jumped at the opportunity. 
 
    “That’s it.  You’re getting pancakes,” my mom said.  “A whole stack of them.” 
 
    Apparently, the expression on my face was a big signal to my mom that I needed carbs.  And lots of them. 
 
    “You know, I can order for myself,” I said. 
 
    “I know.  So, get some pancakes already.” 
 
    “Look at you, being all pushy.” 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you is all.  Do you want to talk about what’s bothering you?” 
 
    “Mom, I’ve been talking about it non-stop for the last week.  I don’t know what else there is to say.” 
 
    She stared deep into my eyes.  “Your mouth said one thing, but your eyes are saying another.  Something else happened.  I know it.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t get anything by you, can I?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Nope.  So don’t even try.  Now, what is it?” 
 
    “I feel like I’ve failed Veronica.” 
 
    “Honey, don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “Mom, she pinned all of her hopes on me.  She truly believed that I would be able to uncover some key piece of evidence.” 
 
    “True.  But you warned her not to get her hopes up.  You were very clear about the fact that this case could go nowhere.” 
 
    “I was.  It doesn’t matter, though.  She didn’t listen to that part.  She only heard what she wanted to.  She was full of hope.  But my investigation went nowhere.” 
 
    “Melody, you did the best that you could.  You gave it your all—” 
 
    “And it wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily true.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Sure, you weren’t able to prove that Alicia was murdered,” my mother said.  “Perhaps that was because she truly did take her own life.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that, do you?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the one who is always telling me that it’s dangerous to let your emotions cloud your judgement during an investigation?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You should listen to your own advice.” 
 
    “That advice is a lot easier to take when the victim wasn’t one of your best friends.” 
 
    “I agree.  I’m just trying to point out that the facts are pointing very heavily in one direction.  It just happens to be a direction that you don’t like.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and didn’t say a word. 
 
    My mother continued.  “At some point, you might just have to face the facts.  Don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel quite yet.  There was one last conversation that I wanted to have first.  I called up my co-worker and fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson.  Maybe she would have some insight that had not occurred to me. 
 
    “Sorry for bothering you on a weekend,” I said. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Lisa replied. 
 
    Lisa sounded groggy.  Like she had just been ripped from a deep sleep.   
 
    “I didn’t wake you up, did I?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I figured you’d be up by now.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I had a late night.” 
 
    “Did you do anything fun?” 
 
    “Melody, you don’t have to make small talk with me.  There’s plenty of time to do that when we head back into the office on Monday.” 
 
    “All right.  I just feel really bad—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.  I can always take a nap later.  Or go back to sleep when we finish this conversation.  Now, what’s up?” 
 
    “This case has just gone so much differently than I thought it would.” 
 
    “That happens sometimes.” 
 
    “I realize that.  It just wasn’t supposed to happen this time.  Yet, here I am, staring down a brick wall.” 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  It’s terrible.  That’s why I called you.  I was really hoping that you could help me out,” I said. 
 
    “You know I’ll do anything that I can,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Thanks.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though.  I’m not really sure what you want me to do.” 
 
    “I just figured that with all of the extra years of experience that you have, perhaps you’d be able to give me some advice.” 
 
    “Melody, I’m a private eye, not a magician.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “I don’t have any tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Did you honestly expect me to say something different?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to expect anymore.  This case has me completely turned around.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “I’m not my usual self, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “It’s a terrible feeling to be wrestling with.” 
 
    “It sure is,” Lisa said.  “Unfortunately, this is something that I have all too much experience with.” 
 
    “How do you deal with it?” 
 
    “The usual ways.  I typically start with denial.  Then I blame myself for not getting the results that I was hoping for.  From there, I feel completely lost.” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re pretty much describing everything that I’ve gone through.” 
 
    “Do you know what the final step is of that cycle?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Acceptance.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Really?” 
 
    “I know you don’t want to hear this, but there’s just no way around it anymore.  Take your feelings out of this.  Look at the facts.  What do they tell you?” 
 
    “Let me stop you for a minute.  What if I don’t have all of the facts?” 
 
    “Do you truly believe that?” 
 
    “Like I told you before, I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
    “Dig deep.  Listen to your gut,” Lisa said.  “I certainly know what my instincts are telling me right now.” 
 
    “That Alicia killed herself?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I remained silent as I stared out into the distance. 
 
    When I didn’t speak up for a couple of seconds, Lisa broke the silence between us. 
 
    “Melody, are you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I realize how difficult of a moment this is for you, but how much longer are you going to remain in denial?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    That Saturday, I did a lot of soul searching.  I had gotten very honest advice from two people that I admired dearly.  I knew that it would be unwise of me to ignore that kind of wisdom.  
 
    That said, before I wrapped this case up, I wanted to give my instincts one last chance to speak up.   
 
    Much to my surprise, my gut did not try to steer me to a different conclusion.  I almost couldn’t believe it.   
 
    Finally, the following day, I stopped stalling.  I was done dragging my feet.  I picked up the phone and called Veronica into my office.  It was safe to say that I wasn’t looking forward to this conversation.  At all.   
 
    It was one thing to give a client bad news.  It was another thing when the client was your friend’s mother.   
 
    When Veronica took a seat in front of me, she looked like she didn’t know what emotion she should be experiencing.   
 
    “Thanks for coming in,” I said. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I dropped everything to come over here.  I’m desperate to hear any news about my daughter.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too excited if I were you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I took a deep breath before replying, “There’s no easy way to say this.” 
 
    “Just come out with it.  I can take it.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    Veronica winced.  “Is it bad news?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Veronica said. 
 
    “I just want to say in advance that I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Melody, I don’t want to hear an apology.  I just want to know the truth.” 
 
    “In that case, here we go.  I wasn’t able to uncover any proof that Alicia was murdered.” 
 
    “What were you able to uncover?” 
 
    “Honestly, not much of anything.  In fact, I didn’t find a single clue.  In addition, I had practically no leads.” 
 
    “Wow.  I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “Neither was I.  This was one of the most frustrating cases I have ever worked on.” 
 
    “What a dubious distinction.” 
 
    “I guess the difference is, with other frustrating cases, I actually got somewhere in the end.  With this one, I’m right back where I started.” 
 
    “So, what does that mean?  Do you now believe that Alicia killed herself?” 
 
    “I don’t really have much choice in the matter.  The evidence speaks for itself.  Or, in this case, the lack of evidence.” 
 
    “That’s it then?  It’s over?” 
 
    I reluctantly nodded. 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  This can’t be right.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.”  
 
    Veronica lowered her head.   
 
    There were a number of unfortunate aspects of my job.  Being chased was one.  Discovering bad news was another.  Having to act as an amateur therapist also made the list. 
 
    In a way, having to emotionally counsel clients was worse than being chased because I wasn’t trained for this.  Yet, despite having zero skills as a therapist, I found myself taking on the role of a counselor while I was in my office.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Templeton.  I really wanted this case to turn out differently.  I did everything I could to find evidence that went along with your theory.  I just came up short.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t miss anything?  Is there a possibility that you overlooked something?” 
 
    “That’s highly doubtful.  I was really thorough.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were.  As you can tell, I’m just grasping for straws.” 
 
    “I understand.  I’d be doing the same thing.” 
 
    Veronica stared out into the distance.  “I miss Alicia so much.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Are things ever going to be the same?” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer for you,” I said.  “I really hope so.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll find out soon enough,” Veronica replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    What a heartbreaking conversation.  It was absolutely wrenching.  That meeting completely took the wind out of me.   
 
    When Veronica left my office, I was emotionally spent.  Since it was relatively early in the morning, from a professional standpoint, I probably should have gone right back to work. 
 
    On a personal level, I knew that was impossible.  As a matter of fact, I had no interest in remaining at my desk.  I felt like the walls were closing in around me. 
 
    I needed to get some fresh air.  Normally when that happened, if I ran outside and stared at the horizon, it calmed me down.  This time, that trick didn’t work.  I had to go one step further. 
 
    Or, more appropriately, I needed to take a five-minute drive to Majestic Cove Bakery.  It was a rare occasion when a sweet treat didn’t make me feel a little better.  Granted, pastries had limits, but they were never completely ineffective. 
 
    As I entered the bakery, my good friend, Kristina Fowler, was standing behind the counter.   
 
    “You look like you could really use some honey cake,” she said. 
 
    “Honey cake?  I thought you were going to say something more conventional.  Like a muffin.  Or a croissant,” 
 
    “Typically, I would.  But something tells me that isn’t going to be enough for you.  I have a hunch that you need a serious treat.” 
 
    “Since when do you get hunches?  I’m the private investigator here.” 
 
    “Are you saying that my hunch is wrong?” 
 
    “No.  You’re actually spot-on.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll have one slice of honey cake coming right up.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Hold on a second.  Don’t get me wrong.  Cake sounds great.  But it’s not even noon yet.” 
 
    “You want a muffin instead?  Say the word.  I’m just trying to help you out.” 
 
    “You’re doing a great job of it.  On second thought, I’ll take the cake.” 
 
    “I figured you would.” 
 
    “So, do you want to talk about what’s bothering you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that talking about it is going to help.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give it a try?” 
 
    “I suppose I could do that.” 
 
    “Is it about Alicia?” Kristina asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “I just can’t get her off of my mind.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  I have been thinking about her a lot too.” 
 
    “She left a lasting impression on so many of us.” 
 
    “Which makes it all the more tragic what happened to her.”  
 
    “It also doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Not to you, at least.  But maybe to her, it made perfect sense.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Kristina stared deep into my eyes.  “You don’t sound entirely convinced.” 
 
    “She definitely had her reasons for killing herself.  I just can’t make sense of it.”  I stared out into the distance.  “I was so convinced that Alicia was murdered.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I realize how strange it’s going to sound, but that actually pieces together better in my head.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “In my mind, Alicia had so much to live for.  I’ll never be able to comprehend why she would take her own life.  But if someone else was responsible for her demise, I could discover their motive.” 
 
    “I get it now.” 
 
    “That’s not all.  This case also makes me question my gut.  As you know, my instincts are normally right.” 
 
    Kristina nodded.  “They are razor sharp.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not this time.  With this case, my gut was dead wrong.  I’ve never had that happen before.” 
 
    Kristina opened her mouth to answer me. 
 
    Before she got a chance to say anything, I heard Scott Webster’s voice behind me.  
 
    “That’s an awful feeling,” Scott said.  “I’ve been there before.” 
 
    I turned around and glanced at the detective.  “You have?” 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “I wish it made me feel better to hear that I’m not alone.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not at all.” 
 
    “Maybe this will make you feel a little better.  If you want to talk anything over, just know that I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “So, do you want to talk?” 
 
    “Honestly, I just want Alicia to still be alive.  Instead, she’s gone forever.” 
 
    Scott opened his arms and gave me a hug. 
 
    “This is hard for all of us.  But we’ll find a way to get through this together,” he said. 
 
    “Will we?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because we have to.” 
 
    “Do you have something a little more encouraging to say than that?” 
 
    “It’s going to take some time, but it will get easier.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I know that I am.  Just hang in there.”   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    I had seen a lot of crazy things during my time as a private investigator.  To the point where I thought I was prepared for anything.  This case proved just how wrong I was.  I had never seen an investigation go this sideways on me.  Nothing about it played out like I thought it would. 
 
    In addition, my instincts, which were usually spot-on, had failed me.   
 
    That was a lot of disappointment to grapple with.  After all, in the mystery novels that I read, I always expected a twist at the end of the story.  It turned out that real life didn't always work that way.  Sometimes, there wasn’t a twist.  Things were exactly as they appeared to be.  During those times, there wasn’t an alternate explanation available for what happened.   
 
    In this case, the truth was that Alicia had killed herself.  As much as I hated to admit it, I couldn’t deny that fact any longer. 
 
    As I became lost in thought, I started to generate a new theory.  Perhaps cases like this were exactly why people liked mystery novels so much.  People inherently wanted things to work out.  For loose ends to be tied up.  When that didn’t happen, they panicked. 
 
    That certainly explained my reaction.  At the same time, I could only live in denial for so long.  It was time for me to cobble my life back together.  To look forward.  I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I would somehow find a way. 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cupcakes, Conundrums, and Calamity 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    When will things go back to normal?  That was a question I asked myself every day.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have an answer.  Nor did I even have a solid guess.   
 
    That last part was rather surprising, given the fact that I was a private investigator.  As someone who solved mysteries for a living, it was natural to assume that I would have an explanation for why my hometown had transformed so much lately.   
 
    I was at a loss, though.  That was saying a lot.  After all, words didn’t tend to escape me.  Also, even though I didn’t make a habit of talking about myself, I was good at my job.  My clients certainly liked the results I had given them. 
 
    So, why was this such a difficult mystery to solve?  I wasn’t quite sure.  At that point, one thing was clear, however.   Majestic Cove wasn’t the same coastal town that I had grown up in.  Change was afoot.  And it had turned this once-sleepy town into ground zero for some positively odd occurrences.   
 
    These bizarre activities had kept me busy.  And investigating those cases had put a good amount of money in my pocket.  While my savings account was thankful for that, my heart did not like what was becoming of my beloved town.   
 
    I would have been perfectly happy with fewer cases if it meant that sanity would be restored.  Not that the universe cared what I thought.  Life had never asked my opinion…about anything.  Why would it start right then? 
 
    Normally, I wasn’t quite this reflective in the morning.  Honestly, there were plenty of times when I felt like I was sleepwalking through the morning, even after I had a coffee.   
 
    Why was that morning different then?  Simple.  I had slept like a rock the night before.  My last case had sapped me of all of my energy.  When I returned home yesterday evening, I completely crashed out from total exhaustion.   
 
    The next thing I knew, it was morning.  For a brief moment, I felt completely refreshed after getting eight uninterrupted hours of sleep.  Then my mind began going nuts on me.  And it hadn’t stopped.  No matter what I did, I just couldn’t seem to quiet my thoughts. 
 
    I just couldn’t help myself.  I was worried about my hometown.  I wanted a sense of normalcy to return.  In my mind, that was completely natural.   
 
    Whether that would actually happen was unknown.  A slow morning would certainly help.  I could definitely use a break.   
 
    As I made my way over to my office, I hoped for the best.  Little did I know that a surprise would be waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment I swung open the door to the detective agency where I worked, I realized that life had a different plan for me.   
 
    As I looked to the right, my co-worker, Lisa Williamson, was already speaking with a client in her office.  In addition, I saw a brunette sitting in my office as well.  Wow.  So much for easing into the day.  It looked like I already had a new client.  And an unexpected one, at that.  
 
    When Lisa spotted me entering the office, she got up from her desk and came out to speak with me. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Busy morning, huh?” I asked. 
 
    Lisa nodded.  “A lot busier than I expected.  We’ve already had two walk-ins.” 
 
    “I can see that.  Did they both just come out of nowhere?” 
 
    “Yup.  Anyway, I have my hands full with the client in my office.  Can you handle the other walk-in?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Good.  It looks like things in Majestic Cove aren’t going to slow down anytime soon.” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “Oh well.  Peace and relaxation is overrated anyway,” Lisa joked. 
 
    “I couldn’t disagree more,” I said. 
 
    “You can take your complaints up with the universe.  Although, I’m pretty sure that your grievances will be ignored.” 
 
    Lisa took a step back to her office. 
 
    I put up my hand.  “Wait a minute.  Don’t go yet.” 
 
    “I need to get back to my client.” 
 
    “I understand.  There’s just one thing I want to ask you first.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Have you already spoken with the brunette who is sitting in my office?” 
 
    “A little bit.” 
 
    “And?  What does she want?” 
 
    “The usual.” 
 
    I stared deep into Lisa’s eyes.  “By that, do you mean suspected infidelity?” 
 
    Lisa nodded.  “Your instincts are as sharp as ever.” 
 
    “It’s funny you should mention that because I’m not feeling sharp at all.” 
 
    “Is the Alicia Templeton case still getting you down?” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one in town who was known for having good instincts.  It was amazing how often Lisa was spot-on.  That explained why she had gone into investigating as a career. 
 
    That said, I wasn’t planning on talking about Alicia Templeton right then.  Honestly, I had spent the better part of the last week attempting to forget about her.  You see, Alicia had recently taken her own life.  Or, at least, that’s what the coroner ruled the cause of death was.   
 
    I had a hard time believing that.  I even conducted my own separate investigation.  Despite all of my efforts, I wasn’t able to find any evidence that disproved the coroner’s findings.  Still, I was having trouble coming to grips with the reality that Alicia had taken her own life.   
 
    Not just because she was a friend.  I had talked to her the morning before she died.  She didn’t seem depressed.  Not enough to killer herself.  Also, she didn’t leave a note.  As far as I was concerned, her death came completely out of the blue.   
 
    That was why I was having such a hard time letting go.  Things just didn’t add up in my mind. 
 
    Even so, despite how morose I was, I couldn’t linger on that point.  At least, not during work hours.  I had a job to do.  For example, there was a potential client sitting in my office.  Now was not the time for me to have a nervous breakdown about a previous case. 
 
    That being said, I couldn’t just shelve my emotions.  I wasn’t a robot.  I also couldn’t hide my feelings from Lisa.  I had tried in the past.  She always saw right through it.  I knew this time would be no different.  So, rather than trying to fool her, I just came out with the truth.   
 
    “It has been a tough morning,” I said. 
 
    “Keep your chin up,” Lisa said. 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Look.  You poured your heart and soul into that case.  Even though it didn’t end the way you wanted it to, there’s nothing more that you can do.” 
 
    “Tell that to Alicia’s mom.” 
 
    “You can’t beat yourself up.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t healthy.” 
 
    I took a deep breath.  “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “I’m definitely correct.  Now, pull yourself together.  There’s a new client in your office who wants to talk to you.  She’s depending on you.” 
 
    I stared at my office, but I didn’t move a muscle.  
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” Lisa said. 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” I said. 
 
    “You know, I think this new case will be really good for you.” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “It’ll take your mind off of Alicia.  Honestly, this new investigation might keep you so busy that you won’t even have time to think about your friend.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “Either way, you’d better get in there.  That brunette is probably getting antsy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I entered my office and outstretched my hand.  The brunette then turned and looked at me.  From there, I introduced myself.  The brunette’s name was Stacey McDaniel.  She looked to be right around my age.  There was a shiny engagement ring on one of her fingers.  Normally, I tried not to stare at people—or what they were wearing, but her ring really caught my eye.   
 
    It wasn’t because the diamond was particularly big.  I had seen flashier ones before.  It was more that looking at Stacey made me a little reflective about my own life.  Why wouldn’t it?  After all, she was engaged.  Meanwhile, I didn’t even have a boyfriend.  In fact, I hadn’t even gone on a date in a while.  Would that change sometime soon? 
 
    Talk about a loaded question.  If I wasn’t careful, I could go down a serious rabbit hole.   
 
    Rather than getting too caught up thinking about my recent romantic misfortune, I decided to focus on Stacey.   
 
    “How can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    Stacey didn’t hesitate to get right to the point.  “I think my fiancé is cheating on me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “It’s a pretty terrible time for me.” 
 
    “I can imagine.  You have my sympathies.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  Sympathy is nice and all, but what I really want is answers.” 
 
    “I understand,” I replied.   
 
    “The question is, am I right about my fiancé?” 
 
    “I can certainly do my best to find out.” 
 
    “Good.  I hope you’re able to discover the truth.” 
 
    “Before we get to that, there’s something I need to ask you.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “What makes you suspect that your fiancé has been unfaithful?” 
 
    “A couple of things.  To start, he’s constantly working late.  Or, at least, he tells me that he’s working late.” 
 
    “You don’t believe him?” 
 
    “Maybe he is…sometimes.  But there’s zero chance that he’s working late nearly as much as he claims he is.” 
 
    “I see,” I said.  “Well, perhaps you’re right.  Where does he work?” 
 
    “He works for a digital marketing company on Olive Street.” 
 
    “Have you ever gone to his office to check up on him when he’s supposedly working late?” 
 
    “A few times.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to get access to the building.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The complex where he works is a little interesting.  After five o’clock, the front door of the building is locked.  From then on, you need to have a key card to get into the complex.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “Have you ever called him after hours when he is supposedly working?” 
 
    “Yes.  One night I even drove over to his complex and called him from outside.  I told him that I was downstairs standing right in front of the building.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He told me that he was too busy to come down and see me.” 
 
    “Even for a minute?” 
 
    Stacey nodded. 
 
    “Wow.  That’s pretty crazy.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.  It sounded really fishy to me.” 
 
    “That night, did you look around the parking lot to see if his car was still there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered.  All of the employees park in the garage that is under the building which is only accessible if you have a keycard.”  
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “It’s also one of the reasons that I’ve come to you.  I’m hoping that you can figure out what’s really going on.” 
 
    “I can definitely try.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Before we continue, are there any other indications that your fiancé might be cheating on you?  Or are you only suspicious of him because you don’t believe that he’s been working late?” 
 
    “Ever since I started planning the wedding, he seems to have gotten more distant with me.  For example, when I talk to him sometimes, he gets this faraway look in his eyes.  His mind constantly appears to be elsewhere.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  Can you think of any other indicators?” 
 
    “My instincts have really been acting up on me.  I can’t seem to quiet them down.” 
 
    “All right,” I said.  “Now, suppose your fiancé is cheating on you.  Do you have any idea who he might be fooling around with?” 
 
    “It could be someone from his office.  He does work with a lot of women.  Then again, it might be someone else entirely.” 
 
    “You don’t have anyone particular in mind then?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  Why?” 
 
    “If you don’t suspect anyone in particular, it just makes for a more difficult investigation.  On the flip side, if you were able to zero-in on someone, it would make things easier.” 
 
    “I get it.  Unfortunately, no one comes to mind.  Sorry.” 
 
    “Stacey, don’t be ridiculous.  There’s no need for you to apologize.” 
 
    “Okay.”  She began to fidget with her hands.  “So, will you take my case?” 
 
    “Before I answer that, there’s something that I need you to know.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I want to ask you.  Are you prepared for the worst?  And I mean, truly prepared?” 
 
    “I think so.  Although, as I’ve said before, I really hope that I’m wrong about my fiancé.” 
 
    “Of course.  And it would be great if that was the case.  On the flip side, there’s also a chance that your worst fears will be confirmed.  If that’s the case, it could spell disaster for your relationship.  There’s a distinct possibility that I end up digging up some serious dirt during the course of my investigation.  If that happens, I need you to be warned.” 
 
    “Honestly, I feel like I’m as prepared as I can be.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing.  Even if I’m not as prepared as I think, I have to know the truth.” 
 
    “I understand.  In that case, I just need to get a little more information from you before I can get down to work,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Talk about a weird morning.  Not just by Majestic Cove’s standards.  By my personal standards.  That was saying a lot.  Then again, the life of a private investigator was rarely boring.  
 
    On the flip side, I wouldn’t complain if it quieted down.  That was especially true that particular morning.  Frankly, if it was up to me, I would have taken an entire week to slowly ease my way back to a normal routine. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t get my wish.  Then again, since I ran my own business, I didn’t technically have to take every case that came my way.  I had the flexibility to pick and choose if I wanted.   
 
    However, if I was picky and turned down work, I wouldn’t get paid.  My bills wouldn’t be too happy with me if that happened.  
 
    That’s why I ended up taking the case.  And trust me, that was the only reason.  I absolutely hated suspected infidelity cases.  Why did I despise those investigations so much?  Because they usually ended poorly.  More often than not, when a client suspected that their significant other was being unfaithful, they were correct.   
 
    Ironically, despite how much I hated them, those cases happened to be the ones that came across my desk the most frequently.  By a wide margin.   
 
    In fact, it seemed like seven out of ten clients that entered my office wanted me to investigate their significant other.  That wasn’t all.  In large part, the majority of those clients happened to be women.  In all my years of investigating, I could count on one hand the number of men who suspected their girlfriend or wife of being unfaithful.  
 
    Much to my chagrin, there were plenty of women in the world that were going through the same thing that Stacey was.  I had seen this exact scenario play out hundreds of times before.  So, even though I really wanted things to work out better this time, I wasn’t about to hold my breath.  
 
    As Stacey left my office, I knew that I had my hands full.  Just like with most suspected infidelity cases, this investigation was going to involve a stakeout.  I would set up shop in front of Nick Billingsley’s office and wait for him to make a move.  When there was some action to track, I would follow him.  In fact, I would practically become his shadow until I got answers.   
 
    It could take quite a while to discover the truth.  Then again, it might only take a few hours.  There was no way of knowing until I actually began working.  
 
    One thing was quite clear, however.  Once my stakeout began, I needed to focus on keeping watch over Nick.  I couldn’t drive away to grab some food.  Breaks would not be a part of my schedule.   
 
    Whatever food I planned on eating later needed to be already by my side.  With that in mind, I headed over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  My good friend, Kristina Fowler, owned the place.  The bakery sold the best stakeout takeout food in town.  Bar none.  The sandwiches that Kristina made were absolutely to die for.  The pastries were also killer.  
 
    One of the key factors in the taste was that everything was made on-site.  From scratch.  Plus, she cooked with butter.  Talk about delicious.    
 
    I ended up ordering a number of items for the road.  While my food was being prepared, I started to stare out the window.  My gut was telling me this would be a beast of a case.  Like all good investigators, I put a lot of stock in my instincts.  They rarely steered me wrong.   
 
    This was one of the rare times when I hoped that I was wrong.  A monster of a case was the last thing I needed right then. 
 
    As my head drifted deeper into the clouds, Kristina tried to bring me back down to earth.   
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Not at all.” 
 
    “Is this about Alicia?” she asked. 
 
    That was a good guess.  And if I didn’t already have enough on my plate, I probably would have dug into a conversation about Alicia.  But this wasn’t the time or the place for that.  In fact, considering that I had a job to do, I couldn’t afford to get caught up thinking about Alicia.  
 
    “No,” I said.  “I’m just starting a new case.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    As I looked into my friends eyes, I saw something very peculiar.  Earlier, when I ordered my food, I had been too busy thinking about this new investigation to notice it.  Now that I spotted the somber look in Kristina’s eyes, I couldn’t ignore it.   
 
    “How about you?” I asked.  “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Apparently, everyone is having a stressful time today,” Kristina said. 
 
    “Why?  What happened?” 
 
    “William and I broke up.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “No way.” 
 
    Kristina reluctantly nodded.  “Unfortunately, it’s the truth.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “How do you think I feel?  I’m still in shock myself.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.  You just started dating a little over a month ago.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I thought things were going so well too.” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “Last night, he told me that he’s moving.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Crazy, right?  I was just as confused as you are.”   
 
    “Where is he going?” 
 
    “Granite Bluffs.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “Why?  What’s so special about there?” 
 
    “I don’t know that anything about that town is particularly special.  He just happens to be getting transferred there.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a bummer.” 
 
    “For me, at least.” 
 
    “Not for him?” 
 
    “Honestly, he didn’t seem too disappointed to be leaving Majestic Cove.” 
 
    “I wonder why not.  I thought he really cared about you.” 
 
    “He does.  He actually asked me to come with him.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Kristina nodded.   
 
    “Wow.  I guess he really did care about you.” 
 
    “Which made it all the more heartbreaking when I told him I couldn’t go.” 
 
    “You’d think he’d be able to understand why you can’t just pick up and leave your business.” 
 
    “He told me I could always open up a bakery in Granite Bluffs.” 
 
    “Technically, yes.  But your family is here.  Same with your friends.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him.” 
 
    “Did you try to convince him to stay?  To take a different job in Majestic Cove?” 
 
    “I tried.  Here’s the thing, though.  He doesn’t feel the same way about Majestic Cove that I do.  His opinion of this town has really soured recently with all of the crazy things that have been going on.” 
 
    “When it comes to that, I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It has been a wild few months.” 
 
    “Still, you’d think that you’d be able to salvage your relationship.  Did you bring up trying to keep things going long distance?” 
 
    “I brought up every possible scenario.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he like the idea of having a long distance relationship?” 
 
    “He told me he’d tried that before.  And that it had been disastrous.  According to him, he doesn’t want to ever do anything like that again.” 
 
    “So, that’s it then?  He just broke things off entirely?” 
 
    Kristina grimaced.  “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.  This is terrible.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Things were going so well.  And now I’m going to have to start over from scratch.” 
 
    I took a deep breath.  “What an absolute shame.” 
 
    “It sure is.”  She lowered her head.   
 
    “I wish there was something I could say to make you feel better.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there isn’t.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    Kristina stared out into the distance.  “I guess the only silver lining in this whole situation is that we didn’t get too far into things.  What if this had happened six months down the road?  Or a year from now?  By then, I probably would have fallen hard for him.” 
 
    “That would really be devastating.” 
 
    “I know.”  She bit the corner of her lip.  “Enough about me, though.  Tell me about this case you’re working on.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  You don’t want to hear about that.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  Right now, I just want to take my mind off of what happened.” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about something else entirely?” 
 
    Kristina squinted.  “Why don’t you want to talk about the case with me?  Does your investigation involve relationship problems?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to hear this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  Here we go.  I’m investigating some suspected infidelity.” 
 
    Kristina winced.  “Love just isn’t having any luck today, is it?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s a rough day all around.  Why do you think I’m stocking up on pastries?”  
 
    “I certainly hope that your day gets better.” 
 
    “Same with you.” 
 
    “There’s a slim chance of that happening.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied.  “But I can still wish you the best.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I exited the bakery with my pastries.  I didn’t make it very far, though.  Just as I began to make my way to the parking lot, I spotted Detective Scott Webster approaching me.   
 
    “Funny running into you here,” he joked. 
 
    “I think it’s even funnier seeing you.  I mean, it’s the middle of the day.  Shouldn’t you be chasing down criminals?” I asked. 
 
    “What can I say?  It’s a slow day on the streets.” 
 
    “That has to be pretty refreshing.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I’d love it if every day was like this.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he asked. 
 
    “If every day was like this, you’d be out of a job.” 
 
    “True.  But I could find something else to do for a living.  And let me tell you, the tradeoff would be worth it if this town was completely safe.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “I have to say.  I can’t picture you doing anything else with your life but this.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  Things just happen to be slow today.  I’m sure the peace won’t last,” he said. 
 
    “That sounds more like the Scott that I know.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest.  And given everything that I know about policing crime, it’s important that I take advantage of this peace while it lasts.  In my mind, there’s no better way to do that than with a snack.” 
 
    “You’ve definitely come to the right place for good food.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what do you have in the bag?” 
 
    “A couple of sandwiches.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  “A couple?  Is your appetite going crazy on you or something?” 
 
    “No.  I’m just about to go on a stakeout.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.  You want to be prepared in case you’re stuck in your car for hours.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’ve been there before.” 
 
    “Probably too many times.” 
 
    “A few too many, actually,” he replied.  “I’m not a big fan of stakeouts, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Neither am I, but I have bills to pay.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that things go smoothly for you.” 
 
    “I have my fingers crossed.  It could be a crazy day.” 
 
    This time, he chuckled.   
 
    I squinted.  “Did I say something funny?”  
 
    “It’s just that our roles seem to be reversed today.  Usually, I’m running around like crazy.  Now, I have plenty of time on my hands.” 
 
    “Which leads me to wonder, what are you going to do next?” 
 
    “Nothing terribly exciting.  I’ll probably just head back to the police station until a call comes in.” 
 
    “So, not exactly a day at the beach.” 
 
    “No.  Although, those are really hard to come by.” 
 
    “When was the last time you just dipped your toes in the sand?” 
 
    “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “You should do that.  When things quiet down for me, that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad call.” 
 
    “Of course, it isn’t.  We should actually go together.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yeah.  It would be like old times.” 
 
    “You mean, when we were back in high school?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That was so long ago.” 
 
    “I know.  But it was a blast.” 
 
    He looked out into the distance.  “It sure was.  A lot has changed since then, though.” 
 
    “True.  The beach hasn’t changed, though.  It’s just as beautiful as ever.” 
 
    “When I actually get a few days off, maybe I’ll find out.  After all, even though it’s a slow work day, I’m still on the clock.  I can’t very well take off for the beach when a call could come in at any moment.” 
 
    “I hear you.  Well, enjoy your pastries.” 
 
    “I plan to,” he said.  “Take care of yourself, all right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Will do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    My investigation began by parking in front of Nick’s office building.  From there, I most likely had some waiting ahead of me.  After all, it was the middle of the day.  Nick was busy working.  I called the receptionist at the marketing agency to make sure of that.  According to her, Nick was sitting at his desk. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t stakeout in front of a building this early.  This time was different.  There was a chance that Nick would take a break at some point and sneak out.  If that occurred, I wanted to be able to follow him.   
 
    That said, stakeouts were inherently boring.  The amount of time that I spent sitting in my car waiting for something interesting to happen was insane.  During those quiet moments, my mind had a chance to wander.  And it did not hesitate to do so.   
 
    That particular afternoon, I began to think about Scott.  My mother was convinced that Scott and I were meant for each other.  She wasn’t alone.  Kristina also believed that the detective and I should be dating.  For a long time, I wasn’t sure about that.  I was starting to come around to the idea, though.  We did have a lot in common.  We also got along really well.  In addition, since we were friends, there wouldn’t be that awkward period of getting to know each other. 
 
    Right then, a sense of irony washed over me.  There I was, thinking about possibly getting into a relationship while I was on the stakeout that could potentially bring an end to someone else’s relationship.   
 
    It was a weird life, being a private investigator.  It made me see the seedier side of things.  Not just criminal behavior.  But also emotional betrayals.  Human beings were capable of doing terrible things.  I had witnessed a lot of that awful behavior with my own eyes.   
 
    I tried my best not to let it taint my own personal life, but sometimes it was hard to keep a jaded perspective from creeping in.   
 
    Despite everything I had seen, I still believed that good things were in store for me.  Not just professionally, but romantically.  I wanted to be in love.  Was Scott the right man for me? 
 
    I could have spent the afternoon contemplating the answer to that question, but I was on the clock.   
 
    Rather than continuing to focus on Scott, I decided to look Nick up on social media.  Maybe if I went through his profile, something would jump out at me.   
 
    Unfortunately, nothing did.   
 
    The search managed to burn some time, though, which kept boredom from taking hold of me.  I knew that I approached cases differently than some other investigators did.  A number of private eyes preferred to take action.  To be proactive.  To make things happen. 
 
    Not me.  I liked to hang back.  To observe from a distance.  Honestly, if I could get away with procuring the information I needed without ever speaking with the subject that I was investigating, that would be ideal. 
 
    Sometimes, things played out exactly that way.  Other times, unexpected twists and turns were thrown at me.  When that happened, I had to improvise.  To make the best of a bad situation.   
 
    I tried my best to plan for the unexpected.  That said, there was only so much that I could do.  For example, I remember when a subject chased me through a parking lot.  That wasn’t the only time I had stared down danger during my career.   
 
    That was why I kept a can of pepper spray in my purse at all times.  Thankfully, I hadn’t used it.  Yet.  Perhaps I would be able to go the rest of my life without spraying anyone in the face.  Only time would tell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the hours stretched on, I stared at the front of the office complex.  I also kept an eye out for the entrance to the parking garage.   
 
    Eventually, the end of the business day arrived.   
 
    “This could get interesting,” I said to myself. 
 
    Then again, maybe not.  Nick had told Stacey that he would be working late that evening.  What if he was telling the truth?  How refreshing would that be?  I would love to be able to report back to Stacey with good news.  
 
    I realized what a rarity that would be.  Generally speaking, if someone had enough suspicion to hire me to conduct an investigation, it was because there was something unsavory going on.  That said, there were times where I wasn’t able to dig up any dirt.   
 
    I wasn’t going to get ahead of myself.  It wasn’t even nightfall yet.  
 
    A few minutes later, workers started to file out of the building.  Nick wasn’t among them.  In fact, I saw no sign of him. 
 
    “Wow.  Maybe he really is working late,” I said to myself. 
 
    Things were definitely looking promising.  At least, for the moment.   
 
    Before I got too many ideas in my head about this being a simple case, the investigation took a quick turn.  A few minutes after most of the employees left the building and drove away from the office complex, I spotted Nick’s green sedan coming out of the parking garage.   
 
    That seemed rather curious to me.  I couldn’t help but wonder, where was he headed? 
 
    I was determined to find out.   
 
    I fired up the ignition of my car and began to tail Nick’s vehicle.   
 
    In order to avoid drawing attention to myself, I remained a few car lengths behind Nick’s sedan.  It was much easier to follow someone after nightfall.  Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be dark outside for another few minutes. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Nick didn’t end up driving very far.  Rather than heading over to one of the residential areas of town, he made his way toward the main commercial hub.   
 
    Once he reached Patterson Avenue, he parked his vehicle in front of Gilbertson’s Sandwich Shop.  The bearded thirty-five-year-old then got out of his car and headed into the shop.   
 
    For a moment, I wondered if Nick was meeting someone there.  Perhaps a woman.  When a number of minutes went by without any sign of a woman nearby, my theory was proven false.   
 
    That only made Nick’s presence in the sandwich shop even more peculiar to me.  The eatery offered delivery.  If Nick truly was going to work late that day, he could have just picked up the phone and placed an order from his desk.  A number of minutes later, a delivery driver would have arrived at his office building with his sandwich. 
 
    Yet, there Nick was, sitting at a table all alone munching away on a sandwich.   
 
    “This guy is definitely keeping me on my toes,” I said to myself.   
 
    Despite the fact that he was alone, Nick was keeping busy.  Between bites of his sandwich, he did a fair amount of scrolling on his phone.  Whatever he was looking at on his cell, it had captured his attention. 
 
    “I really wish I could see what he was looking at,” I said to myself. 
 
    Normally, in a situation like this, I would head into the sandwich shop myself and try to grab a table nearby the subject that I was investigating.  In this particular instance, I knew that wasn’t a good idea.  The sandwich shop was quite small.  There was no way that I could take a seat inside the shop without being spotted by Nick. 
 
    This early in the investigation, retaining my anonymity was crucial.  I didn’t know how long this case would last.  If Nick spotted me a number of different times throughout my investigation, he might get paranoid.  If he was worried that he was being followed, it would be harder than ever to discover the truth.  Or worse.  He might attempt to confront me. 
 
    For the moment, I remained in my car.  I wanted to see how things would play out.  That turned out to be a good plan. 
 
    Nick only remained inside the shop for a few minutes longer.  When he finished his sandwich, he got up from his table and made his way back out to his car.   
 
    The question became, where was he headed now?  When he continued driving north on Patterson Avenue, it became clear that he wasn’t going back to his office building.  So much for working late. 
 
    Clearly, he had other plans for the evening. 
 
    “Where in the world are you going?” I asked myself. 
 
    Nick continued driving north for a number of miles.  As I followed him, I had no idea where he was headed.  It definitely wasn’t home.  Or anywhere residential.  There weren’t any houses in this direction.  This was the outskirts of town.   
 
    The closer he got to the city limits, the more I began to wonder if he intended to leave town.  If that was the case, I was incredibly confused.  The sun had already begun to set.  Where did he intend to go? 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t take very long for me to get an answer.  When the green sedan reached Dillon Drive, it turned right.   
 
    Maybe he wasn’t planning on leaving town after all.   
 
    Shortly after pulling onto Dillon Drive, Nick turned right into the parking lot of a self-storage facility.   
 
    “Oh no, please don’t go in there,” I said to myself.  “Why are you going to a storage facility?” 
 
    Not only did that seem strange to me, but it was also quite unfortunate.  Facilities like this were always gated.  They also had cameras everywhere.  It would be impossible for me to follow Nick inside the facility without being spotted.  Tailing him would completely blow my cover. 
 
    I had no choice but to hang back.   
 
    In doing so, I might miss out on some crucial information.  As much as that frustrated me, I wasn’t going to make some bold move like trying to sneak in behind him as his car entered the gate.  That was the sort of thing that a rookie investigator would do.  Or the type of thing that happened in movies.  Of course, in Hollywood productions, investigators always seemed to be able to do bold things and get away with it.   
 
    Things didn’t work out that way in real life.  In my experience, a measured approach always worked best. 
 
    While Nick punched a code into a keypad and watched the security gate open in front of him, I parked on the street.  Nick then drove into the storage facility and soon disappeared from my view. 
 
    At that point, all I could really do was wait.  During quiet moments like that, my thoughts always seemed to race.  This time, there was a very good reason for that.  Nick’s actions didn’t make sense to me.  He had lied to his fiancé about working late.  But why?  So he could grab a sandwich and stop by a storage facility?  It didn’t add up.  There had to be more going on. 
 
    The other curious detail was the fact that I had not seen Nick talk to any women since I began tailing him.  Typically, when a client had suspicions about their significant other, a particular name came to mind.  Perhaps it was someone the subject worked with.  Or was friends with.  In this case, Stacey just had a general feeling of uneasiness. 
 
    As I continued to brainstorm theories that would explain what Nick was doing here, I found my thoughts interrupted by a wild sight.   
 
    A flashy sports car pulled out of the storage facility and drove up to the gate.  This car had all of the bells and whistles.  A lot of time and money had been poured into this vehicle.  It was the type of car that existed to attract attention.  It definitely drew my eyes.   
 
    In fact, the moment that I spotted the car, I wanted to see who was behind the wheel.  Imagine my surprise then when I saw Nick in the driver’s-seat of the sports car.   
 
    “No way.  Since when does Nick own a sports car?” I asked myself.   
 
    I was completely floored by what I saw.  To the point where I did a double-take.  Once I realized that my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, my thoughts started to race.   
 
    What was Nick doing behind the wheel of that car?  And where did that car even come from?  After all, he had pulled into the facility driving a modest sedan.  What happened to it? 
 
    Then it dawned on me.  Maybe Nick didn’t come here to retrieve a box or a piece of furniture from his storage locker.  Perhaps he had come here specifically for this car.  Maybe he only had a locker here to store this car when he wasn’t using it. 
 
    If that was the case, it seemed like a curious move.  Why was he storing his car at this facility?  Why not just park the car in his driveway?  Did he not have enough room?  Did he not want to draw attention from his neighbors?  Or did he not want Stacey to know that he owned this car? 
 
    I would have to get answers to those questions later.  Right then, Nick seemed to be in a hurry to drive away from the storage facility. 
 
    He ended up making his way to the outskirts of town. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I said to myself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, he arrived at his destination.  He stopped at Old Route 74.  Before they built the interstate a number of decades ago, Route 74 was a bustling stretch of road.  Ever since the completion of the highway, traffic on Route 74 had really died off.  These days, it was a pretty barren stretch of road. 
 
    At least, most of the time. 
 
    That evening, it was more crowded than I had seen it in years. 
 
    A few seconds later, Nick ended up pulling into the parking lot of an old abandoned motel.  The place had been closed for over twenty years.  So, why was there a dozen sports cars parked in the lot in front of the motel? 
 
    I had a feeling that I would find out soon enough.  In order to keep from blowing my cover, I turned off my headlights and parked my car at an abandoned gas station.  From there, I could avoid being spotted. 
 
    After Nick parked his car, he got out of the vehicle and started speaking with a number of men that were congregated in the parking lot.  They were definitely up to something crazy.  I just knew it.   
 
    “Is this some sort of a drug deal?” I said to myself.  “Or something else?” 
 
    A few minutes later, I got an answer.   
 
    After chatting for a bit, Nick and a bald man got back into their sports cars.  They then pulled out of the parking lot and lined their vehicles up side by side on the street.   
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the men stood on the side of the road and began yelling loudly.   
 
    In addition, a woman stepped into the middle of the road and started a countdown. 
 
    If I had to guess, a street race was about to take place.   
 
    I immediately pulled out my phone and switched over to video mode.  I wanted to get all of this on camera.   
 
    I was glad that I did.   
 
    Ten seconds later, the sports cars began burning rubber.  They absolutely floored it.  Within seconds, they were going over ninety miles an hour.  Maybe more.  As the race unfurled in front of me, the men on the sideline cheered loudly.   
 
    What a scene.  A few moments later, the race ended.  Much to my surprise, Nick ended up winning.  He then got out of the car and began to gloat.   
 
    The action didn’t stop there.  A number of minutes later, Nick drove his car back to the starting line.   
 
    From there, a heavily-tattooed man pulled up his car beside Nick’s vehicle. 
 
    Another countdown was started.   
 
    That led into a second street race.  This time, Nick lost.   
 
    Although, the results of the race didn’t really matter to me.  I wasn’t keeping score.  I was more focused on the fact that racing was taking place at all.   
 
    Even though I was recording everything that was happening, I was still having a hard time coming to grips with it.  I couldn’t believe that Nick worked in an office during the day and then illegally raced sports cars at night.   
 
    It turned out Stacey had every reason to be worried about her fiancé.  He was a loose cannon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    By the end of the evening, I had a bunch of information to share with Stacey.  That said, I wasn’t ready to wrap up the case quite so soon.  After all, there might be another twist in this investigation.   
 
    It was terrible to think about, but what if Nick was taking part in illegal street races and also cheating on his fiancé?  The first part was definitely true.  The second part was still in doubt.  Until I got definitive answers, this case wasn’t over.   
 
    It had taken me such a short amount of time to stumble upon the first twist that I figured it wouldn’t take very long to uncover the truth about whether Nick was staying faithful to Stacey. 
 
    I was wrong.  All told, I ended up tailing Nick for three solid days.  It was only then that I felt confident enough to arrange a meeting with Stacey.   
 
    On Friday morning, I called my client into my office.   
 
    Stacey looked incredibly nervous as she took a seat across from my desk.  She was actually so filled with anxiety that she didn’t even bother with pleasantries. 
 
    “You uncovered some dirt on Nick, didn’t you?” she said.  “That’s why you called me in here, isn’t it?  That’s why you didn’t want to tell me anything over the phone.  Am I right?” 
 
    “So much for small talk,” I joked. 
 
    “Will you please tell me what’s going on?  I’m an absolute wreck here.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.  I just thought I’d try to lighten the mood a little.” 
 
    “I appreciate the effort, but I just want to hear the truth.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then replied, “All right.  In that case, I have some good news and some bad news.” 
 
    Her nose scrunched.  “I don’t understand.  Nick is either cheating on me or he’s not.” 
 
    I raised my hand.  “Actually, it’s not that simple.” 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “Really?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the situation is far more complicated than that.” 
 
    “And I thought I was nervous before.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m also really confused.  When you say it’s complicated, how do you mean?” 
 
    “Look.  I wish I had nothing but good news for you, but that just isn’t the case.” 
 
    “Wait.  You keep saying that you have good news for me.  So, tell me.  What is it?” 
 
    “It turns out that your fiancé isn’t cheating on you.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  I found no evidence of him being unfaithful.” 
 
    “Then what is he doing at night?  Is he really working well into the evening?” she asked.   
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    She squinted.  “I didn’t think I could get any more confused.  If he’s not really working late…and he’s not cheating on me…then what is he doing?” she asked. 
 
    “This is where things get really crazy.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “After work, your husband has been taking part in a number of illegal street races.” 
 
    Stacey did a double-take.  “I’m sorry.  Did I just hear that correctly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair.  “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Trust me.  When I stumbled upon your fiancé’s actions, I was in shock.  At first, I didn’t believe what I was seeing.  But my eyes weren’t deceiving me.  It was actually happening.  And I have the video to prove it.” 
 
    “In that case, let me see it.” 
 
    I pulled up a video recording on my phone. 
 
    As I played the clip, Stacey had a look of absolute disbelief in her eyes.  She just let the video play out and didn’t say a word.   
 
    When the clip ended, I expected her to speak up.  To have some sort of a verbal reaction.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    Instead, she remained completely silent. 
 
    I waited a few seconds before breaking the silence.   
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth, but no words came out.   
 
    I continued.  “I know it’s a lot to process.”  
 
    Stacey finally managed to untie her tongue.  “You’re not kidding.  That’s insane.” 
 
    “It was definitely a twist that I didn’t see coming.” 
 
    “How could you have predicted something like this?” 
 
    “I suppose I couldn’t have.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you this.  I had no idea that Nick was into racing, much less street racing.” 
 
    “You must be beside yourself then.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.  Honestly, I’m not really sure what to say right now.  This is a lot to process.” 
 
    “Feel free to take your time.  There’s no rush.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I don’t think that added time is going to make this any easier to stomach.  When I was watching that video, I almost felt like I was looking at a completely different person.  Sure, he looked like Nick, but he certainly wasn’t behaving like the man I fell in love with.” 
 
    “He definitely doesn’t look like your average office worker in that video.” 
 
    “No.  Not at all.  Who knew he had such a wild side?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    She scratched her chin.  “Exactly.  Which makes me wonder what else I don’t know about him.” 
 
    “I might be able to help you out with that last part.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Is that so?” 
 
    I nodded.  “You see, I followed him around for a few more days after I recorded that video.  Amazingly enough, this was the only crazy secret that I discovered about him.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.  Although, this secret is already plenty crazy enough.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t think I could handle another twist on top of this one.  I’m having a hard enough time wrapping my head around the fact that my fiancé is a street racer.” 
 
    “I understand,” I replied.  “That said, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea why he would have kept this information from you?” 
 
    It didn’t take her long to come up with a response.  “Actually, yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A few years ago, my brother died in a car accident.  Some reckless driver just plowed into the side of his car.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It was devastating event.  It completely rocked my family.  To the point where things have never been the same again.” 
 
    “I imagine.” 
 
    “After the way my brother died, I can see why my fiancé would be reticent to tell me that he takes part in street races at night.  Races like that are inherently dangerous.  He could easily get into an accident.” 
 
    “You aren’t kidding.  There could have been a couple of accidents during the night that I recorded that video.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Which is all the more reason why Nick should stay away from street racing rather than doing it behind my back.” 
 
    “Apparently, he feels differently.” 
 
    Stacey put her head in her hands.  “What a shame.” 
 
    I reached out to her.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “This is such a terrible mess.” 
 
    “I agree.  I guess the question now is, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  I’m going to break things off with him.” 
 
    “Wow.  That was quick.” 
 
    “Pardon the pun, but speed has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Don’t you mean, speed has everything to do with it?” 
 
    “On second thought, you’re right.  Nick’s reckless driving has made it easy for me to make a quick decision.  I can’t spend my life with someone who would do something that dangerous.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “At the same time, this is going to be a really tough breakup.  Until this conversation, I was ready to spend the rest of my life with him.  Now, it’s all over.  Talk about some emotional whiplash.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There’s no need for you to apologize.  This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “I know.  I just feel bad for you.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Talk about a heartbreaking situation.  And to think how much work I put into planning a wedding that isn’t going to happen now.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” I replied. 
 
    Stacey stared out into the distance.  “I have to say.  It’s going to take a long time to get over this.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    She took a deep breath.  “On the flip side, I’m glad I came to you when I did.  What if I had discovered this other side to Nick after we had already gotten married?  That would have been an even bigger mess.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
    “At least now I can make a relatively clean break.” 
 
    “You certainly can.  I definitely wish you the best.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “If you need anything else, please let me know.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As Stacey left my office, my head was still spinning a little bit.  Of all of the ways for a case to end, this seemed to be the least likely outcome.  During my time as an investigator, I thought I had seen almost everything.  But a man running out and conducting some illegal street races in the middle of the night rather than spending time with his fiancé was something I had never seen before.   
 
    Poor Stacey.  It was going to take her a while to cobble her life back together.  I did not envy the journey that was ahead of her.  I could only imagine the steps she would need to take to claw her way back to sanity.   
 
    After finishing up with Stacey, I felt like I needed to get some fresh air.  When I stepped outside my office, I stared off into the distance.  From there, my head drifted into the clouds.   
 
    It didn’t stay there for long, however.  A short time later, I heard a familiar voice.  It belonged to Scott.   
 
    “What are you staring at?” he asked. 
 
    I turned to the left and saw the detective approaching me.  He looked really perplexed. 
 
    “Nothing in particular.  I was just thinking,” I said. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “How crazy relationships can be sometimes.” 
 
    “What relationships?  Are you in a relationship?” 
 
    “I was taking about relationships in general.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.  So, you’re not in a relationship then currently?” 
 
    “Scott, don’t be ridiculous.  You know I’m not dating anyone.” 
 
    “I was pretty sure that you were single.  I just wanted to make sure.” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “I was just curious is all.” 
 
    I stared at Scott.  “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “Forget about me.  We were talking about you,” he said.  “Now, what made you say that relationships are crazy sometimes?” 
 
    “You know how it goes in the private eye world.  Around every corner there seems to be a new wild case.” 
 
    “Did this one involve infidelity?” 
 
    “Actually, no.  At least, it turned out that no infidelity was taking place.  But some was suspected.” 
 
    “If the person wasn’t cheating then why do you look so glum?” 
 
    “Because I stumbled upon a different secret.  Apparently, the subject was doing some street racing on the sly rather than spending time with his fiancé.” 
 
    “Wow.  That is a wild twist.” 
 
    I nodded.  “A little too wild for my client.  She’s going to break off her engagement.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “I don’t blame her.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Scott replied.  “It’s just a shame that another relationship hit the skids.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking.  In fact, that’s why I came out here to get some air.” 
 
    “Well, here’s hoping that your next case isn’t filled with such a crazy twist.” 
 
    I crossed my fingers.  “I’m actually hoping that life gives me a little break.” 
 
    “You certainly deserve one.”  
 
    “How about you?” I asked.  “What are you doing on this side of town?” 
 
    “I just wanted to come by to talk to you about something,” he said. 
 
    “In person?” 
 
    “Why do you sound so surprised?” 
 
    “Because I’m always just a phone call away.” 
 
    “I know.  But some things are better said in person.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got me intrigued.  What’s this all about?” 
 
    Scott looked to the left and then to the right.  “Can we talk about this somewhere else?” 
 
    “Why?  Is it police-related?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  I’d just rather talk about this elsewhere.” 
 
    “All right.  Do you want to head inside?  We can talk about it in my office.” 
 
    He grimaced.  “I think my car would be better.” 
 
    “Sure.  Let’s do it.” 
 
    We headed over to Scott’s car.  Once we were there, my patience ran out.  I needed answers.   
 
    “All right.  We’re here.  Now, will you please tell me what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Wow.  Talk about putting a guy on the spot.” 
 
    My forehead wrinkled.  “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m fine.  Why do you keep asking me that?” 
 
    “Because you don’t seem at all like yourself.  I’m used to you being all calm and collected.  Right now, you’re just the opposite.” 
 
    “I assure you, there’s nothing wrong with me.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “This is just a sensitive topic.” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip and then replied, “I have to say, I have no clue what you’re about to tell me, but I can’t wait to find out.   
 
    He took a deep breath.  “Okay.  Here goes.  Ever since I returned to town, it’s been so great catching up with you.”   
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “It’s good to hear that.  Anyway, over the last couple of months, I have just realized that we have a great connection.” 
 
    “Of course, we do.  That’s part of being old friends.” 
 
    “Here’s the thing.  I think we can be a lot more than just friends.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I think we’d make a great couple.” 
 
    “Wow.  Wait a minute.  Is this really happening?  Did I just hear you correctly?” 
 
    “You sure did.  That’s why I want to ask you this.  Do you want to go out to dinner sometime?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He seemed taken aback by how quickly I responded.  Honestly, I was a little bit surprised by how quickly the words spilled out of my mouth as well.  But I couldn’t help myself.  I was excited.   
 
    “Wow.  That’s great,” he said.  “Really great.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I think we might have a really good time.” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “So, it’s settled then.  I’m going to take you out to dinner,” he said.  “How about a movie too?” 
 
    I smiled.  “That would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  I’m really excited about this.” 
 
    “I can tell.  You look completely different than you did just a minute ago.” 
 
    “Of course, I do.  You said yes.” 
 
    “Were you worried that I’d say something else?” 
 
    “Naturally.  There was a chance that you were going to shoot me down.  I’m so glad that you didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m just glad that we’re going out to dinner and a movie together.  What an exciting time.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” he said.  “I’m so thrilled right now.” 
 
    “So am I.  My life just got really interesting,” I said. 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Caramels, Custody, and Cruelty 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    What if this has all been for nothing? 
 
    That sure seemed to be the case.  I had been following Gregory MacGregor all day.  It was part of a divorce custody case that I was working on.  My assignment was to dig up dirt on Greg.  To uncover an unsavory detail that would lead to his ex-wife being granted full custody of their child. 
 
    My client, Amy Finnegan, was convinced that her ex was up to no good.  While that might still prove to be true, it was looking less likely.   
 
    I certainly had not found anything odd about Greg’s home life yet.  Nor had he behaved improperly around his kid.  Granted, all it took was one moment for everything to change.  Would that happen this time? 
 
    While I didn’t have an answer to that question, I could say one thing.  I absolutely hated family law cases.  They were the worst.   
 
    That was saying a lot, given the fact that I investigated a lot of suspected infidelity as a part of my job.  Yet, as bad as it was to catch a spouse cheating, very few things were as emotionally brutal as seeing two parents fighting over custody of a child. 
 
    In an ideal world, I would never take a case like this.  Then again, if we were living in a perfect world, there would be no need for private investigators. 
 
    In all honesty, I would be okay with that.  Seriously.  I would gladly give up my job if it meant that the world would exist in perfect peace and harmony.  After all, I could always find some other job.  My mother would certainly like that.  She wasn’t a fan of the dangers that came with being a private eye.  She wanted me to be a musician. 
 
    Enough about disappointing my mother, though.  I had this odd case to get back to.  Besides, as far as I could tell, the world wasn’t going to turn into a utopia anytime soon.  In fact, more often than not, it felt like the world was descending into a dystopia.  Cases like this did nothing to make me feel any different.  In truth, they just solidified the feelings I had about the world tearing apart at the seams. 
 
    Before I get too bleak, let me stop right there.  I apologize.  I’m not usually this negative of a person.  Sometimes I just go down a rough path.  Not surprisingly, that tended to happen when I got stressed out.  For example, when I was working on a custody case. 
 
    From here on out, I’m going to try to turn my mood around.  Or, at least, to keep myself from thinking the worst. 
 
    That was easier said than done.  Especially on a stakeout.  You see, as I sat in my sedan, I had a lot of free time on my hands.  I was parked across the street from the townhome that Greg was renting.  While anything could theoretically happen at any given moment, there was also a very strong chance that I could spend hours waiting impatiently. 
 
    The longer I sat in the driver’s seat of my car, the more my mind had the tendency to wander.  Typically, it was only when my mind had drifted completely into the clouds that I would be pulled suddenly from my daze.   
 
      Then again, there was always a chance that I would be parked out here all night with nothing to show for my efforts.  What a drag that would be.  Cases that stretched over multiple days were an endurance test.   
 
    “Come on, Greg,” I said to myself.  “If you’re going to misbehave, now would be a good time to do it.” 
 
    What a weird statement to make.  But welcome to the crazy world of private investigating.  Sometimes, the only way for your client to come out on top, was if someone else stumbled.   
 
    Also, make no mistake.  Gregory wasn’t a good guy.  This was a man who threw away over sixteen years of marriage.  A man who cheated on his wife with some random woman that he met in a bar while on a business trip to Tulsa.  My client was the victim here.  After Greg’s behavior, it would have been nice if Greg had just taken his lumps.  Instead, he fought her tooth and nail.  Not just in divorce court, but also when it came to getting custody of their son, Billy. 
 
    When Amy hired me, she told me that Greg was a neglectful parent.  That she couldn’t rule out the possibility that he might behave irresponsibly around their son.   
 
    I was on the lookout for any odd behavior.   
 
    If I was able to uncover any evidence of Greg acting inappropriately, it could help Amy win her court case.  A lot was on the line.  That said, I had not seen him misbehave.   
 
    In fact, he wasn’t doing much of anything. 
 
    He was just sitting in his living room relaxing on the couch.  It had been a pretty busy day for him.  That afternoon, he had taken his son out for lunch.  They had gotten some pizza.  From there, they stopped into a local ice cream parlor.  After that, they headed over to the zoo.   
 
    Once they had seen all of the exhibits, they returned home to Greg’s place.  As Greg and Billy watched TV in their living room, my stomach began to rumble. 
 
    I looked down at my tummy.  “No.  Not now.” 
 
    What a time for my stomach to misbehave.  I was in the middle of a job.   
 
    I blamed the pizza that Greg had eaten earlier for this.  That stirred up some trouble.  It just looked so tasty.  Of course, seeing Greg and his son eating ice cream didn’t help my taste buds either.  Pizza and ice cream were two of my favorite things.  It was a shame that I wasn’t able to indulge in either of those things.  At least, not without blowing my cover. 
 
    In order to properly tail Greg, I had to keep my distance.  If he saw me following him, he would know that something was up.  By hanging back, I was able to keep my anonymity.  I was just unable to have a treat. 
 
    Don’t feel too bad for me.  I wasn’t going to starve or anything.  Just like with all stakeouts, I had come prepared.  I had packed a number of protein bars in my purse.  I also had a muffin and some caramels.  I wasn’t sure how much of it I would eat, but it was nice to have it on hand. 
 
    On the topic of food, I couldn’t help but wonder if Greg was planning on making any dinner for his son.  Or maybe he was going to order some food to be delivered to the townhome.  Then again, perhaps he would just sit on his couch and watch television for a while longer. 
 
    That definitely appeared to be his plan. 
 
    “Is this really how my evening is going to play out?  Am I going to spend the entire time watching Greg lounge in front of the TV?” I asked myself. 
 
    It certainly had the makings of a boring evening.  Both Greg and Billy looked really comfortable on that couch.  When they weren’t staring at the TV, they were messing around on their phones.  They kept going back and forth, staring at one screen and then another.  Talk about summing up the modern age. 
 
    At the same time, it was completely harmless behavior.  In fact, it was downright ordinary.  
 
    “Hmm.  Maybe Amy was wrong about her ex-husband,” I said to myself. 
 
    Just when it seemed like Greg and Billy had some serious couch potato activity ahead of them, Greg got up from the sofa. 
 
    He didn’t head to the bathroom or the kitchen either.  Instead, he went to the door.   
 
    Had he ordered food?  Maybe that was why he was messing around on his phone so much. 
 
    It was a good guess, but it didn’t prove to be true.   
 
    As he swung the door open, a redheaded woman became visible in the hallway. 
 
    The redhead leaned forward and gave Gregory a kiss.   
 
    “This must be the new girlfriend,” I said to myself.   
 
    Amy had told me that her ex-husband had started dating someone new after she split up with him.  According to Amy, Greg’s new girlfriend was Elizabeth Spanning.  I was going to operate under the assumption that the redhead was Elizabeth. 
 
    Ms. Spanning walked into the living room with Gregory and greeted Billy. 
 
    I was too far away to hear what was being said, but I could see Elizabeth’s mouth moving. 
 
    Billy looked up from his phone screen and waved at Elizabeth. 
 
    Gregory, Elizabeth, and Billy then watched some TV for a few minutes. 
 
    “Did I get ahead of myself?” I muttered to myself. 
 
    It turned out that the answer was no.  In fact, things were just about to heat up. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    About fifteen minutes later, there was another knock at Greg’s door.  This time, a brunette was standing on Greg’s doorstep.  The brunette was much younger.  While Greg and Elizabeth were both in their forties, the brunette appeared to be in her late teens. 
 
    The question became, what was she doing there? 
 
    Greg opened the door and let the brunette in.  The girl then waved at Billy.  The little kid barely looked up from his phone.  Did he not know this girl?  Or maybe he knew her and he didn’t like her.  From afar, it was hard to tell. 
 
    One thing was clear, however.  Billy didn’t seem terribly thrilled to be around her. 
 
    After waving at Billy, the brunette turned around and began talking with Greg.  From there, Greg pulled out a list.  He went through each item on the list with the brunette. 
 
    Once he was done doing that, Greg walked over to Billy.  At that point, he gave his son a hug.  From there, Greg and Elizabeth left the house.   
 
    It soon became clear what was happening.  Greg and Elizabeth were heading out for the evening.  Meanwhile, this brunette girl had come over to babysit Billy.   
 
    Normally, that wouldn’t have struck me as odd.  Here’s the thing, though.  Greg only currently had custody of Billy a few nights a week.  Most of the time, Billy lived with his mother.  So, why would Greg plan a date for the same night that he had custody of his son? 
 
    Perhaps the answer to that question would become apparent later. 
 
    In the meantime, I had a decision to make.  After all, I couldn’t be in two places at once.  I could either follow Greg, or I could stay here and watch Billy. 
 
    My instincts were telling me to follow Greg. 
 
    That said, I wasn’t about to let Billy go unwatched.  I called up my co-worker and fellow private eye, Lisa Williamson.  When I explained the situation to her, Lisa agreed to drive over here and stakeout in front of Greg’s place. 
 
    If anything odd took place at the townhome, Lisa would notify me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I ended up tailing Greg and his new girlfriend.  As they drove away from the townhome, I had no idea where they were headed.   
 
    My best guess was that they would drive to a restaurant.  If that was the case, I could have a boring few hours ahead of me.  The same would be true if they elected to go to a movie.  Salacious things rarely happened at restaurants or movie theaters.  At least, not the types of things that would move the needle during a custody hearing. 
 
    Imagine my surprise then when Gregory did something completely different.  He drove over to Lantern Lane.  As he pulled up in front of a mid-century modern home, the driveway to the house was completely full.  Greg had to park his car on the street.   
 
    Greg and Elizabeth then got out of the car and went up the walkway.  After knocking on the front door, a tall man answered.  The tall man escorted Greg and Elizabeth inside the house. 
 
    At first, that seemed normal enough.  Gregory was meeting up with a friend or two.   
 
    Then I pulled out my binoculars and looked in the living room window.  This was more than just an innocuous dinner party. 
 
    It was a party that featured some illicit activity.   
 
    Rather than passing around a tray of hors d’oeuvres, the party host brought out a tray that had a white powdery substance on it. 
 
    “No way.  You have to be kidding me,” I said to myself. 
 
    At that moment, I knew that I couldn’t just stay in my car.  I had to get a closer look at what was going on.  Luckily, it was dark outside, so I was able to move without being detected.  As a matter of fact, I made it all the way over to the bushes that were in front of the house without anyone noticing.  I then hid behind the bushes and pulled out my phone.   
 
    From there, I loaded up the video camera feature on phone and began recording what was going on inside the living room. 
 
    The footage that I captured was something.  Just as I suspected, the powdery substance was definitely cocaine.   
 
    “Talk about crazy,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    Now, just because a tray of illegal drugs was present at a party didn’t mean that Gregory had to snort any.  He could have just said no and had a beer.  He could have also got up and left.  He didn’t do any of those things.  Instead, when he was offered a snort, he took it.   
 
    In fact, he ended up snorting multiple lines of cocaine.  And I caught it all on camera. 
 
    After recording plenty of incriminating footage, I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “Greg, you are in deep trouble now,” I said to myself. 
 
    At that point, I could have just returned to my car.  I had plenty of dirt to work with.   
 
    In an attempt to be thorough, I stuck around for a while longer.  After all, there was a chance that Gregory would dig himself an even deeper hole.  What if he did something else that was unsavory? 
 
    All told, that didn’t happen.  But I was glad that I kept an eye on him anyway.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Gregory and Elizabeth drove back to his townhome a few hours later, I thought that the fireworks were over. 
 
    I was wrong.   
 
    On the surface, things seemed pretty normal.  Gregory handed some money to the babysitter, who then left the townhome.  From there, Gregory went in and checked on his son, who was fast asleep in bed. 
 
    At that point, Gregory and Elizabeth headed into the master bedroom and got ready to call it a night. 
 
    Apparently, the scene wasn’t quite so peaceful earlier that evening.  I walked over to Lisa’s car and took a seat in the passenger-side of the vehicle.  That was when my co-worker brought me up to speed on what had happened. 
 
    Lisa handed me her phone and told me to hit play on a video that she had recorded. 
 
    In the video, a man showed up at Gregory’s townhome a few minutes after the babysitter put Billy to bed. 
 
    The man looked to be in his late teens, just like the babysitter was. 
 
    When the babysitter opened up the front door, then man came inside.  He had a bottle of liquor in his hand. 
 
    The man and the babysitter then took a seat on the couch.  From there, they both took huge swigs from the liquor bottle.   
 
    After that, they began making out.  We’re talking some seriously heavy petting here.  I will spare you the semi-graphic details.  
 
    Suffice it to say, it was incredibly inappropriate behavior for a babysitter to engage in.  Especially considering the fact that the child she was hired to watch was right in the next room. 
 
    What a crazy night.  The sort of evening that was filled with unexpected occurrences. 
 
    When I headed home at the end of the night, one thing was abundantly clear.  My client’s custody case had just taken an interesting turn.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The following day, I called my client into my office.  Amy Finnegan had no interest in making small talk with me.  She didn’t even want to take a seat in front of me.  She remained standing. 
 
    “Did you dig up some dirt on my ex-husband?  Is that why you called me in here?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to take a seat?” I replied. 
 
    “I’m good right here.  Now please, answer my question.” 
 
    “All right.  I suppose we can get straight to business.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “Here we go,” I said.  “It turns out that you were right about Greg.” 
 
    “In what way?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going to warn you.  What I’m about to show you is disturbing.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and loaded a photo of Greg snorting cocaine. 
 
    When Amy glanced at the picture, her eyes widened. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Amy said. 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  It’s pretty shocking.” 
 
    “How irresponsible.  How could he snort cocaine when he was supposed to be watching our son?” she asked.  “Speaking of which, where was Billy when my ex-husband was doing drugs?” 
 
    “It’s funny that you should bring that up.  This photo was taken at a party on Lantern Lane.” 
 
    “Wait.  Are you telling me that Greg brought our ten-year-old son to a party?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.” 
 
    Amy breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    She wasn’t able to stay relaxed for long, however. 
 
    “Billy was back at Greg’s townhome at the time,” I said. 
 
    Amy’s eyebrows rose.  “Who was watching him?” 
 
    “This is where things get even wilder.”  I pulled up a video on my phone.  “She was watching Billy.  Or, at least, she was supposed to be watching your son.” 
 
    Amy looked at the video of the babysitter taking shots and then making out with her boyfriend on the couch of the townhome. 
 
    “This is insane,” Amy said.  “Not to mention, incredibly disturbing.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Was my son in the next room the entire time this was happening?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that my ex-husband isn’t just irresponsible when it comes to himself.  He also hired a babysitter who has a reckless streak of her own.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Amy put her hands over her face. 
 
    “I’m really sorry.  I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I’m feeling.  My ex-husband is toast.  It’s over.  If it’s up to me, he’s never going to see my son again.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good call.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a maniac.  I knew it was smart to divorce him, but I had no idea that he had gone this far off the rails.” 
 
    “It seems like you broke things off with him at just the right time.” 
 
    “I’m so glad that he’s out of my life.” 
 
    “That said, I’m really sorry that he behaved this way when he should have been watching your son.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.  He’s the one who is going to be sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “When my lawyer sees this video, she’s going to have a field day.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief.  “This is all still such a shock to me.  I mean, I knew that Greg had some skeletons in his closet, but I didn’t realize he had a drug problem.  That’s just crazy.” 
 
    “I certainly didn’t expect the evening to play out the way that it did.” 
 
    “I’m so glad that I hired you.  I never would have known any of this if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “Ms. Clue, there’s no need for you to be modest.  Thanks to you, I’m going to win my custody case.  I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to help.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Even though Amy was thrilled with the job I had done, I still felt a huge sense of uneasiness about the case.  Gregory’s actions were disturbing.  I had a hard time shaking the image of him snorting cocaine.  
 
    After Amy left my office, I wanted to take a breather.  Normally, staring out the window for a little while did the trick.  It gave me the chance to collect my thoughts.  From there, I could figure out my next step.   
 
    This time, staring out in the distance didn’t feel like it would be enough.  I wanted to get up and grab some fresh air.   
 
    Before I was able to leave my office, Lisa entered the doorway with a concerned look on her face.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I could be asking you the same question,” I replied.  “We both saw some disturbing things last night.” 
 
    “True.  But I know these kinds of cases really get under your skin.  That isn’t really the case with me.” 
 
    “That brings up a good point.  Why don’t situations like this wreck you?” 
 
    “I guess my sense of self-preservation kicks in and prevents me from getting emotionally invested.” 
 
    “I wish I had that ability.  My emotions just don’t work that way.”  
 
    “That brings me back to my original question.  Are you going to be all right?” 
 
    I remained quiet for a moment.  I then nodded.  “It might take some time, but yes.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    I became pensive and got a faraway look in my eyes. 
 
    “What are you thinking right now?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “That we have a seriously weird profession.” 
 
    “Are you just realizing that now?” 
 
    “No.  That fact just happens to be standing out at the moment.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  This was a pretty crazy case.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  Normally, the discovery that a father has a cocaine problem wouldn’t be cause for celebration.  But uncovering that detail was exactly what Amy hired me to do.  And by getting a photograph of Gregory snorting coke, Amy will mostly likely win her custody case.” 
 
    “I understand why this case made you so uneasy.  That said, it’s just the nature of the beast sometimes.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding when you call it a beast.  I mean, how twisted was their custody battle that Amy even felt the need to hire me in the first place?” 
 
    “Look.  As much as I’d love to only take cases that reunite long-lost relatives, I’d be dead broke if I solely accepted heartwarming investigations.  The sad fact of this business is that the vast majority of the cases that we work on have an awful undercurrent to them.” 
 
    “That is very true.  It’s just that custody cases always leave the worst taste in my mouth.” 
 
    “I’m with you.  They are my least favorite as well.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s bad enough to see a relationship fall apart.  It’s another thing for a child to get caught in the middle of it.” 
 
    “That does add another layer to the misery.” 
 
    “It certainly makes me question some things.” 
 
    “What things are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, at one point, Gregory and Amy were madly in love.  They vowed to spend the rest of their lives together.  They even brought a child into this world together.  Yet, look how things turned out for them.” 
 
    “What can I say?  Sometimes, things turn nasty.” 
 
    “I know.  I just can’t help but wonder how they went so terribly wrong.” 
 
    “It’s probably best not to think about that.” 
 
    “Normally, I wouldn’t linger on that.” 
 
    “Why are you making an exception this time?” 
 
    “Considering how I have a date coming up tonight, this case was pretty much the last thing that I needed.” 
 
    “You do realize that one has nothing to do with the other, right?” 
 
    “Not necessarily.  Gregory and Amy went on a first date once too.” 
 
    “Melody, you’re not Amy.  And Scott isn’t Gregory.  What happened to them isn’t going to happen to you.” 
 
    “It’s nice of you to say that, but you don’t know what’s going to happen any more than I do.” 
 
    “Granted, I’m not psychic, but I can guarantee that you’ll never find yourself in the same position as Gregory and Amy.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of that?” 
 
    “It’s simple.  This job has taught you everything that can go wrong with love.  So, when love does finally pay you a visit, everything will go right for you.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re confident about that.” 
 
    “Melody, push this case to the side.” 
 
    “I wish it was that easy.  I can’t just forget about what I saw.” 
 
    “Please don’t let this spoil the rest of your day.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that I’m going to let it ruin my date tonight.” 
 
    “You’d better not.  This date could be the big break that you’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “It certainly could.  Then again, it might be a dud.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.  This case is already warping your mind.  Keep your chin up.” 
 
    “Lisa, this case isn’t warping my mind nearly as much as you think it is.” 
 
    “Then where did that statement of yours come from?” 
 
    “Anxiety was already jumping around in my head even before Amy stepped into my office a few days ago.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Let’s face it.  As much as I want this date to go incredibly well, I’m fully aware that it could fall flat.  This investigation doesn’t change that.  It only amped up my anxiety.” 
 
    “You know what?  I think you should take the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  You need to go outside, take a walk, and get some fresh air.” 
 
    “I suppose that couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I think it will really help you,” she said.  “You need to clear your head.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll give that a try.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Just like Lisa suggested, I ended up taking the rest of the day off.  While it felt good to take a walk, the fresh air didn’t clear my head nearly as much as I hoped it would.  For some reason, my anxiety refused to go away. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  The last thing I needed right then was to mentally sabotage my own date.  After all, it wasn’t like I went on dates that often.  In fact, it had been an embarrassingly long time since I had gone out with a guy.  To be fair, work had kept me incredibly busy.  In addition, the right man hadn’t asked me out. 
 
    Much to my dismay, a number of odd characters had taken interest in me over the last year.  The kind of men that I could never see myself spending the rest of my life with.  For some reason, those were the kind of guys that I had been attracting…until Scott came along.   
 
    Given how poorly my romantic life had been going, you’d think that my mind would be doing everything possible to give this upcoming date the best chance at succeeding. 
 
    Instead, the thought goblins were running amok in my head.  I had to say, I wasn’t used to this.  Over the years, I had gotten pretty good at separating my work life and my personal life.  This was an incredibly unwelcome development. 
 
    The more I got wrapped up thinking about everything that could go wrong, the more I began to wonder what was wrong with me. 
 
    Naturally, it was at that very moment when my phone rang.   I hated to admit it, but my first thought was that Scott was calling to cancel our date. 
 
    I know.  What a terrible attitude to have.  But that was just where my mind was currently.  In my defense, it wasn’t the craziest thought ever.  He was a police detective, not an accountant.  All sorts of odd things could happen to him on the job.  If he was calling to cancel, it wasn’t necessarily because he had changed his mind about me.  There was also the possibility that he was needed at work. 
 
    In retrospect, I probably should have checked my caller identification screen before I answered the phone.  That would have cleared up a lot of problems.  
 
    Mostly because the call was not from Scott.  It was from my mother.  Talk about worrying over nothing.  At that point, it became clear that I needed to get a hold of myself. 
 
    But first, I wanted to see what was on my mom’s mind. 
 
    My mother didn’t hesitate to get straight to the point.     
 
    “On a scale of one to ten, how excited are you right now?” my mom asked. 
 
    It was no exaggeration to say that my mother had the enthusiasm of ten women.  To the point where you’d think that she was the one with the big date that evening.   
 
    As far as I knew, she didn’t have any big plans for the night.  Her entire focus was on what was in store for me.  Ever since my mother discovered that Scott had asked me out, she nearly flipped. 
 
    There was a very specific reason for that.  She had been rooting for Scott and I to get together for decades.  That’s right.  It wasn’t a typo.  Decades.  We were in high school when she first floated the idea of Scott and I dating. 
 
    Back then, we didn’t listen to her.  We just remained friends.  That remained the case all the way up until a couple of days ago.  Ever since I agreed to go out on a date, my mother wouldn’t shut up about how excited she was. 
 
    If I was being honest, there was a chance that this date meant more to her than it did to me.  That was saying a lot.  Despite all of my anxieties, I wanted to fall in love.   
 
    I just happened to have my reservations.  My mother, meanwhile, had never been more confident about anything in her entire life.  Nothing could stop her from leading the charge to get Scott and I together. 
 
    I wasn’t sure where this gut instinct of hers was coming from.  I was the one in the family known for having great instincts.   
 
    “Mom, the date is still a few hours away,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t you mean, it’s only a few hours away?” she replied. 
 
    “Go ahead and phrase it however you want.  It’s not here yet.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  Are you honestly telling me that you’re not counting down the seconds until he picks you up?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?”  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Mom, will you take it easy on me?” 
 
    My mother’s voice filled with concern as she replied, “Honey, are you feeling all right?”  
 
    “Yes.  I’m fine.” 
 
    “Just fine?  You mean, you’re not over the moon?” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’ve just had a rough day at work.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but your work day is over now.  You should put it all behind you.” 
 
    “How can you say that?  You don’t even know what happened.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to know.  I’m sure it’s terrible,” my mom replied.  “It always is.” 
 
    “Then you should realize that I need time to transition.” 
 
    “Melody, do you realize how important tonight is?” 
 
    “Please don’t put pressure on me.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that.  I expect big things from this date.” 
 
    “Mom, you need to let things play out naturally.  If good things are meant to happen, they will.”  
 
    “What do you mean, if?  You and Scott are meant for each other.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.” 
 
    “Of course I feel that way.  I’ve been banging this drum for twenty years.” 
 
    “Loudly, I might add.” 
 
    “Hey, sometimes you need to make some serious noise before anyone listens to you.” 
 
    “Well, I hear you loud and clear.” 
 
    “In that case, get excited.  Your romantic life is about to change forever.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right.” 
 
    “Melody, have I ever steered you wrong?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Exactly.  And I’m not going to start now.  So, get pumped up.  This evening is going to be magical.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    There was a saying about enthusiasm being infectious.  In my mother’s case, that was definitely true.  My mood drastically improved while I was on the phone with my mom.  To the point where my depression about the custody case left my mind completely.   
 
    By the time I arrived home, my focus was squarely on the date that I had that evening.   
 
    As I entered my bedroom, I opened my closet and started the process of picking out an outfit.   
 
    I wish I could tell you that was an easy decision.  Instead, I overanalyzed things.  I probably spent about fifteen minutes too long deciding what I was going to wear that night. 
 
    Finally, when I had picked out the perfect dress, I went into the bathroom. 
 
    It was time to get started on my hair and makeup.   
 
    That process also took a decent chunk of time.  As a matter of fact, it was a good thing that I had left work early.  By the time I finished everything up, there was only a few minutes to spare.  I used that time to say a quick little prayer that the date went well.   
 
    At exactly six o’clock, my doorbell rang.  Talk about punctuality at its finest.  Of course, I didn’t expect anything different from Scott.  He had always been on time for everything.  The only thing that could derail him was an emergency. 
 
    I immediately got up from my bed and headed toward the door.  I didn’t want to keep him waiting.  
 
    That said, before I swung the door open, I did take a deep breath. 
 
    After that, I opened the door.    
 
    That was when I saw Scott standing on my doorstep holding a bouquet of flowers.  The roses were absolutely lovely.   
 
    Scott’s eyes lit up as he looked at me.   
 
    “Wow,” he said. 
 
    He seemed to be awestruck.  As if I looked completely different than he was expecting.   
 
    Honestly, his reaction took me a little by surprise.   
 
    “Wow, what?” I replied. 
 
    “You just look so great,” he said. 
 
    “Really?  You think so?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Oh yeah.” 
 
    I blushed.  Then again, how could I not?  It wasn’t every day that someone paid me a compliment like that.  
 
    “Thanks for saying that,” I replied.   
 
    “I’m just being honest.  You look so gorgeous.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go overboard.” 
 
    “I’m not.  That’s the absolute truth.” 
 
    “How kind of you to say that.  By the way, you look really handsome.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I then focused on the bouquet that he was holding.  “Are those flowers for me?” 
 
    He had been so caught up gazing at me that he almost seemed to forget about the roses he was holding.   
 
    “Oh.  Yes.  Of course.  Here you go.” 
 
    He handed me the bouquet.   
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of the flowers.     
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I said. 
 
    “Not as beautiful as you are.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s gotten into you tonight, but I really like it.” 
 
    “What can I say?  Romance is in the air.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As Scott and I drove away from my house, I was full of excitement.  There was a buzz making the rounds that gave me a serious rush of energy.  
 
    Now, usually uncertainty gave me anxiety.  This time, even though I had no clue what was in store for us, I just felt elated. 
 
    At the same time, I couldn’t help my curiosity from getting the best of me.   
 
    “So, what do you have on tap for us tonight?” I asked.  
 
    Scott smiled and then gave a vague answer.  “You’ll see.” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “Wait.  You’re not going to tell me?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
 
    “Look at you, being all withholding.” 
 
    I folded my arms. 
 
    He chuckled as he glanced at the impatient look on my face.   
 
    “It’s killing you to not know where we’re going, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, it is.” 
 
    He laughed.   
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “You have zero patience.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that—” 
 
    “Melody, I’ve known you for the majority of my life.  During that time, I’ve met very few people who are as impatient as you are.” 
 
    “All right.  You got me.  Guilty as charged.  I’m impatient.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you finally admitted it.” 
 
    I held my pointer finger up.  “In my defense, I’m an investigator.  I solve mysteries for a living.  So, it’s only natural for me to want answers to all of the questions that pop into my mind.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re really not going to give me anything?” 
 
    “I’ll say this.  I think you’re going to have a great time tonight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  He really did keep me in suspense.  By the time we reached Maddox Street, I was beside myself.  Scott wasn’t kidding about lack of patience.  It was out of control.   
 
    As Scott made his way down Maddox Street, I had a hunch where he was taking me.  My hunch was confirmed when he pulled into the parking lot of Leonardo’s Restaurant.   
 
    My jaw nearly dropped as Scott parked his car. 
 
    Scott squinted at me.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m just in shock.” 
 
    “Really?  That I’d take you to a restaurant?” 
 
    “Scott, don’t be silly.  This isn’t just any restaurant.  It isn’t like you took me to Tolliver’s Diner.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Did you honestly think I would take you to Tolliver’s Diner on a date?” 
 
    “I hoped that you wouldn’t, but I also know that you’re a down to Earth guy.  You’re not big on splurging.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “I have to correct you on that one.  I don’t tend to splurge on myself.  When it comes to other people, it’s a different story.  Especially when I’m trying to impress someone that I care about.” 
 
    “Well, I’m definitely impressed.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I remained wide-eyed.  “I still can’t believe you’ve brought me here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because this is Leonardo’s.  I’ve only ever been here on special occasions.” 
 
    “In my mind, this is a really special occasion.  I don’t exactly go on a lot of dates.” 
 
    “Neither do I.  But this one has definitely started out with a bang.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The food at Leonardo’s was second to none.  At least, when it came to Majestic Cove.  My hometown didn’t exactly have a grand culinary history.  It was a tourist town.  There were a lot of affordable restaurants and diners that catered to families. 
 
    Leonardo’s was the exception to that.  In my opinion, they were just as good as any fine dining restaurant in the big city.  Of course, my experience with high-class restaurants was rather limited.  Still, I loved the Italian food that they served here.  In fact, it was such a treat to eat here that I had trouble picking out just one item from the menu. 
 
    There was no telling when I would be back here again.  I wanted to get something that was absolutely delicious.  In the past, the chicken parmigiana had never let me down.  Then again, I had eyed their penne a number of times before and never pulled the trigger.  
 
    One thing was clear.  I was definitely getting an order of garlic bread.  I didn’t know how they managed to make it so tasty, but it was out of this world.   
 
    Ultimately, I decided to go out on a limb and try the penne.  It seemed like it would pair well with my bread.  Besides, breaking new ground seemed to be the big theme of the evening.  Why go against the grain? 
 
    It turned out that it was worth it to branch out.  All I had to do was take one bite of the penne and I was hooked. 
 
    “Judging by the expression on your face, I’m guessing that you like your dish,” Scott said. 
 
    “Without exaggeration, this is the best pasta I’ve ever tasted,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s good to hear that.” 
 
    “How about your ravioli?  Is it good?” 
 
    He nodded.  “It is something, all right.” 
 
    “Wow.  It looks like we both lucked out with our orders.  It’s nice to know that trying new things pays off sometimes.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  Luck has been on our side this evening.” 
 
    “Maybe we should buy lottery tickets.” 
 
    “If you feel like it’s worth it, we can definitely do that.” 
 
    “There are worse ways to spend a couple of bucks.” 
 
    “I haven’t had any luck with the lottery in the past.” 
 
    “Neither have I.  Maybe that means we’re overdue.  After all, luck does seem to be smiling on us tonight.” 
 
    “If I’m being truthful, I feel like I’ve already playing with house money.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “To start, you said yes to this date.  In addition, the food is amazing.  On top of that, the evening is going really well.  Talk about lucking out.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “You just suppose?  Are you not sure?” 
 
    “I guess I could have phrased that better.  I completely agree with you.  Things are going even better than I expected.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  How did you expect things to go?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I was hoping for the best.” 
 
    “You feared the worst, though, didn’t you?” 
 
    “It was in the back of my mind.  I tried to push it out of my thoughts completely, but it just stuck around.  Sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “After everything you’ve seen on the job, it’s understandable that you’d have skepticism.  From what you tell me, you’ve witnessed relationships rip apart right before your eyes.” 
 
    “I certainly have.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t blame you if your skepticism never went away.” 
 
    “Thanks for being understanding.  I’m going to do my best not to let the experiences from my professional life bleed over into my personal life.” 
 
    “I’m going to do the same.  But that isn’t always easy.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, were you confident that things would go so well?” 
 
    “Since you’ve been so truthful, I’ll do the same.  I was pretty nervous going into this.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Really?” 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” 
 
    “Because you’re a big tough police detective.  I thought you had nerves of steel.” 
 
    “I do…when it comes to some things.” 
 
    “Just not this?” 
 
    “We have just been friends for so long.  But what if we didn’t have the romantic chemistry that I thought?  Would that ruin our friendship?  Would things be awkward between us?” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” 
 
    “I know.  That’s why it was so hard to dismiss that thought outright.” 
 
    “The good news is that you got an answer to your question.  It turns out that we have great romantic chemistry.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.”  
 
    “And, much to my delight, the date is going great.” 
 
    There was an old saying about not jinxing things when they were going well.   
 
    I probably should have paid more attention to that saying.   
 
    Unfortunately, just when things were going incredibly well, a call came in on Scott’s police radio.   
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    My heart sank the moment I heard the radio beep. 
 
    One of the big problems with being a police detective was the on-call aspect of the job. 
 
    There was only really one time when Scott had definitive time off.  That was when he was on vacation.   
 
    Other than that, he could theoretically get called in to work at any time. 
 
    Talk about a weird way to live.  At least, in my mind.   
 
    There was a chance that Scott was used to having his personal life being constantly interrupted.   
 
    That was something that I could never become accustomed to.  No matter how often it happened. 
 
    As a matter of fact, hearing his radio go off in the middle of our date was a nightmare scenario to me.  This evening had been a long time coming.  We had known each other for decades.  Only now were we finally giving romance a go. 
 
    For our special moment to be interrupted seemed like a cruel joke by the universe.  I couldn’t figure out why life wouldn’t just leave me alone.  Had I done something to make the universe mad at me?  
 
    Then again, there was a chance that I was getting ahead of myself.  There were a lot of different types of calls in the police world.  Some involved Scott dropping everything and heading out.  Others weren’t quite so urgent in nature.   
 
    I did know this, though.  It wasn’t just a random social call.  He didn’t get those on his police radio.  Some form of criminal activity was definitely taking place. 
 
    He grimaced as he reached for his radio.  “I’m sorry, but I need to take this.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied. 
 
    “Thanks for being understanding.” 
 
    “Do I really have a choice in the matter?” 
 
    “You could have put up a stink.” 
 
    “I guess, but that wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere.” 
 
    “Either way, thanks for not being upset.” 
 
    “Hey, an emergency is an emergency.” 
 
    “There’s a chance that this isn’t quite that serious.” 
 
    “How big of a chance are you talking?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.”  He got up from the table.  “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All told, it took him longer than sixty seconds to return to the table.   
 
    I spent the entire time praying for the best.   
 
    I prayed that Scott wouldn’t have to leave.  That we could continue our date.  Not just because I was having a good time, but also because it would break my heart if our romantic evening ended early because of an emergency. 
 
    I wanted things to quiet down in Majestic Cove.  I craved peace in my hometown.  I hated that so many tragic things were happening lately.  
 
    In addition, the idea that some heinous crime might have taken place during the same evening that Scott and I were having a first date was the sort of thing that made my skin crawl.  After all, if we became a couple, the events of this evening would be a part of our story forever. 
 
    Who wanted tragedy to tarnish the night? 
 
    Over the years, I had spent a lot of time praying.  It was to the point where I worried if I was asking too much from God sometimes.  I felt guilty asking for so much. 
 
    At least, I normally did.  That evening, I was feeling bold.  Or maybe desperate.  The important thing was that I really wanted this particular prayer to be answered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Five minutes after Scott left the table, he returned.   
 
    When I looked at his face, I couldn’t tell if he had bad news to share with me. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal?” I asked. 
 
    “Apparently, I filled out some paperwork incorrectly,” he said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Is that all?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Wow.  That was not what I was expecting you to say.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you weren’t.” 
 
    “Scared the daylights out of me.  By the way, couldn’t that call have waited?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.  But the chief was looking at the paperwork right then.” 
 
    “What?  The chief doesn’t know that you’re busy on a date?” I joked. 
 
    He laughed.  “No.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’d care either.  He’s not really interested in my social life.” 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” I replied.  “Phew.  What a relief.” 
 
    He stared deep into my eyes.  “Melody, are you all right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I am now.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  What did you think that radio call was about?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “Technically, no.  But I’d still like to hear your thoughts.” 
 
    “Well, I was worried that a crime had been committed.  A serious one.  The kind that would make you cut our date short.” 
 
    “You mean, like a homicide?” 
 
    “That did enter my mind.” 
 
    “I’m happy to report that I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “It’s great to hear that.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s really going to be great?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What?” 
 
    “Dessert.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    We ended up having some cake for dessert.  From there, we went to a movie.  He took me to a great little romantic comedy.  After that, he could have taken me home, but surprisingly, there was more on his itinerary.   
 
    What was next? 
 
    A stroll along the boardwalk.  What a nice little change of pace.  I had to admit, I didn’t go to the boardwalk very often.  As a local, I frequently viewed the boardwalk as a spot that was designed for tourists.  Not just because there were a lot of t-shirt shops and souvenir places there.  Nor did it have to do with the cotton candy and salt water taffy that was sold there.   
 
    I had just gone there so often growing up that I felt like I had seen everything the boardwalk had to offer.   
 
    Apparently, I was wrong.  Now that I was seeing it through the lens of a date, it took on an entirely different feel.  It was fresh and fun again.  Suddenly, I didn’t mind doing something touristy.  Although, maybe that wasn’t the right term for it.  After all, every city had its draws.  In Majestic Cove, the boardwalk happened to be one of them.  Why should tourists be the only ones that got to appreciate this? 
 
    Scott clearly agreed with me.  Otherwise, why would he have brought me here? 
 
    Scott looked up at the sky and said, “What a beautiful evening.”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I replied. 
 
    “You know, sometimes I forget what a great view there is from here.” 
 
    “Well, here’s a stunning reminder for you.  The water looks incredible tonight.” 
 
    “Same with the sky.  Look at all of those stars.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  We got lucky that it’s a clear night.  The entire sky is blanketed in stars.” 
 
    “It really is quite an amazing sight.” 
 
    “I’m so glad that you brought me here.” 
 
    “You act like this was an out-of-the-box choice.” 
 
    “Maybe it was an obvious call.  But it’s still been a long time since I came here at night.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I mean, I come here during the day sometimes to look out at the water, but the vibe is completely different.  At night, there’s an electricity to the boardwalk.  The area comes alive.” 
 
    “It is pretty great that we have something like this in our town.” 
 
    “The crazy thing is, when I was a kid, I used to come here all the time.  Practically every weekend, it seemed like.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “I was actually here so often that I got sick of it.” 
 
    “Even the taffy?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  I never get sick of treats.” 
 
    “I just wanted to be sure.” 
 
    “It was just everything else that I got tired of.  I felt like I’d seen it all.” 
 
    “How about now?” 
 
    “Honestly, it feels all-new to me.” 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” 
 
    “Maybe because I haven’t experienced the boardwalk at night in a while.  Or perhaps because I’m older now.  I definitely have a different perspective on things.” 
 
    “I’m with you there.  When I was a kid, I was in a hurry to grow up.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I replied.  “What were we thinking?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “I have no clue.” 
 
    “Adulthood is so overrated.” 
 
    “There’s so much responsibility.” 
 
    “And bills.  And stress.  And hassles.” 
 
    “It’s definitely a lot different than being a kid.” 
 
    I stared out into the distance.  “Oh, what I’d give to be a kid again.” 
 
    “You’re not alone.  Remember play time?  And nap time?  And snack time?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.  Those were all the best times.” 
 
    “They were certainly some of the best times.  There are perks to being an adult too.” 
 
    “True.  Like going out on dates.  Amongst other things.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “My point is that when I was a kid, I didn’t appreciate how easy I had it.” 
 
    Scott threw out his arms.  “Did anyone?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Probably not.  I want to do my best to learn from my mistakes now, though.” 
 
    “How do you plan on doing that?” 
 
    “By taking cues from the past.  By appreciating this moment.  Just being here with you.  Having fun.  Not looking forward to the future.” 
 
    “There is something to be said for living in the moment.” 
 
    “Especially a moment like this.  It has been a wonderful evening.” 
 
    “I agree.  And the night isn’t over yet.” 
 
    “Do you have more plans?” 
 
    “Speaking of living in the moment, how about we split a bag of taffy?” 
 
    “I love the sound of that.” 
 
    He smiled.  “I thought you would.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the date had to end at some point.  What a real shame.  It felt like one of those evenings that could go on forever.  Of course, the clock on my phone said otherwise.  It was actually getting pretty late.  Midnight was fast approaching.  
 
    Not that there was a cutoff time for a date or anything.  It was more that we both had work in the morning.  Besides, there was something to be said for not overstaying our welcome.  It had been a magical evening.  There was no reason to risk things getting stale.   
 
    Scott drove me back home and then walked with me up to my front door. 
 
    “So, I guess this is it,” he said. 
 
    “It is.  Or, at least, it should be.  I’m having trouble saying good-bye, though,” I replied. 
 
    “You’re not alone.  It isn’t easy saying goodnight.” 
 
    “Especially after a date like this.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.” 
 
    “I have to say, tonight was wonderful.  I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me.” 
 
    “I disagree.  You showed me a great time,” I said. 
 
    “Let me tell you something.  You were wonderful as well,” he replied. 
 
    “You know, we could stand here and compliment each other all night.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Rather than doing that, why don’t we just say that a good time was had by all?” 
 
    “Agreed.  In fact, my only complaint is that it has to come to an end.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  There’s always tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’d like to go out again?” he asked. 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” I replied. 
 
    “I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.” 
 
    “I’m going to make myself perfectly clear.  I would love to go out with you again.” 
 
    He smiled.  “I’m so happy to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m over the moon as well.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a great way to end the evening.  Now I have something to look forward to.” 
 
    “You and me both.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, I guess this is goodnight then.” 
 
    “I suppose it is.” 
 
    He smiled at me one more time and then turned around.   
 
    At that point, I could have put my key in the door and headed inside.   
 
    I didn’t, though.  Instead, I just stood on the doorstep and watched him move down my walkway. 
 
    Much to my surprise, he stopped before he reached my driveway and turned back around. 
 
    “Actually, there is one more thing I’d like to say before I go,” he remarked. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking.  There’s one thing that can make this evening even better.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He rejoined me on the doorstep and gazed deep into my eyes.   
 
    He then said, “I’ve been wanting to do this all night.” 
 
    Scott leaned in and gave me a deep kiss.  As our lips pressed, I went weak in the knees.  What an amazing kiss.  To the point where I didn’t want it to end. 
 
    Scott did finally pull back, however.  When he did, there was a smitten look in his eyes.   
 
    “I hope I wasn’t too forward,” he said. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  That was incredible.” 
 
    “Good.  Then maybe you won’t mind if I kiss you again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind in the least.” 
 
    His eyes lit up.  He then leaned in and gave me another kiss.   
 
    Talk about a sweet way to end an evening.  This was suddenly the best first date that I had ever gone on.  Which made me wonder what our second date would be like. 
 
    I would certainly find out soon enough.  In the meantime, I was determined to savor this moment. 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Brownies, Bistros, and Betrayal 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “We’re on quite a streak, aren’t we?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s been refreshingly peaceful in Majestic Cove for a couple of weeks,” Detective Scott Webster replied. 
 
    “I was actually talking about how many great dates we’ve had in a row.” 
 
    My detective boyfriend smiled at me.  “That has also been wonderful.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I haven’t been this happy in a long time.” 
 
    “It has been quite a while for me as well.  Too long, in fact.” 
 
    “Guess we’re both just making up for lost time.” 
 
    “I certainly don’t want this ride to end.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be great?  Both romantically and professionally.” 
 
    “I can’t speak for your detective work, but I don’t see any reason why things wouldn’t continue to be great for us.” 
 
    “I love this new optimism of yours.  I’m so used to you being a skeptic.” 
 
    “Can you blame me?  Look at all the crazy things I’ve seen at my job,” I said. 
 
    As a private eye, I had investigated countless wild cases.  Some involved infidelity.  Others involved insurance fraud.  A few were focused on tracking down long-lost relatives.  During that time, I had also investigated a few deaths.   
 
    “We’ve both witnessed the darker side of humanity,” Scott replied.  “Honestly, no one would blame us if we told them that all relationships were doomed to fail.” 
 
    “For a while, I believed that.” 
 
    “Not anymore, though?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  Now I think that with the right situation, you can make it work.” 
 
    “That’s great to know.” 
 
    “Don’t you agree?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not alone.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something.  As long as I’m around, you’ll never be alone.” 
 
    “You sure know how to make a woman’s heart melt.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I had that power.” 
 
    “Now that you know, be sure to use it wisely.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He then leaned in and gave me a kiss. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The following morning at Majestic Cove Bakery, my mother didn’t hesitate to gloat.  You see, she had been telling me for years that Scott and I should get together.  At first, I didn’t believe her.  Finally, I warmed up to the idea.  All it took was one date to realize that my mother was correct.   
 
    Since that wonderful first date, Scott and I had gone out a number of additional times.  Much to my delight, each new date was better than the last.   
 
    That morning at the bakery, my mother was looking for some kudos.   
 
    “I was spot-on, wasn’t I?” my mother asked. 
 
    I chuckled.  “It didn’t take you long to say I told you so, did it?”  
 
    My mom shook her head.  “Nope.  And I’m going to keep saying it.” 
 
    “Thanks for the fair warning.” 
 
    “Melody, you owe me a genuine thank you.  After all, I called you and Scott being a great couple over twenty years ago.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “Which makes me wonder, what if you had listened to me back then?  How different would your life be now?” 
 
    “What does it matter?  The past has already been written.  Besides, Scott and I are together now.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m over the moon about that.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “You two make such a delightful couple.” 
 
    “I’m definitely excited to see what the future has in store for us.” 
 
    “Only great things, I imagine.” 
 
    “If you’re right, I wouldn’t complain.” 
 
    My mom put her hands on her hips.  “What do you mean, if I’m right?  Aren’t you ready to take my words at face value yet?” 
 
    “Mom, just because you were right about one thing doesn’t mean that you’re correct about everything.” 
 
    “We’ll have to agree to disagree about that.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “I’m sorry.  Do you have some sort of psychic powers suddenly that I’m not aware of?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.”   
 
    “I just have a great intuition.  Which, by the way, you should be really appreciative of.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because if I didn’t have such reliable gut instincts, then I wouldn’t have been able to pass that trait on to you.  What kind of private investigator would you be then?” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re just taking credit for everything today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m only taking credit that’s due to me.  In some cases, long overdue.” 
 
    I laughed and then shook my head.  “You’re something, you know that?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Since you’re feeling particularly bold, why don’t you help me out with this case?” 
 
    “I wish I could.” 
 
    “Why are you being so timid all of a sudden?” 
 
    “When it comes to love, I have great instincts.  But digging up dirt is your specialty.” 
 
    “All right.  If you say so.” 
 
    “Good luck with the case…and with Scott.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Now, time to go treat myself,” my mom said.  “I deserve some chocolate.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I headed over to the detective agency where I worked.  Generally, I liked to ease my way into my work day.  That morning, I wasn’t able to do that.   
 
    Shortly after I unlocked the front door to the agency, a potential new client entered.  And he meant business.  I was barely able to introduce myself before Steven McMurray blurted out why he had come to my office. 
 
    “There is trouble brewing at my restaurant,” Steven said. 
 
    So much for small talk. 
 
    In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised by his candor.  After all, Steven was in the food industry.  It was a fast-paced line of work.  So much had to be accomplished in any given day that there was no time to mess around. 
 
    Steven didn’t just work in any restaurant.  He ran the Majestic Cove Bistro on Third Street.  It was a great little place.  I had eaten there a few times.  The food was delicious. 
 
    It did not bring me joy to hear that trouble was afoot at Steven’s establishment.  It was always a shame when I discovered that businesses I enjoyed were experiencing difficulty.  In this particular case, the situation was even worse because Steven had come to me to conduct an investigation into his business. 
 
    I had to admit, this was a pretty rare type of case for me.  As a private eye, most of my work centered around romantic relationships.  More specifically, whether a significant other was being unfaithful to their partner.  When I was hired to work on a business-related case, it typically involved conducting a background check.  Or looking into insurance fraud.  This was a different animal.  Or, so it seemed.  I didn’t have all of the details yet. 
 
    “What kind of trouble are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure.  But trouble is definitely brewing.  I can feel it.” 
 
    “Mr. McMurray, can you be a little more specific?” 
 
    “I wish I could.  Unfortunately, I don’t have any details to share with you.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that.  Then again, if I knew exactly what was happening behind the scene, I wouldn’t need to hire you, would I?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “I came here because I need help.  It’s hard enough running a business without feeling the need to look over your shoulder every second of the day.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “It’s also a terrible feeling, worrying that your own staff is actively plotting against you.” 
 
    “I know you don’t have concrete details, but what makes you so certain that your staff is getting ready to turn against you?” 
 
    “It’s just a feeling that I have in my gut.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard any whispers then?” 
 
    “No.  I have noticed a number of staff members getting uncharacteristically quiet when they see me.” 
 
    “Have you asked them why?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They just tell me that I’m being paranoid.” 
 
    I scratched my chin.  “Hmm.  Interesting.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean infuriating?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “To be fair, getting the truth out of my employees was always going to be a tall task.  They always get tense around me.  Probably because they are afraid of saying the wrong thing.” 
 
    “That makes sense.  At previous jobs, I tried to avoid talking to my boss.  I was afraid of getting in trouble, even if I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “That’s why you’ll be the perfect person to uncover what’s really going on at my restaurant.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.  What makes you think your staff will be more open with me than they were with you?  If they find out that a private investigator is poking her head around, they might completely clam up.” 
 
    “That’s why I want you to go undercover.” 
 
    I did a double-take.  “I’m sorry.  Did I just hear that correctly?” 
 
    “I want you to spend the rest of the week posing as a new employee at my restaurant.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “The way I see it, that will give you the best chance of getting my employees to talk to you.  If they feel like you’re just like them, maybe they’ll give you the scoop on how they are feeling.” 
 
    “That might work.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “I think this has a really good shot of working.  The question is, are you up to it?” 
 
    “I can certainly give it a try.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited.  There’s a very real chance that I’m not able to uncover anything crazy by the end of the week.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll just have you come back next week.” 
 
    “That brings up an interesting point.  Normally, I just do surveillance.  Stakeouts are my specialty.  If you legitimately want me to go undercover, I charge extra for that.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Ms. Clue, this is my business we’re talking about.  My livelihood.  I’ve spent over a decade building an incredible customer base for my bistro.  I’m not going to let all of that be put in jeopardy.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Great.  It’s settled then.  Get ready to go undercover.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    A few hours later 
 
      
 
    I felt like I was going to pass out.  Not because I had been drugged, or beaten, or anything crazy like that.  Although, given the fact that I was a private investigator, none of those things were out of the realm of possibility for my profession. 
 
    The reason I was on the verge of passing out was because I was dead tired.  Physical exhaustion wasn’t something that I experienced very often while working on a case.  That was because most of my investigations involved me performing surveillance from afar.  Conducting a stakeout was traditionally a sedentary activity.  Occasionally, during the course of an evening, I would creep up in the shadows or hide behind a bush.  That was rare, however. 
 
    This particular case was far different than anything I was accustomed to.  Going undercover was not something I was terribly comfortable with.  Honestly, if it wasn’t for the added cash, I wouldn’t have taken this assignment. 
 
    What I failed to realize until I arrived at Steven’s restaurant was just how physically demanding this case would be.  You see, there were a number of different positions within the bistro that he could have assigned me to.  For example, hostess.  Or bartender.  Or line cook.   
 
    That wasn’t what he went with.  He elected to have me work as a waitress.  I could have argued with him, but it was the right call.  At least, for the investigation.  My aching muscles did not agree with that decision.   
 
    Despite the protest from my body, it was a good call for me to wait tables.  Unlike the other positions in the bistro, I was able to move freely throughout the restaurant.  That certainly wasn’t the case with a cook.  They spent most of their shift in the kitchen.  Meanwhile, bartenders spent most of their shift in a confined area as well.  A hostess was able to have far more mobility, but they still spent the majority of their shifts in the front of the restaurant.   
 
    Other than managers, servers were the only employees that were able to cover every inch of the restaurant throughout their day.  While waiting tables gave me the freedom of movement, being on my feet for eight solid hours was grueling.   
 
    Halfway through my first shift, my feet were as sore as could be.  I thought I had properly prepared myself.  After all, this wasn’t my first time being a server.  I had waited tables back in college.  Even though that was a while ago, I didn’t believe that much had changed in the profession over the years.  
 
    Other than the new computer system for inputting orders and cashing out guests, the job itself was the same as always.  I was just a lot different than I was back in college.  More specifically, I was nearly as limber or spry as I used to be.  In addition, my muscles got sore a lot quicker.   
 
    It also became clear that I had forgotten how stressful waiting tables was.  Or, maybe I had intentionally blocked that part out.  One thing was definitely for certain.  Waiting tables was a younger person’s game.   
 
    I said that knowing all-too well that I wasn’t exactly old myself.  But in restaurant terms, thirty-nine was getting up there in age.   
 
    It didn’t seem to matter that I was wearing the most comfortable pair of shoes that I owned.  Apparently, no amount of memory foam in the soles of those sneakers would give my feet the cushion they wanted.   
 
    If there was ever a time for a case to get wrapped up quickly, it was right then.  I desperately wanted to catch a break.  If I had to stay undercover all week, I would need the world’s biggest foot massage by the time the weekend arrived.   
 
    Unfortunately, even though I prayed for this case to end sooner rather than later, it didn’t seem like that would happen.  In fact, during my entire first shift, I spent all of my time trying to absorb the new information that was being thrown at me.   
 
    Julie Norton had been assigned to train me.  The slim brunette was my age.  Time had not been kind to her, however.  She looked ten years older than me.  There was a world-weary look in her hazel eyes.  I didn’t blame her.  This was a tough way to make a living.  Servers dealt with a lot of mistreatment from customers.  And wait staff didn’t get tipped nearly well enough.   
 
    All I had to do was take one look in Julie’s eyes to know that she had some stories to tell.  Whether I’d be able to get any useful information out of her was another matter.  It wouldn’t be easy.  I kept trying to make inroads with her by throwing questions her way, but she didn’t bite on any of them. 
 
    I had to hand it to her, she wanted me to be as well-trained as possible.  That afternoon, she had no time for gossip.  She was too busy going over the menu items with me.  And explaining the different stations at the restaurant.  Not to mention detailing the various side duties that servers were responsible for.  She also spent a good deal of time going over the various table numbers with me.  If that wasn’t enough to process, we also had actual customers to wait on.   
 
    With everything that was taking place, the first four hours of my shift went by in a blur.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was so thankful when a break finally arrived.  Julie then headed out to the alleyway that was beside the restaurant.  She immediately lit up a smoke.   
 
    I figured this might be a good opportunity to get her to open up to me.  It turned out that I was wrong.   
 
    “Do your feet hurt?” I asked. 
 
    Julie grimaced.  “Can I answer that question later?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Why later?” 
 
    Julie pulled out her phone.  “I was hoping you could give me a few moments alone.  We only get ten minutes for our break and I want to call my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.  Take all the time you need.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Julie walked away and dialed her boyfriend’s phone number. 
 
    At that point, it was hard not to feel a little discouraged.  I had been trying so hard to get her to open up to me.  This seemed like a golden opportunity.   
 
    Even though I didn’t smoke, and never had, I remained in the alleyway.   
 
    This seemed like a place where a lot of the employees would congregate on their breaks.  I would keep that in mind for the future. 
 
    There was another reason that I remained in the alley that evening.   
 
    It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that I would overhear something interesting in Julie’s conversation with her boyfriend. 
 
    Imagine my surprise then when Julie spent eight minutes not saying a single word about her workday.  Instead, her conversation was solely focused on events that were taking place in her boyfriend’s life.  What a shame.   
 
    By the time Julie got off of the phone, break time was over.  We headed back inside and resumed waiting tables.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A number of minutes later, an interesting interaction took place in the kitchen of the restaurant.  I don’t know if you’ve ever worked in a restaurant, but the kitchen was a place where a lot of yelling took place.  Typically, that screaming involved the head chef barking orders at line cooks.  Occasionally, the head chef would target individual servers.   
 
    When it came to the Majestic Cove Bistro, Dietrich Muller was the resident hot head.  Dietrich wasn’t just the head chef.  He was a man who radiated arrogance.   
 
    At that particular moment, his target was Julie.  Dietrich yelled at my co-worker the moment he spotted her entering the kitchen. 
 
    “Julie, what do you think you’re doing?” Dietrich yelled. 
 
    Julie put her hand up.  “Calm down.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare talk to me that way.  Where have you been?” 
 
    “Waiting tables.” 
 
    “You mean, you’ve been letting my food get cold.” 
 
    Julie scoffed.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  How long has this order been up, sixty seconds?” 
 
    “Every second counts.  I do not cook amazing food to have it sitting on the shelf.” 
 
    “How about you stop lecturing me?  The longer you ramble on, the colder your food is getting.” 
 
    “You’d better come right back.  Your order for table five will be ready in a minute.” 
 
    Julie grabbed the plates that were on the shelf.  “Hold your horses.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m coming right back.” 
 
    “Good,” Dietrich said. 
 
    Julie headed back toward the dining room.  I followed her.   
 
    As Julie walked away, I heard her groan.   
 
    Throughout the work shift, Julie had done a commendable job of keeping her cool.  That said, I could tell that Dietrich had gotten under her skin.  It seemed like a good time to throw a couple of questions her way.  She might be taken off guard and give me an incredibly candid answer. 
 
    “Is he always that unpleasant?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Julie said. 
 
    “Yikes.  How do you deal with that, day in and day out?” 
 
    “What other choice do I have?  Dealing with Dietrich is just an occupational hazard.” 
 
    “Have you ever complained to Steven about Dietrich?” 
 
    “Why would I waste my time doing that?” 
 
    “What makes you think it would be such a waste of time?” 
 
    “Stick around a little while.  You’ll see.  Steven let’s Dietrich handle the kitchen however he sees fit.” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “Why?” 
 
    “Wait.  You haven’t heard?  Dietrich is a culinary genius.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “Is that so?” 
 
    “Those are Dietrich’s words, not mine.  But Steven definitely believes that Dietrich is some sort of a food magician.” 
 
    “So, Dietrich just gets to yell at whoever he wants?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “How does the rest of the staff feel about that?” 
 
    “Like I said before, dealing with Dietrich is an occupational hazard.  Speaking of which, we need to get this food to table eight right now.  Otherwise, the culinary genius is really going to let us have it.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Julie another question, but I couldn’t get it out in time.  Julie was on a mission to serve that food.  What a shame too.  The conversation was finally heating up.  I couldn’t believe that it was fizzling out so quickly.   
 
    Then again, there had been a lot of starting and stopping so far.  That was just the nature of the restaurant business.  I had to face the facts.  The food industry did not lend itself to having long conversations.  The best I could hope for were the occasional snippets.   
 
    One thing was clear.  Going forward, I would definitely be keeping my eye on Dietrich.  Was he truly a force of nature?  Or was he also a thorn in the side of every employee at this restaurant?  Perhaps he was a bit of both.  As the head chef, he wielded power.  And he commanded attention.  That was often a dangerous combination. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The rest of the evening was very much a blur.  There was just so much being thrown at me that it was hard to keep track of it all.  Julie and I just rushed from one table to the next.   
 
    It was safe to say that the end of my shift could not come soon enough.  During the peak of the rush, it seemed like things would never quiet done.  Thankfully, they did.  But even after the last customer left the bistro, there was still work to be done.   
 
    Each server had a list of closing duties that had to be taken care of before they could clock out.  With Julie and I splitting up those duties, there was a chance that we could get everything done in half the time. 
 
    Normally, that would be good news.  In my mind, that was quite unfortunate.  Why?  Because with customers no longer in the building, things had finally quieted down enough that I might be able to have a regular conversation with Julie.  Since she was so exhausted, perhaps she would let her guard down.   
 
    Just as I was about to lob a question at her, Steven approached me and asked how my first shift went.  Throughout most of the evening, I had managed to avoid speaking with Steven.  That was a good thing.  I didn’t want him to let anything to slip out by mistake.  All it would take was one careless sentence and someone on the staff might become suspicious of me and why I was truly here. 
 
    With all of that in mind, I tried to keep my conversation with Steven brief.  I told him that my first shift had gone fine.  We then exchanged a few more words and pleasantries before a clang was heard in the kitchen. 
 
    Steven grimaced when he heard the clanging sound.   
 
    “Oh no.  What now?” Steven asked. 
 
    He then whirled around and barreled toward the kitchen.    
 
    When Steven walked away, I turned to Julie and asked her, “Is Steven always so stressed out?”  
 
    Julie didn’t even blink.  “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a rough job he’s got,” I said. 
 
    “That’s why he gets paid the big bucks.” 
 
    “Yeah.  But at what cost?  His sanity?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I have my own problems to worry about.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the fact that customers sure are cheap tippers sometimes.” 
 
    “I hear you.  I don’t think they realize how hard you work.” 
 
    “Is it that they don’t realize?  Or that they don’t care?” 
 
    What a weird situation to be put in.  Julie was finally opening up to me.  It just wasn’t about the subject that I was looking for. 
 
    I wanted to steer the discussion to Steven once more. 
 
    “Back to Steven, would you say he’s a good boss?” I asked. 
 
    “I think he tries to be,” Julie replied. 
 
    “Does he succeed most of the time?” 
 
    “I’ll say this.  I’ve had worse bosses.  Far worse, actually.  I worked for this one guy who was an absolute nightmare.  In fact, a shiver goes down my spine every time I think about him.” 
 
    Yikes.  Julie sure liked going off on tangents.  I needed to find a way to get her to focus. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m very sorry to hear that.  But I’d like a little more information on Steven.  Does the rest of the staff get along with him?” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  Why are you asking me so many questions about our boss?” 
 
    “I just want to get the lay of the land.  If I’m going to be working here, I want to know about all of the potential land mines that I need to avoid.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “So, are there any red flags that I need to look out for?” 
 
    “You want to hear about a red flag?  Here’s a big one.  My bed is calling me.  And I want to answer as soon as possible.  Can we get this side work done as soon as possible?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    As Julie began to start folding napkins, I was struck by how quickly that conversation fizzled out.  The question became, was it truly because Julie was desperate to get home?  Or did she just not want to gossip about work? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    That night, I slept like a rock.  In fact, less than five minutes after I plopped my head down on my pillow, I was out cold.  The next morning, I woke up feeling incredibly sore.  I could easily soak in a tub filled with warm water for hours.  Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option that was available to me.  Another shift at the restaurant awaited me.  I just needed to find a way to peel myself out of bed first. 
 
    It took some effort, but I finally managed to convince my muscles to work correctly.  A few hours later, I pulled into the parking lot outside the bistro.  As I stared at the restaurant, I wondered what was in store for me. 
 
    It didn’t take long to find out.  Even though it was only day two of my investigation, I already had my hands full.  Literally.  Within five minutes of arriving at the bistro, I was carrying a large tray of food.  My work load only got heavier from there.  As my work day kicked into full gear, one thing became abundantly clear—I had not done this much strenuous labor in a long time. 
 
    I soon discovered that the heavy lifting wasn’t just related to the physical items I was carrying around the restaurant.  Procuring useful information was proving to be far more difficult than I thought it would. 
 
    It wasn’t because I couldn’t get the bistro employees to talk.  In fact, the chatter throughout the day was nearly constant.  The conversation just happened to be strictly related to what a customer wanted at any given time.  Or what lousy tip a server just received.  Or what order was finally ready in the kitchen. 
 
    That wasn’t all.  There was an added wrinkle to deal with.  Steve was quite the wild card.  Unlike the previous night, we just kept running into each other.  I didn’t like that.  The more we crossed paths, the bigger the chances were that he would blow my cover.  It didn’t help that he had this look in his eyes like he wanted to get minute-to-minute updates from me. 
 
    I definitely understood his eagerness to get answers.  He would just need to muster some patience.   
 
    As for the investigation itself, I seemed to hit a wall trying to get information from Julie.  Rather than trying to wear her down, I decided to branch out a little.  When I saw the hostess, Danielle Lorenzo, standing alone at the front of the restaurant, I grabbed a few stray menus from one of the server stations and brought them back to the host stand.  
 
    As I reached Danielle’s location, I handed her the menus.   
 
    “Here you go,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danielle replied. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said.  “It has been quite a busy day, huh?” 
 
    “It’s always busy around here.” 
 
    “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I should be the one asking you that.  After all, you’re new here.” 
 
    “I know.  But I’m just curious about how you’re doing you.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?  No customers have given you any problems?” 
 
    “No more than usual.” 
 
    “How about your co-workers?  Anyone giving you trouble?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s good.  Does that mean you like it here?” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “I’m just curious about your life.  Have you ever thought about becoming a server?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m not going to be here that long.” 
 
    “How come?  Do you not like it here?” 
 
    “You sure ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    Just as I was about to open my mouth to reply, a couple entered the restaurant.   
 
    Danielle immediately grabbed and few menus and greeted the couple.   
 
    She then whisked the couple off to a table.   
 
    Like that, our conversation was over.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, work kept me busy for the rest of the day.  I was unable to carve out time to approach Danielle again.  I had my own tables to take care of. 
 
    Just like with previous days, my shift went by in a blur.  Before I knew it, the time had come for me to clock out. 
 
    When I got home from work, I was absolutely exhausted.  That seemed to be the prevailing theme in my life lately.  I was hoping that dinner would give me a burst of energy.  While I could have easily popped a TV dinner in the microwave, I wasn’t about to heat anything up quite yet.   
 
    I wanted to hear from Scott first.  He would be getting off work soon as well.  Most likely, he would want to get together with me.  While I waited to hear from Scott, I plopped down on the couch.  It felt so good to be off of my feet.   
 
    About half an hour after I arrived home, my phone rang.  Just as I suspected, when I looked at the caller identification screen, it was my boyfriend. 
 
    A little rush of joy went through my body as I said the word boyfriend.  It had been a long time since I had been serious with a guy.  And although Scott and I had only been together for less than a month, there was no doubt that we were a serious couple.  It seemed like a great little milestone in my life. 
 
    When I picked up the phone, we made some small talk.  Scott then got to the meat of the matter.  
 
    “Do you want to get some dinner?” he asked. 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to ask me that,” I replied.  “I’d love some food.” 
 
    “Great.  Should I pick you up in fifteen minutes then?  We can head over to Tolliver’s Diner.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t want to sit down at a restaurant.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m hungry, but I just can’t deal with sitting in a restaurant.  Or even a diner.” 
 
    “Did you have a bad day?” 
 
    “Exhausting is the word I would use for this afternoon.” 
 
    “This case is operating at a much different speed than your usual investigations, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I’ve been running around like crazy.  It’s a far cry from the stakeouts that I usually perform.” 
 
    “Is the case more of a handful than you thought?” 
 
    “The case itself isn’t that difficult.  I just didn’t think it would be so physically taxing.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “I should be fine—” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “As long as things don’t stretch on for too long.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “Given how much time I’ve spent in a restaurant lately, I hope you can understand why I wouldn’t want to set foot in another eatery tonight.  Even if someone else happens to be waiting on us.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What do you want to do about food then?” 
 
    “If it’s not asking too much, can you order some takeout and pick it up on the way over here?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s what boyfriends are for.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scott arrived at my place about half an hour later.  He brought some pizza with him.  As we made quick work of a few slices, he let his mind wander. 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t get free food at the bistro,” he said. 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    He squinted.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Leave it to you to be eating one meal while thinking about another.” 
 
    “Come on.  Are you saying that same thought didn’t occur to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?  You are working undercover at a restaurant.  It’s only natural to think that your client would throw some free food your way.”  
 
    “Honestly, free food was the last thing on my mind today.” 
 
    “It was that stressful of a day, huh?  Even more than you led on earlier?” 
 
    “Have you ever worked in a restaurant before?” 
 
    He nodded.  “In high school, I flipped burgers for a while.” 
 
    “That’s right.  You worked at Rocky’s Burgers, right?” 
 
    “Yup.  And ever since then, my taste for fast food hasn’t been the same.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “Anyway, I get where you’re coming from.  It’s a business where you’re on your feet all day.  Where you’re running around like crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy being the operative word.  I haven’t worked this hard since college.  Do you know what my job was back then?” 
 
    “You waited tables back then, didn’t you?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    He continued.  “Not much has changed in the restaurant business since then, has it?” 
 
    “Actually, a lot has changed.  I’ve gotten much older.  And it takes a lot less to make my muscles ache.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  Let’s not get crazy.  You’re not old.  Melody, you’re only thirty-seven.” 
 
    “True.  But being a server is a young person’s game.  Remember, I spend most of my private investigator life staking out in front of people’s houses, conducting surveillance, not running around like a mad woman.” 
 
    He looked at me with concern in his eyes.  “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I just need to stay off of my feet for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.  Speaking of the case, are you making good progress?” 
 
    “That’s the real problem.  Not at all.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.  This case could take all week.” 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    “I know.  It depends, though.  Anything can happen.  There’s a chance that someone will say something really eye-opening tomorrow that will blow the case wide open.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “I’m praying for that.” 
 
    “I’ll do the same.” 
 
    “I’ll say this.  I plan on getting lots of rest tonight.  I have a feeling that I’m going to need it.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Much to my chagrin, my third day on the job didn’t go any better than the previous ones did.  If anything, my list of complaints was only growing as time wore on.  In particular, some of the customers that I waited on were absolute nightmares to deal with.  They had so many demands and yet tipped so little.   
 
    There was an old saying about the customer always being right.  That wasn’t my experience.  Sometimes, the customer was dead wrong.  And belligerent.  Yikes.  The way some people treated servers like servants was crazy.   
 
    Of course, this wasn’t something that was specific to me.  All of the wait staff had to deal with unpleasant customers now and then.  It was just an occupational hazard of being a server. 
 
    I could go into further detail, but I’ll spare you any additional complaints.  Mostly because they didn’t have any direct effect on my investigation.  They did wear me down, however.  And this was a time when I needed all of the energy that I could get. 
 
    Rather than focusing on customers, I needed to shift gears and spend more time interacting with staff members.  On that front, I seemed to be making no progress.   
 
    It was quickly becoming clear to me that this whole posing as a waitress and waiting tables just wasn’t working.  I spent more time during my shift speaking with customers than with staff members.  And when I did interact with the staff, it didn’t involve any gossiping.  If I was going to make any progress, I would need to try something different.   
 
    Of course, there was another option.  Maybe I hadn’t discovered anything eye-opening because there wasn’t any big conspiracy against Steven in the first place.  Perhaps he was just being paranoid.   
 
    If that was true, I wouldn’t complain.  I always preferred a happy ending over a sad one.  Besides, my clients were wrong sometimes.  It was rare, but it did occur from time to time. 
 
    Whether that was true in this instance was still yet to be determined.  I needed to be as thorough as possible before drawing any conclusions.  
 
    That’s when a unique idea came to me.  In my experience, my co-workers were the most talkative when they were on their break.  Most of the time, they took their break in the alleyway beside the restaurant.  Unfortunately, they were only out there for ten or fifteen minutes before they had to get to work.  It would be nice to get more time.   
 
    In my mind, there was only one way to do that.  When I finished up my shift, I called Steven and ran my idea by him.  He then took me off of the schedule for the following night. 
 
    Why?  
 
    Simple.  So I had all the time in the world to hang out in the alleyway. 
 
    Now, you might be wondering, wouldn’t the staff find that odd? 
 
    Not really.  To start, I showed up at the bistro the following day in uniform.  Even though I wasn’t on the schedule that evening, I wandered around the restaurant like I was.  But since I didn’t have any tables to wait on, I could roam freely.  Or, head into the alleyway. 
 
    The real reason that the staff didn’t get suspicious was because they were so focused on their own work.  They had orders to get out.  And customers to take care of. 
 
    Honestly, they had no clue that I wasn’t supposed to be there that night. 
 
    While I leaned against a brick wall in the alleyway, I spoke to various employees while they were on their break. 
 
    There was one more thing that I used to my advantage.  The knowledge that most of my co-workers smoked.  Pretty heavily, I might add.  I’m talking about a pack a day habit.  They lit up a cigarette as often as possible.   
 
    Meanwhile, I hated cigarettes.  But it didn’t mean that I couldn’t bring a lighter and a pack of cigarettes with me to use as props.   
 
    I was interested in speaking to a lot of people that evening, but Danielle was near the top of the list.  I felt like she might have some vital information. 
 
    One thing was clear.  She was in a much different mood that night than the previous day.  Her guard wasn’t up.  That was a good sign.   
 
    I broke the ice. 
 
    “It feels pretty nice to take a break, doesn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    Danielle nodded.  “You bet, it does.” 
 
    “You’ve been running around like crazy today.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much my job.” 
 
    “Well, you’re really good at it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d ask for a raise.” 
 
    She broke out into laughter. 
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “The idea of me scoring a raise.” 
 
    “I still don’t get what’s so funny.” 
 
    “Steven doesn’t give raises.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “To you?  Or to anyone?” 
 
    “Anyone.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “I know, right?  Pretty crazy.  I’ve been here over a year.  During that time, I haven’t seen a single person get a raise.” 
 
    “To be fair, how would you even know?  Aren’t raises private things?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  Not in a place like this.  Here, gossip spreads like wildfire.” 
 
    “So, you’ve heard a lot of people gossiping about pay then?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.  Amongst other things.” 
 
    “What types of things?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes.  “You sure are asking a lot of questions.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m curious.  I want to know as much as possible about the place that I’m working.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense.” 
 
    “So, what’s the biggest complaint around here?” 
 
    “I already told you.  People not getting paid enough.” 
 
    “All right.  What’s the number two complaint then?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I don’t keep a list in my head.” 
 
    “It’s okay to not have a number two.  In fact, it would probably be better if that was the case.  I prefer jobs where there isn’t a lot to complain about.” 
 
    “Let’s not get crazy now.  In the restaurant world, there is always plenty to complain about.” 
 
    “If that’s true, then I have to ask.  Have you ever thought about leaving here?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  All the time.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Really?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “If you feel that way, you must have a reason for it.” 
 
    “Of course, I do.  I actually have a different reason for every bad day that I’ve ever experienced on the job.” 
 
    “Yet you’re still here.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “Are you planning on going somewhere?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “When I get enough money saved up, I’m going to open my own shoe store.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    She nodded.  “That has been my dream for a while.  I just don’t have the money to make it happen…yet.” 
 
    “I hope you’re able to save up the cash.” 
 
    “Thanks.  In the meantime, I need to get back to work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Apparently, my instincts were correct about Danielle.  She did have a secret.  It just didn’t have anything to do with Steven.  Instead, Danielle wanted to leave the food industry behind entirely.  So much for making headway with this case.   
 
    After Danielle went back to work, I remained in the alleyway.  I was alone for a few moments until another employee went on their break.   
 
    Much to my surprise, when the door to the alleyway opened, Julie exited the restaurant. 
 
    That wasn’t all.   
 
    She looked really surprised to see me.   
 
    “Melody, what are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Having a smoke,” I replied. 
 
    “I meant, what are you doing at the restaurant?  I didn’t think you were on the schedule today.” 
 
    “I’m not.  I just came in to talk to Steven.” 
 
    She tensed up.  “You’re not thinking about quitting, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief.   
 
    “What would make you think that?” 
 
    “I was just wondering.” 
 
    “Do people do that a lot around here?  Quit during their first week on the job?” 
 
    She laughed nervously.  “Of course not.” 
 
    Her mouth said one thing, but her eyes said another.  She was lying.  I could tell.   
 
    People had definitely quit this job during week one before.  The question became, why was Julie trying to pretend like that wasn’t the case?  Did it happen pretty frequently?  I wanted to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    “Julie, you can tell me the truth,” I said. 
 
    “Wait.  Are you accusing me of lying to you?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I’m just letting you know, if there’s something on your mind, you can tell me what it is.” 
 
    “Nope.  There’s nothing on my mind.”  She then tried to change the subject.  “What were you talking to Steven about?” 
 
    Suddenly, I had to come up with an excuse on the fly. 
 
    “I have a doctor’s appointment coming up.  I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t working that day.” 
 
    “Oh.  So, you’re definitely not quitting then?” 
 
    “No.  I already told you that.” 
 
    “I’m just checking.” 
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint what was bothering her, but something was definitely up.  
 
    “Julie, are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “It has just been a rough day,” she replied. 
 
    She checked the time on her phone. 
 
    “Anyway, I should probably get back to work.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled.  “But you haven’t even had a smoke yet.” 
 
    “I’ll have to wait until later.  I need to check in with my tables,” she said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but feel like Julie just wanted to go back inside so she could avoid my questions.  Maybe I was wrong.  Either way, Julie went back to work.   
 
    I remained in the alleyway and waited for the next employee to take their break.  A number of line cooks came out next.  I made some small talk with them, but they seemed mostly interested in keeping to themselves.   
 
    I tried not to get discouraged, though.  There were plenty more employees left to speak with.   
 
    Take Dietrich, for example.  Shortly after the line cooks headed back to the kitchen, the head chef came out to the alleyway.   
 
    What a nice development that was.  I had been hoping to catch a moment with him alone.  Or, at least, when he wasn’t yelling at his fellow cooks in the kitchen. 
 
    This seemed like the perfect time to strike up a conversation with him.  He was away from the kitchen.  In fact, it was just me and him in the alley. 
 
    Before I was able to even get a word out, Dietrich grabbed his phone.  Despite the fact that he buried his head in his phone and appeared to have no interest in talking to me, I became determined to speak with him.   
 
    “Rough day?” I asked. 
 
    He replied without even looking up from his phone.  “Same as always.” 
 
    “Do you mean that in a good way or a bad way?” 
 
    “Look.  I only get ten minutes for my break and I’m kind of in the middle of something here.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    He went back to messing with his phone.   
 
    I grimaced as I tried to figure out my next step. 
 
    I looked over at him again. 
 
    He must have caught me glancing at him out of the corner of his eye because he turned to me with an accusatory look on his face. 
 
    “Do you have a problem?” he asked.   
 
    “Actually, yes.” 
 
    He threw out his arms.  “What do you want?” 
 
    I pulled a cigarette out of my pocket.  “Do you have a light?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said.   
 
    Dietrich grabbed a lighter from his pocket.  I then walked over to him and he lit my cigarette for me. 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere.  Guess it paid off bringing that pack of cigarettes with me as a prop.  Of course, with the cigarette lit, I would have to actually smoke it.  Although I found the habit to be disgusting, I pushed my feelings aside.  If taking a few puffs of a cigarette could help me break this case wide open, it would be worth it.   
 
    “Thanks.  Who knew that cigarettes would be such a life-saver?” I said. 
 
    He laughed.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” I wondered.   
 
    “In one way, that statement is probably the most truthful thing ever said.  In another way, it’s dead wrong,” Dietrich replied.   
 
    “Look.  I get it.  Smoking cigarettes will kill you.  But the stress of working in the restaurant industry could also do you in,” I said.  “That’s why it’s nice to have a little something to take the edge off.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir here.  I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “How do you handle it?  The pressure, I mean?” 
 
    “Poorly.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “I didn’t expect that answer.” 
 
    “I’m just being brutally honest.” 
 
    “The key word being brutal.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s a tough line of work.  If you can’t deal with honesty, you should do something else for a living.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Do I look like a shrink to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m not in the business of giving out free therapy.  I have my hands full running that kitchen.” 
 
    “All right.  Calm down.  There’s no reason to bite my head off.  I just asked you a question.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Do you mean that?” 
 
    “Yes.  Like I said before, I don’t always handle pressure all that well.  That’s why I come out here on my break.  To take the edge off.” 
 
    “It looks like the edge is staying with you tonight.  Are you having a particularly rough night?” 
 
    “No.  It’s just that people usually leave me alone when I’m on my break.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  I was just making conversation.” 
 
    “You didn’t know.  But now you’re aware for the future.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Dietrich headed toward the doorway.  “Enjoy your smoke.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked. 
 
    “I need to get back in there.  I don’t want my sous chef burning the place down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It was sad to say, but that conversation with Dietrich was the closest that I got to a big break that evening.  What a shame.  Unfortunately, my alleyway experiment didn’t quite pay off at all.   
 
    Over the next few days, I continued to do everything in my power to make progress with this case.   
 
    Yet, despite all of the different attempts that I made to get my co-workers to open up to me, by the time Monday night rolled around, I still had not gotten the information that I was looking for.  When I first took this case, I certainly didn’t expect it to stretch on this long.  It was getting close to becoming one of the longest investigations I had ever worked on.  Honestly, sometimes I felt a lot less like a private eye and a lot more like a waitress.   
 
    It was a strange thing to say, but for a lot of the employees at the bistro, Monday night was cause for great celebration.  Why?  Because it was the end of their work week. 
 
    If you’re confused by that statement, allow me to explain.  Unlike typical nine-to-five jobs where the arrival of Friday evening signaled the dawn of the weekend, in the food industry, working Friday, Saturday, and even Sunday night was the norm.  In fact, Friday and Saturday night were the two busiest evenings of the entire work week. 
 
    Because of that, restaurant employees often got Tuesday and Wednesday off.  Or Wednesday and Thursday.  For a number of the workers at the bistro, the end of their shift this evening was the beginning of their weekend. 
 
    For them, it was a cause to rejoice.  For me, it just meant that I might have to wait a few more days to get answers. 
 
    Or, so I thought. 
 
    As I was performing my closing duties, Julie approached me with a smile on her face. 
 
    “Are you going to join us tonight?” she asked. 
 
    I gave her a blank stare.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Are you coming with us?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Where?” 
 
    “Gallagher’s.” 
 
    “What’s going on there?” 
 
    “Wait.  Has no one told you?” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “About what?” 
 
    “Every Monday night, most of the staff goes to Gallagher’s for karaoke.” 
 
    “That’s news to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad I brought it up then.  So, are you coming?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Talk about the break I had been looking for.  Almost the entire staff went to the karaoke bar.  Everyone but Steven.   
 
    In fact, it seemed like all of the employees were invited except for the boss.  It didn’t take long for most of my co-workers to get hammered.  I’m talking about an aggressive level of sloppy drunkenness.   
 
    Even Dietrich got in on the action.  Suddenly, I saw a different side to the head chef.  He was actually cutting loose for once.  I even saw him smile. 
 
    Julie was having a good time as well.  She was buzzed beyond belief.   
 
    With everyone drinking up a storm, it was hard for me to resist having a drink.  I knew that I had to remain sober, however.  Technically, in terms of the investigation, I was still on the clock.  There would be time for me to cut loose later.  Right then, I had work to do.   
 
    Of course, I pretended to order some liquor.  I didn’t want to let anyone know that I was stone cold sober.  But before my drink arrived, I went up to the bar and had the bartender just pour me a water.  From that point on, I just pretended that it was vodka.   
 
    No one questioned my drink.  They were too busy getting hammered.   
 
    Shortly after saying good-bye to their sobriety, the karaoke began.   
 
    One of the line cooks went first.  That cook then egged Dietrich on.   
 
    “Come on, King,” the line cook said. 
 
    Another cook joined in, chanting, “King.” 
 
    At that point, I turned to Julie. 
 
    “Why do they keep calling him King?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s Dietrich’s nickname,” Julie replied. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Where did that come from?”  
 
    It was then that Julie’s heavy drinking paid some serious dividends for me.  She blurted out an answer that would change the course of my entire investigation.   
 
    “It’s a name he gave himself.  Also, it’s going to be the name of his restaurant.  King Dietrich’s,” Julie said. 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Wait a minute.  What restaurant?” 
 
    “The restaurant that he’s going to open.”  Julie’s nose scrunched.  “You haven’t heard about it?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m surprised.  He’s trying to get half of the staff to come with him when he opens it up,” Julie said. 
 
    “Oh really?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded.   
 
    “I’m sure he’ll get around to asking you eventually.  Anyway, I need another drink,” Julie said. 
 
    She then got up and headed to the bar. 
 
    Like that, the case took on an entirely different complexion.  I suddenly had all of the information that I needed.  When I got home that evening, I called Steven and set up a meeting for the following day.  I had big news to share with him.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    When I told Steven what I had found out, the restaurant owner became enraged.  To the point where he looked like he was going to blow his top.   
 
    He pounded his fist on my desk.  “That is outrageous.” 
 
    “Mr. McMurray.  Don’t shoot me.  I’m just the messenger,” I said. 
 
    My attempt to calm him down failed miserably.  He snarled as he let his emotions hang out.  “I can’t believe this.  Talk about some serious betrayal.” 
 
    I put my hands up.  “Look.  I understand that you’re upset, but will you please stop yelling?” 
 
    “You’re right.  I shouldn’t have screamed at you.” 
 
    When I saw Steven’s mood leveling off a little, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I had such bad news to share with you.  I really wanted this case to turn out differently.” 
 
    “You and me both.  I mean, having suspicions is one thing.  Finding out that one of your employees is plotting behind your back is just maddening.” 
 
    “That is quite a blow.  It definitely turns your business upside down.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  My restaurant will never be the same.  Nor will my life.  After all, I was the one who gave Dietrich his big break.  I promoted him to head chef when no one else was willing to give him a shot.  And this is how he repays me.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “Mr. McMurray, you’re yelling again.  Pretty loudly, might I add.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I just can’t help myself.  This is just ridiculous.” 
 
    “I know.  I’m on your side.  Remember?” 
 
    “Right.  I guess I’m just letting my emotions get the best of me.  I shouldn’t do that.  You had nothing to do with this.  You were just doing your job.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And you did a great job.  I’m so glad I hired you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He stared at me. 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” 
 
    “When I look at your face, glad isn’t the first word that comes to my mind.” 
 
    “When it comes to this situation, I’m incensed.  But at least now I know the truth.  I can’t tell you how blind-sided I would have been if Dietrich picked up and left out of the blue.” 
 
    “At least now I know what his plans are.  What crazy plans they are too.” 
 
    “That’s why I always trust my gut.  My instincts were telling me that trouble was brewing.” 
 
    “You were right.  There’s no doubt about that.  I guess the question now is, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “To start, I’m not going to let him steal my staff from me.” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “Don’t get me wrong.  I certainly understand where you’re coming from.  But how can you stop him from poaching some workers from you?  After all, they are employees, not property.” 
 
    “I understand that.  They also happen to be my employees.  And I plan to do everything I can to keep them around.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The obvious choice it to throw more money at them.  Or additional benefits.” 
 
    “That might work.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t, I’ll be forced to find some new staff members.  But I’m not going down without a fight.”   
 
    “I’ll bet you won’t,” I replied.  “Well, whatever tactics you decide to use, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’m going to need it.  This is going to be a dog fight, that’s for sure.  But if I have anything to say about it, I’m going to come out on top.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    That evening, when I got off of work, my boyfriend decided to do something a little different.  Rather than taking me out to dinner, or hanging out on the couch at my house, he invited me over to his place.   
 
    That was fine by me.  I was in no hurry to rush out to a restaurant for a while.  And not just because of the cattiness or the back stabbing that I had uncovered at the Majestic Cove Bistro.   
 
    There was something magical about a home-cooked meal.  Especially one that was made by someone I cared about.  Granted, Scott didn’t have the cooking skills of a professional chef.  On the flip side, he also wasn’t an ego-maniac like Dietrich was either.  That was a huge plus in my book. 
 
    All told, Scott ended up surprising me.  With a grilled cheese sandwich, no less.  Was that a five-star meal?  No.  Was it tasty anyway?  Absolutely.  In fact, it was completely delicious.  It was amazing how great bread, butter, and melted cheese tasted.   
 
    In addition, the old saying was definitely true.  The thought definitely did count.  A lot.   
 
    In the end, I loved Scott’s meal.  But that wasn’t all.   
 
    There was more to our evening together than just dinner.  After we finished our meal, we followed it up with some dessert.   
 
    My eyes lit up when I saw Scott pull out a few brownies.  It was probably a weird statement to make, but I immediately recognized where those brownies had come from the moment I saw them.  How, you might ask? 
 
    Because they had a little bit of chocolate frosting on top.  Not enough to overpower the taste of the actual brownies.  Just enough to add some extra flavor to the dessert. 
 
    As far as I knew, Majestic Cove Bakery was the only place in town that did that.  Granted, Scott could have tried to replicate the recipe himself at home, but I was pretty sure that he had not spent his afternoon baking these.  After all, he had just gotten off of work an hour ago. 
 
    In my mind, there was nothing wrong with picking up store-bought goods.  There was something to be said for playing to your strengths.  Sometimes, there was strength in knowing that a bakery made better dessert items than you did.  
 
    It was safe to say that we made quick work of the brownies. 
 
    After that, we moved into the living room.  We had some television-watching ahead of us.  Scott was also generous enough to give me a shoulder rub.  My aching muscles welcomed a good massage.  As he rubbed the knots in my shoulder, I couldn’t help but reflect on what a great time I was having.   
 
    “Wow.  What an evening,” I said. 
 
    “Really?” Scott replied. 
 
    “Of course.  Every night that ends with a massage is a winner in my book.” 
 
    “For me, the brownies were the highlight.” 
 
    “It was definitely the tastiest part of the evening.” 
 
    “Kristina sure knows how to bake some amazing desserts.” 
 
    “It’s her calling, all right.  I can’t imagine her doing anything else with her life.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “You, on the other hand, might have picked the wrong profession.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This massage is so incredible.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m not the only one who would like a massage like this.  You have a magic touch.” 
 
    “Look at you, heaping on the praise.” 
 
    “I know you think I’m just being nice, but there’s a chance that you missed your true calling.” 
 
    “What are you saying, that I should give up being a police detective to become a masseuse?” 
 
    “It’s definitely a safer line of work.” 
 
    “Trust me.  You don’t want me to become a massage therapist.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because if I spent all day massaging other people, I wouldn’t have any energy left to give you a shoulder rub when I got home at night.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad call.  You’re good at your job.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  Being bad at police work is the sort of thing that can get you killed.” 
 
    “Wow.  This conversation just got bleak in a hurry.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  That’s just the kind of weird week that it has been.” 
 
    “Let me say this.  I’ll bet we can both agree that we’re happy to not be working in the restaurant business.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  Talk about a cutthroat business.” 
 
    “If it’s all right with you, I’m just going to stick with police work.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad call.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Anyway, back to this evening.  Thank you so much.  Not just for the food, but also for the rub.” 
 
    “It’s no problem.  I know how rough of a week you had.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Go figure.  Who knew that my week would be more stressful than yours?” 
 
    “What can I say?  That’s just how things go sometimes.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m so glad that it’s finally over.” 
 
    “I second that.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that next week is a lot better than this one was.” 
 
    “I’m definitely going to keep my fingers crossed.” 
 
    “Thanks.  You’re the best.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Anything to make your life better.” 
 
    “I can think of one thing that can make my life better right now.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I turned around and gave him a kiss. 
 
    “I like the way your mind is working,” he said. 
 
    I then gave him a big smile and kissed him again. 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Dessert, Destiny, and Death 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious?” Maggie McDowell said. 
 
    I could see why Maggie was in a state of disbelief. 
 
    I had just shown her a wild photograph.  The kind of thing that could change a person’s entire life.  One thing was clear.  Her marriage would certainly never be the same.  How could it be, given this new twist that she was confronted with? 
 
    As a private eye, I saw a lot of crazy things while working on a case.  In fact, nearly every investigation that I conducted featured some sort of an unexpected wrinkle.  That just seemed to be part of the job. 
 
    Even so, not all twists were created equal.  Some developments took my profession to a whole new level of crazy.   
 
    This was one of those times.  While I was on assignment tailing Maggie’s husband, I stumbled upon something that needed to be seen to be believed.  Thankfully, I always kept my phone on me at all times.   
 
    It was important to document everything.  That way, the subject that I was investigating would have no way of disputing the truth.  And what an awful truth it was.  This case left a seriously bad taste in my mouth.   
 
    You see, Maggie had hired me the day before because she suspected that her husband, Doug, was cheating on her.  Of all of the cases that came across my desk, ones that involved suspected infidelity were my least favorite.  When I took an assignment like that, I always secretly hoped that my client was wrong.  That I wasn’t able to dig up any dirt on the subject. 
 
    Even though it didn’t happen very often, there had been times when my clients were incorrect.  I actually loved it when a claim ended up being unfounded.  In fact, some of my favorite moments on the job involved me doing some routine surveillance, staking out in front of the subject’s house for a few days, and then get paid for my trouble without having to deliver any bad news to my client.  That was the equivalent of easy money. 
 
    Unfortunately, the universe seemed to enjoy making things hard for me.  More often than not, when someone came into my office to hire me, it was because something seedy was going on.   
 
    Now, before I spend too much time talking about things that had taken place in the past, I wanted to zero-in on this particular case.   
 
     My conversation with Maggie was only going to get more uncomfortable from here on out.   
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not a mistake,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Maggie replied. 
 
    She just kept staring at the photo that I had shown her.  You might be wondering, what was so crazy about the picture exactly?  To start, it featured Doug getting intimate with another woman.  If that wasn’t bad enough, it wasn’t just some stranger.   
 
    It was Maggie’s sister.  Yes, you heard that right.  Doug was having an affair with his wife’s sister.  If that wasn’t a recipe for an explosive mix, I didn’t know what was.  It certainly took the drama to an entirely new level.  Investigations like this were exactly why I hated taking infidelity cases.   
 
    Things sure got messy in a hurry.  Ironically, infidelity cases were the most common investigations in the private eye business.  To me, they were an occupational hazard.  Something that I had to suffer through in order to pay my bills.  After all, I needed to make a living.  I wasn’t in a position where I could turn down money.  My bills weren’t going to pay themselves.   
 
    “It is truly awful.  I’m sorry that I don’t have better news to share with you,” I said. 
 
    “How could he do such a thing?” Maggie asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “I have no idea.  I wish I had a good answer for you.” 
 
    Maggie looked deflated.  I could tell that she expected me to have some sort of explanation for her.  As if there was a way to explain this sort of terrible behavior. 
 
    This was where things got tricky for me.  I was a private eye, not a therapist.  Counseling Maggie on an emotional level was not my specialty.  It also technically wasn’t part of my job description.  I had been hired to accomplish a very specific task.  And I had done so.  Unfortunately, the truth often created a nasty ripple effect. 
 
    Normally, I tried not to become emotionally invested in a case.  Keeping a layer of distance between myself and my client made it easier to go about my business.  Especially during a distressing time like this.  Of course, putting up an emotional barrier was much easier said than done.   
 
    As a matter of fact, right then I found it impossible to avoid getting worked up.  My heart went out to Maggie.  Even though we had only met yesterday, she seemed like a good person.  She certainly deserved a lot better than this.   
 
    Unfortunately, there was only so much I could say to her.   
 
    “I wish I had a good answer for you,” she replied. 
 
    “It does take the wind out of you.  I know you weren’t expecting this.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I had my suspicions about Doug, but I never thought the truth would be this crazy.” 
 
    “Why would you?  This kind of behavior is reprehensible.” 
 
    “Not to mention, unforgivable.” 
 
    “That’s your call, not mine.” 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    “If I was in your shoes, I wouldn’t be able to forgive Doug either.” 
 
    She clenched her fists.  “I’m just so angry right now.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” 
 
    “Yet, at the same time, my heart hurts so much.  I feel like I’m being pulled in two different directions.  I hate having to wrestle with so many different emotions all at once.” 
 
    I reached out to her.  “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    She threw out her arms.  “What are you apologizing for?  This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “No.  But it’s an awful situation.  You hate to see something like this happen to a person like you.” 
 
    “Doug is the one who should be apologizing.  Not that it will matter.  There’s nothing he can say to make this better.  The same goes for my sister.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    She put her hands over her face.  “What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Really?  You don’t have any ideas?” 
 
    “It’s your call what happens next.  I’m just a private eye.” 
 
    “I realize that, but I’m genuinely curious.  What would you do in my situation?” 
 
    I took a moment to choose my words carefully.  “This is just my personal opinion, but I would kick Doug out and make him pay dearly in divorce court.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” 
 
    “As for your sister, that’s where things get particularly dicey.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.  To me, the answer to that question is pretty clear.  I don’t ever want to speak to my sister again.  I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to look her in the face.” 
 
    “It would be tough.” 
 
    “Then again, nothing is easy right now.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.  And unless I’m wrong, nothing is ever going to be the same.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, Maggie left my office and headed out.  At that point, I could have gotten started on some paperwork.  I elected not to.  I wanted to take a breather.  I just wasn’t in the right emotional state to work on invoices and accounting.  Staring out the window seemed like a much better option.  At least, for the time being. 
 
    I wasn’t able to stare into the distance for long.  Just as I felt like I was getting my bearings back, my co-worker, Lisa Williamson, entered my office.   
 
    “I had a feeling you’d be a wreck after that meeting,” Lisa said. 
 
    I pulled my head out of the clouds and turned to her.   
 
    Lisa was ten years older than I was.  She had seen a lot in those extra ten years.  Not only did she have far more investigative experience than I did, but she was also more jaded.  I didn’t blame her.  This job did have a tendency to wear a person down with a relentless string of secrets, scandals, and other unsavory developments.   
 
    Unfortunately, Lisa’s romantic life wasn’t much better.  That was mostly due to her marriage falling apart a number of years ago.  Instead of being able to make a full recovery, her romantic life had remained in shambles. 
 
    Given all that had happened to her, she could have just been miserable most of the time.  She managed to keep her chin up, though.  She was also good at reading people.   
 
    “How could I not be a wreck?” I asked.   
 
    “I’d like to say that you get used to those kinds of conversations, but you never do,” Lisa replied. 
 
    “That’s a good thing.  Can you imagine becoming so desensitized that an insane situation like that doesn’t affect you?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither can I.  It would be terrible.  You’d have to be some kind of a robot to be unmoved by such heartbreaking news.” 
 
    “I hear you.  And I agree.  At the same time, I do hate to see you quite so torn up.” 
 
    “Thanks for your concern, but I’m more worried about Maggie.” 
 
    “Naturally.  What a disastrous turning point in her life.”  
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I would not want to be in her shoes.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, what do you think she’s going to do—?” 
 
    “Oh, I know exactly what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Okay.  Let’s hear it then.”   
 
    “She’s going to kick her husband out of the house.  Then she’s going to make him pay dearly in divorce court.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that.  He is in for a rude awakening.” 
 
    “If you’re so confident about that then why did you ask me what Maggie was going to do?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about her next step.  I was referring to the long-term.  It’s one thing to get her philandering husband out of her life.  It’s another to cobble her own life back together.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “That is a tough one.” 
 
    “That’s not all.  Cases like this make me wonder if any relationship can truly last.” 
 
    “Lisa, don’t you think you’re going a little overboard?” 
 
    “Not really.  Sometimes I genuinely wonder if there’s hope for any marriage.” 
 
    “Wow.  Things just got deep.  And bleak.  Any chance you can see a little bit of sunshine there on the horizon?  Even if it’s just a sliver?” 
 
    “Sorry.  I usually keep my darkest thoughts to myself.  I didn’t mean to let one slip out like that.” 
 
    “You were just being honest.  Brutally honest.” 
 
    “It’s just my opinion.  There’s a chance that I’m incorrect.”  She stared out into the distance.  “This is one of those times when I would love to be wrong.” 
 
    “Well, I still believe in love,” I said. 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Then again, is that really surprising?  I mean, I wouldn’t be dating Scott if I felt like everything was hopeless.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  As someone who is depressingly single, it’s a lot easier for me to feel jaded.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t give up hope if I were you.  I still believe that Mr. Right is out there somewhere and that one day you’ll find him.”  
 
    She bit the corner of her lip.  “Wouldn’t that be nice?”  
 
    “Just hang in there.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    There was no denying that it had been a rough day for romance.  Love had really taken a beating.  All hope was not lost, however.  Why?  Because I had a date that night.  
 
    My boyfriend, Detective Scott Webster, was taking me out to dinner and a movie.  I couldn’t wait.  There were a couple of reasons that I was more excited than normal.  To start, I loved being around Scott.  He was a wonderful guy.  I just couldn’t seem to get enough of him.  It was safe to say that I had fallen hard for him.  That was fine by me.  He wasn’t the type of guy to let me fall on my face.  He was a man who would be there to catch me.  That protective streak in him was one of the things that drew me to him in the first place. 
 
    There was more to my excitement that evening.  Given the nature of my job, I ended up working a lot of nights.  In fact, I couldn’t tell you how many nights I had spent staking out in my car on a case.  As a private eye, so much of the action took place after the sun went down.   
 
    So, when I actually got a night off, I wanted to take full advantage of it.  I knew Scott felt the same way.  His job as a police detective also kept him quite busy.  Even in a small town like Majestic Cove.  When a major crime did take place, more often than not, it occurred at night. 
 
    Because of that, throughout our relationship, Scott and I ended up going out for lunch dates.  It was much easier for us to coordinate our schedules during the afternoon.  That said, spending an entire evening together was far more romantic than getting together to grab some lunch.  
 
    That evening, Scott told me he would pick me up at six o’clock.  As expected, he showed up completely on time.  It didn’t surprise me in the least.  The man was like a clock.  Punctuality just came naturally to him.   
 
    I wish I could say the same thing about myself.  I was running a little behind right then.  It wasn’t the first time it had happened.  Nor would it be the last.  I could be honest about myself.  There were areas in life where I came up short.  Properly planning ahead was one of those things that I was never good at.  It certainly wasn’t from lack of effort.  I just never seemed to carve out enough time for some things. 
 
    In my defense, while it was annoying to be constantly running late, there were a lot worse personality defects that I could be wrestling with.  Besides, I was good at plenty of other things.  Maybe I would remind Scott of that.   
 
    When I opened my front door, he looked put off by the fact that I wasn’t ready to head out to dinner quite yet. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you sure?  You look disappointed.” 
 
    “It’s just that my stomach is growling.  I’m really looking forward to a great dinner.” 
 
    “If you’re starving, you could head into the kitchen and grab a few bites.” 
 
    “You know that’s a slippery slope.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “If I start pulling things out of your fridge, I might not be able to stop myself from eating everything in sight.” 
 
    “Even though I only have leftovers in there?” 
 
    “Never underestimate how much trouble an empty stomach can cause.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?  I wasn’t joking.” 
 
    “All right.  It’s your call if you want to head into the kitchen or just sit down on the couch.  I’m going to finish getting ready.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He stared at me.  “You sure look ready.” 
 
    “Nice try, but you can’t rush me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to rush you.  I’m being serious.  How are you not ready?” 
 
    “I just need to put some finishing touches on.  That’s all.” 
 
    “But you look great.” 
 
    “You’re so sweet.”   
 
    “Melody, what am I missing?  What finishing touches could you possibly have to put on?” 
 
    I laughed.  “You should see how stumped you look right now.  Who knew that something this small could baffle a professional detective?” 
 
    “What can I say?  The things that go on in a woman’s mind will always be a mystery to me.” 
 
    “I guess so.  Well, you have a little bit of time to figure this mystery out while I finish getting ready.” 
 
      
 
    “By the way, how long is that going to take?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be, or it won’t be?” 
 
    “You’re really digging for specifics, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What can I say?  My stomach has a mind of its own.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Give me five minutes.” 
 
    “Wait.  Is that five actual minutes, or five Melody minutes?” 
 
    I gave him a blank stare.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He chuckled.  “It’s just that you have a unique way with time.  Do you have any idea how many nights you’ve told me that you’d be ready in five minutes only for it to take fifteen or twenty minutes?” 
 
    “Aren’t you exaggerating a little bit?  It couldn’t be that often, could it?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s surprisingly common.” 
 
    “All right.  You got me.  Guilty as charged.  Punctuality isn’t my specialty.” 
 
    “Which brings me back to the point.  Will this be five actual minutes or five Melody minutes?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then played along with his new terminology. 
 
    “Let’s just say five Melody minutes to be safe,” I replied. 
 
    “In that case, I’ll turn the TV on.  I can watch some of the game while I’m waiting.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was happy to report that it only took me five actual minutes to get ready.  At that point, Scott and I headed out. 
 
    Scott didn’t waste any time booking it to the restaurant.  He wasn’t kidding when he said that he was ridiculously hungry.  Small talk was in short supply.  At least, until he ordered his meal.  Once he knew that some food was coming his way, he was finally able to settle down.  The free basket of tortilla chips that the restaurant served to every table also helped Scott’s mood. 
 
    When Scott became more talkative, the conversation took an interesting turn. 
 
    “You won’t believe the day that I had,” Scott said.   
 
    That same phrase came out of his mouth with surprising regularity.  The life of a police detective was rarely boring.  His work kept him on his toes.  
 
    “Do I even want to hear this story?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably not,” he replied. 
 
    “Thanks for the fair warning,” I joked. 
 
    “I’m just being honest.” 
 
    “Brutally honest, as usual.” 
 
    “If you’re not up for my story, I can keep it to myself.” 
 
    “No.  I want you to speak your mind.  You clearly need to get something off of your chest.  It’s not going to do any good to bottle it up.” 
 
    “All right.  I just thought I’d give you an out.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me what happened?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and then replied, “Okay.  Here we go.  I orchestrated a pretty wild drug bust today.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “I just have to stop you for a minute.  Is there such a thing as a tame drug bust?  Aren’t all drug arrests pretty wild?” 
 
    “You got me there.  Although, this one was particularly crazy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because the dealer was operating out of the back of a toy store.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    Scott nodded.  “Apparently, the drugs were being smuggled inside the pouch of a popular kangaroo plush toy.  When the toys arrived at the shop, the dealer would take out the baggie of narcotics and then put the plush toys on the shelf.” 
 
    “What a crazy setup.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  It takes a particularly devious mind to stoop to that level.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m glad that you caught the man who was behind that operation.” 
 
    “So am I.  It’s insane to think that a man like that was just walking the streets of our small town up until a few hours ago.” 
 
    I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about Majestic Cove.  It wasn’t always this nuts.  For the most part, my hometown was a quaint little seaside tourist hotspot.  There was a lot to love about this place.  Sure, it was a little weirder than some of the surrounding small towns that were on the Pacific Coast, but it wasn’t a cesspool of crime or anything.   
 
    At least, not like the big city.  Scott would know.  He had been a detective in San Francisco for years.  A few years too many, in fact.  During that time, he saw some truly crazy stuff.  To the point where he couldn’t take it any longer.  The grind of the job took a serious toll on him.   
 
    Finally, he couldn’t deal with that harsh life any longer.  He decided to make a change.  Right then, he could have moved anywhere.  The entire world was available to him.  And he decided to return to Majestic Cove.  In my mind, that was pretty telling. 
 
    After all, the circumstances of him leaving his birthplace the first time around were absolutely heartbreaking.  A number of years ago, he lost both of his parents in a car accident.  It was a devastating moment in his life.  One that I wasn’t sure he would ever recover from.  In the wake of that tragedy, it didn’t surprise me that he wanted a change of scenery.  A few months later, he packed his bags and moved to San Francisco. 
 
    I thought he would end up staying there.  But like I mentioned before, life in San Francisco didn’t treat him terribly well.  Once the city by the bay had fully worn out its welcome, it seemed logical that Scott would move to a quaint little small town.  I just didn’t think it would be this one.   
 
    I was really happy when he decided to give Majestic Cove another try.  I just wished that this town had given him a warmer welcome.  It was safe to say that it had been a rocky few months.  Far too wild for my taste.  I was anxious for things to quiet down.  As time went on, I began to question if that would ever happen.  Especially after hearing a story like this.   
 
    Granted, I was not a member of the police force, but I didn’t remember reading about drug busts like this taking place around here when I was growing up.  Oh, how things had changed.   
 
    “I’m so glad that you put that dealer behind bars,” I said. 
 
    “I did more than that.  I took down his entire operation,” Scott replied. 
 
    “What a great bust.  This town owes you a huge debt of gratitude.” 
 
    “I don’t want gratitude.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “All I care about is peace.  Honestly, the department can take all the credit that they want as long as things start to settle down around here.” 
 
    “I hate to be the one to bring this up, but you don’t really have any say in the matter.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I realize that.  I was just kind of expressing my wishes out loud in case the universe was listening.” 
 
    “That’s a surprising level of optimism.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.  I suppose I figure that it wouldn’t hurt to look at things a little differently than I normally do.” 
 
    “I hope the universe really is listening.  I have a bunch of requests of my own.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Melody, the universe isn’t like Santa Clause.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “Says who?” 
 
    “You’re a riot, you know that?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that to make you laugh.  I believe the universe really does listen.” 
 
    “In that case, does the universe have a hearing problem?” he joked. 
 
    “Very funny,” I said.   
 
    “I wish I could just laugh this all off.  Part of me can’t help but wonder if more trouble is around the next corner.” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer for you, but I’m not psychic.” 
 
    “Can you imagine how great it would be if you were?  Especially since you’re an investigator.” 
 
    “Having psychic abilities would certainly come in handy.  Although, it doesn’t really matter since I definitely can’t predict the future.” 
 
    “On the topic of investigations, how was your day?” 
 
    “Honestly, I thought it was pretty wacky.  Then you told me about your afternoon.” 
 
    “It’s not a competition.  We can both have weird days.” 
 
    “True.  And it sounds like we did.” 
 
    “So, do you want to tell me about what happened?” 
 
    “Maybe later.  Right now, I’d rather talk about dessert.” 
 
    He smiled.  “That works for me.  That’s always a delicious topic.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s get some ice cream.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The rest of the date went by just as I expected.  The food was great.  As was the movie we saw.  We then took a short walk on the boardwalk.  After that, Scott drove me home.  Just like with our previous dates, time seemed to fly by. 
 
    Before we knew it, midnight was upon us.  Neither of us wanted the date to end, but we both had work to go to the next day.  Scott dropped me off, gave me a good-night kiss, and then headed home.  Meanwhile, I went inside my place and got ready for bed.  Within a few minutes, I plopped my head down on my pillow.  Since it was already pretty late, I thought I’d be able to fall asleep pretty quickly.   
 
    I was dead wrong. 
 
    I quickly discovered that sleep would be difficult to come by that evening.  At first, it didn’t make sense why I was having such a hard time getting any shuteye.  First, it was after midnight.  Next, I wasn’t working on a case, so I wasn’t focused on solving a mystery.  Finally, I had just returned from a great date.  If anything, I should have been able to crash out in a hurry. 
 
    There was just one problem.  My stomach was turning.  I know what you’re thinking.  Did I eat some bad food at the restaurant?  Was this food poisoning?  Not as far as I could tell.  The queasiness in my stomach wasn’t because of anything that I ate.  My gut was just acting up on me.  As a private eye, my instincts were something I trusted with my life.   
 
    Over the years, that had worked well for me.  My gut had saved me on a number of different occasions.  My instincts were actually so reliable that it felt foolish to ever doubt them. 
 
    So, if they were trying to send me a message, I would be wise to listen to it.  In this particular instance, it sure felt like trouble was afoot.   
 
    While it was nice to have an internal warning mechanism that looked out for me, rather than being treated to any specifics, I was just experiencing a general feeling of dread.  In my experience, that was the worst type of warning.  I wanted to know exactly what to look out for. 
 
    I wasn’t going to get my wish.  Not that evening.  That wasn’t all.  While my instincts did me a lot of favors on the job, I wasn’t working right then.  I was trying to sleep.  As I tossed and turned in bed, my gut seemed to act as more of a burden than anything.   
 
    As the seconds ticked by, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was going to get any sleep that night.  On the flip side, if something terrible was about to happen, would it take place that evening? 
 
    I searched my gut for an answer, but I came up short.  Unfortunately, specifics remained elusive.  It was hard to overstate what a terrible feeling it was to feel like something was wrong, yet not be able to pinpoint it.  If the worst was truly yet to come, I didn’t want to be kept in the dark.  Even one small detail would be greatly appreciated.   
 
    It didn’t appear that my prayers would get answered.  I just remained in bed.  It felt like I’d stay hopelessly awake all night.  
 
    Talk about a nightmare.  Not just for my sleep cycle.  I had quite an active imagination.  And it was working overtime right then. 
 
    It was a weird thing to say, but the real problem wasn’t just that I couldn’t fall asleep.  If my brain was feeding me some useful information, I would at least be able to say that the evening wasn’t a total loss.  The general feeling of dread was what really got to me.  Sensing danger while not knowing exactly what to look out for was a nightmare.  I hated feeling so powerless. 
 
    Of all the ways that I could have spent my evening, that was one of the most unpleasant ways that it could have ended.  It was one thing to have a nightmare.  It was another for it to be happening while I was wide awake. 
 
    Much to my relief, I did finally crash out.  Mostly because exhaustion ended up catching up with me.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Given how long it took me to crash out, I was not happy when morning arrived.  Even though I managed to grab a few hours of sleep, no one could mistake that for getting a full night’s rest.   
 
    Normally, no matter how little I slept, I got up the next day and did my best.  
 
    Not that morning.  I rolled over and was determined to get a few extra hours of shuteye.  That was one of the great perks of being a private investigator.  Since I was my own boss, I was able to make my own hours.  Honestly, if I really wanted to, I could take the entire day off.   
 
    I wasn’t going to do that, however.  I wanted to head into the office at some point.  I had some invoicing to do.  Even though it wasn’t the least bit glamorous, I couldn’t get paid if I didn’t bill my clients.  And since my bills weren’t going to pay themselves, I wanted to make sure that money kept coming in. 
 
    Even though I couldn’t spend the entire day in bed, there was no harm in stealing a few extra minutes of sleep.   
 
    That was what I told myself as I rolled over in bed.  There was nothing quite like some bonus sleep.    
 
    Apparently, the universe had other plans for my morning.  Just as I was about to drift off to slumber land, my phone rang.   
 
    Yikes.  There was no way I could sleep through a ring as loud as that.  That said, I could try to just ignore the ringing in hopes that it would go away.  Deep down, I knew better than that.  
 
    What if it was an emergency?  Granted, the chances of that being true were remote, but I wouldn’t be able to rest until I ruled out that possibility. 
 
    I reached over to my nightstand and looked at the caller identification screen on my phone.  That was when I saw my mother’s number listed.   
 
    Oh dear.   
 
    Make no mistake.  I loved my mother.  With all of my heart.  But Andrea Clue was quite a chatty woman.  I couldn’t tell you how often a conversation with her stretched on twice as long as it needed to.   
 
    My first instinct was to let the call go to voicemail.  I knew that wouldn’t work.   
 
    Why? 
 
    Because my mother never left messages.  She would just keep calling back until I picked up the phone.  Rather than waiting for that to happen, I decided to just pick up the phone right then and there. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    I was hoping that my groggy voice would be a signal to my mom that I wasn’t in the mood for a long conversation. 
 
    Apparently, she didn’t pick up on my cue.  She responded with a chipper voice. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I’d call it good,” I said. 
 
    My mom became concerned.  “Why?  What’s going on?  Are you in trouble?” 
 
    If you haven’t noticed, my mother had a tendency to get ahead of herself.  I didn’t blame her.  She was a retired music teacher.  She didn’t know the first thing about being a private eye.  
 
    Her default response was panic.  Especially during a weekday.  It was safe to say that she wasn’t a fan of my chosen profession.  If it was up to her, I would have become a musician.  That was why she had named me Melody.  When I first told her that I wanted to become a private eye, she looked like she was blindsided by my decision.  I wasn’t quite sure why.  After all, with a last name like Clue, becoming a private investigator seemed like a given.  
 
    I tried to assure her that everything was fine, but she had a perpetual fear that something awful would happen to me while I was on the job.   
 
    At first, I didn’t believe that.  But maybe she was right.  My gut certainly wasn’t taking it easy on me right then.  My instincts were still acting up on me, even after a night of sleep.  Whatever my gut was trying to warn me about, it was big. 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell my mother any of this.  It would only make her freak out.  To the point where her entire day would be ruined.   
 
    I gave her a blanket response.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    I could hear her breathe a sigh of relief on the other end of the phone line. 
 
    “It’s so nice to hear that,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s talk about you for a minute.  Why are you calling so early?  Is there some kind of an emergency?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “In that case, can I call you back later?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Just then, I heard a crashing sound on the other end of the phone line. 
 
    “Mom, are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “The cats just knocked over my vase.” 
 
    When my mother first adopted two grey and white cats from the local shelter, she planned on giving them more conventional names.   
 
    Something like Tom.  And Denise.  When she brought the cute little balls of fur home and they began to immediately get into trouble, some different names seemed far more suitable.  Since they constantly caused mischief and mayhem, giving them some unconventional names seemed far more appropriate.  She settled on naming one Mischief and the other one Mayhem. 
 
    “Luckily, the vase was plastic so it didn’t break into a million pieces,” my mother continued. 
 
    I chuckled.  “I guess I don’t have to ask how Mischief and Mayhem are doing.” 
 
    “It’s always a safe guess to assume that they are up to no good.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    “Let’s face it.  These cats treat my house like it’s one big playground.” 
 
    “You mean, it isn’t?” I joked. 
 
    “Don’t tell them otherwise.  They live for mischief.” 
 
    “There went your boring retirement.” 
 
    “They definitely know how to keep me on my toes.” 
 
    “There’s an understatement for you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe what a handful they are.  They were so shy and quiet in the shelter.” 
 
    “They sure tricked you.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I thought I was adopting two peaceful cats.  I couldn’t have been more wrong.” 
 
    “Well, it’s too late to go back.” 
 
    “Exactly.  They have already captured my heart,” my mother said.  “Still, I can’t help but think that your father is laughing at me in heaven right now.”  
 
    My mother didn’t mention my father very often.  Not since he died of a heart attack a few years ago.  When she talked about him, it made her choked up.  Often, she broke into tears. 
 
    It was a terrible situation for me as well.  I had never truly recovered from losing my dad so suddenly.  One moment, he was cracking jokes and eating dessert.  The next moment, he was gone forever.  Deep down, I knew that I would never be the same.  When I did think about my father, I tried to remember the good times. 
 
    “What makes you think dad is laughing right now?” I asked. 
 
    “He always told me that there was no point in making plans.  Life is just going to do whatever it wants.” 
 
    “Yup, that sounds like dad.” 
 
    “I always used to tease him about that.  But he was right.  Once again, my plans blew up in my face.” 
 
    “I know you have a little more mischief and mayhem in your life than you’d like, but those little kitties sure are cute.” 
 
    “I can’t deny that.”  She let out a sigh.  “I really miss your father.” 
 
    “I miss him too.” 
 
    “Anyway, I probably shouldn’t linger on that point.  That won’t bring him back.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
    “I will try not to linger any longer.  Instead, I’ll let you get back to what you were doing.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    Just as I was about to hang up the phone, my mother spoke up again. 
 
    “Actually, there’s one more thing.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The entire reason that I called you in the first place.  I need to move our dinner until Thursday.” 
 
    “All right.  Will do.  I’ll make a note in my appointment book.” 
 
    “Okay.  In the meantime, take care of yourself.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    At that point, my mother got off of the phone. 
 
    My heart went out to my mom.  She was wrestling with a number of different things at once.  Our dinner on Thursday would probably be very interesting. 
 
    It would have been easy for me to stay focused on the conversation that I had just finished.  I elected not to do that.  If I was going to get more sleep, now was the time to do it.   
 
    I rolled over and closed my eyes.  I then proceeded to not fall asleep.  Once a full ten minutes had gone by without me nodding off, it became clear that sleeping in was not in the cards for me.   
 
    Whether I liked it or not, I was awake.   
 
    I decided to crawl out of bed, get dressed, and start my day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    During times like that, coffee really came in handy.  It took two cups to do the trick, but after finishing both of them, I actually felt vaguely like myself.  Don’t get me wrong.  I didn’t feel sharp.  But I did have enough energy to go about my day.  That was a drastic improvement. 
 
    With caffeine lifting my spirits, I headed over to Majestic Cove Bakery.   
 
    The drive was a pretty one.  How could it not be?  My hometown was an incredibly scenic place.  Of course, there was the cove itself where the town had gotten its name from.  But there was more to Majestic Cove than just a picturesque ocean view.  The town was also home to a large amount of redwood trees.  In addition, there was some incredible architecture to behold.  The majority of the residential properties were Mid-Century Modern homes.  My house certainly fit into that category.   
 
    Then there was the revitalized downtown area.  It was filled with restaurants, antique stores, and boutiques.  Not to mention, a particularly wonderful bakery that I happened to frequent every day.   
 
    Sorry for sounding like a tour guide.  I was just proud of where I lived.  Majestic Cove had a lot going for it.   
 
    After taking in some scenic beauty, I parked my car in the lot behind the bakery.  I then got out of my sedan and headed toward the front of the bakery.  Before I was able to make it to the entrance, something very peculiar happened.   
 
    Out of nowhere, a black cat ran in front of me.  It darted so fast that I didn’t see it out of the corner of my eye at all.  It just seemed to appear out of nowhere.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  Given how fast the cat had appeared, I figured it would just streak on by me and disappear into an alleyway.  Things didn’t turn out that way. 
 
    Rather than continuing to run, the cat stopped abruptly in front of me.  From there, it just sat on the ground and stared directly into my eyes.   
 
    It was about five or six feet away from me, so it didn’t seem interested in getting rubbed.  In addition, the look in the cat’s eyes was striking.  Its eyes were as wide as could be.   
 
    As I stared at the cat, I almost felt like it wanted to tell me something.  Like it was trying to warn me. 
 
    What an eerie scene that was.  Not to mention spooky.  Not just because the cat happened to be black.  Although, it did seem rather fitting that a black cat would do something like this. 
 
    To me, the cat’s eyes were impossible to look away from.  I had never seen an animal stare at me for quite that long.  That was saying a lot.  I grew up around cats and dogs.  For some random cat on the street to single me out like this was striking.  Especially since street cats were generally pretty skittish around strangers.  This little one broke that mold completely.   
 
    In all honesty, I didn’t quite know what to make of it.  Did this cat have some sort of odd connection to the bad feeling that was in my gut the night before?  Was this an omen of terrible things to come?  Or were the two things completely unrelated?   
 
    Before I was able to piece anything together, the cat scooted off on me.   
 
    As the cat dashed away, I stood in the parking lot, completely motionless.   
 
    What had just taken place?  How could I make sense of it?  What did it all mean? 
 
    Those were some pretty big questions to be wrestling with before nine in the morning.  Maybe after I got some food in my stomach, I’d be able to make heads or tails of the situation. 
 
    Then again, perhaps life had different plans for me.   
 
    Suddenly, I heard a car horn going off behind me.  It was so loud that I nearly jumped out of my shoes.  I put my hand over my chest and turned around.   
 
    There was a disgruntled man behind me.  The balding middle-aged guy was driving a sedan.  He looked like he was ready to blow his top. 
 
    I didn’t blame him.  I had been so lost in thought that I hadn’t realized I was blocking traffic.  I was standing in the middle of a lane in the parking lot.  That was really unlike me.  I was typically a lot more aware of my surroundings. 
 
    I actually became quite embarrassed right then.  I could have gotten run over.  Was that what my gut had been so worked up about last night?  Were my instincts trying to warn me about a near-death experience?  Or was this all about something else? 
 
    One thing was clear.  There was something I needed to say to the angry man. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I then stepped aside to get out of the man’s way. 
 
    While I shuffled away, I said a quick little prayer that he would drive by me without giving me too much trouble. 
 
    “What did you think you were doing, just standing there in the middle of the lane like that?  You should be ashamed of yourself,” he said. 
 
    Before I had a chance to say another word to him, he shot me a glare and then drove away in a huff.  
 
    From there, I headed inside the bakery.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment I swung open the door of the bakery, I was greeted by an amazing smell.  The aroma of fresh-baked bread was a magical thing.  It really got my taste buds going.  Not that my stomach needed any persuading.  Cravings were something that came naturally to me.   
 
    Even if my dear friend didn’t happen to run this bakery, I would still probably come here every day.  The pastries were just that good.   
 
    It was an added bonus that Kristina Fowler and I were also great friends.  In fact, we had known each other for decades.  I was one of the people who had pushed her to open this bakery in the first place.  At first, she was scared to leave her old job as the pastry chef at Luke’s Bistro.  I insisted that if she took this chance, her bakery would make a killing.  I was right.  The bakery was a huge hit.  Kristina had not looked back. 
 
    That morning, Kristina was standing behind the counter as I entered.  When I approached the display case, I tried to figure out which muffin I wanted to order.  Kristina had something else on her mind.     
 
    She had a concerned expression in her eyes as she glanced at me.   
 
    “You look like you could use a pastry,” Kristina said. 
 
    “You know me so well,” I said.  “Although, I’m not sure that one pastry will do the trick today.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I love pastries.  But they have their limits.” 
 
    “Do they?” she joked.  “That’s news to me.” 
 
    “To be fair, they don’t have a lot of limits, but they can’t do everything.” 
 
    “Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?  You’re making me worried.” 
 
    “It has been a strange morning.”  
 
    “Something really crazy must have happened for you to say something like that at eight-thirty in the morning.” 
 
    “It has actually been a series of things.” 
 
    “Yikes.  That’s even worse.  Let me get you a muffin.  Then you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    Kristina went bold and grabbed a chocolate chip muffin.  Normally, I tried to avoid having chocolate at breakfast time.  As delicious as it was, once I got a taste of chocolate, it was tough to avoid having more.  That was a pretty slippery slope early in the morning.   
 
    On that particular morning, I decided to throw caution to the wind.  I had to admit, the chocolate sure tasted good.  While it didn’t make me feel entirely better, it was a start.  With a little bit of food in my system, I felt more comfortable sharing the events of my day with Kristina. 
 
    “Do you think the universe is trying to tell you something?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve never known the universe to single someone out,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s making an exception for you.  Then again, perhaps the universe isn’t sending you a sign, after all.” 
 
    “That’s far more likely.” 
 
    “Your guardian angel could be trying to give you a heads up.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “It’s definitely something to consider.  Guardian angels are really underrated.” 
 
    “I certainly don’t hear them talked about very much.  Maybe because not everyone believes in them.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Who are these poor people?  Don’t they realize how lucky they are to have someone watching over them?” 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “Everyone has the freedom to believe whatever they want.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I’m just glad that you’re smart enough to recognize a warning sign.” 
 
    “True.  I just wish I knew what I was being warned about.” 
 
    “That beats me.  It could be anything.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    Kristina’s forehead wrinkled.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not going to be pleasant.  When was the last time a black cat acted as the bearer of good news?” 
 
    “It doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “Often?  Try never.  Rainbows and sunshine do not follow black cats around.” 
 
    “What about that saying about there being a first time for everything?” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re just relentlessly positive today, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep my head up.” 
 
    “That’s pretty refreshing.” 
 
    “Hey, someone has to do it.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.  My head is currently on a swivel as I try to keep an eye out for trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  And if I was in your situation, I’d probably feel the same way.  As your friend, I’m just trying to make you feel better.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.  It doesn’t hurt to have a little positivity in my life.” 
 
    “Especially since it would be way too easy to go down a bad road.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m already halfway down that road.  In fact, I’ve managed to hit a few potholes along the way.”   
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “The only question now is, how much bumpier will the road get?” 
 
    “Do you have a good guess about that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her nose scrunched.  “That’s strange.  You usually have some pretty strong instincts.”   
 
    “That’s what scares me about this situation.  I can sense that something wild is about to take place.  I just can’t put my finger on what it is.”  
 
    “I wish I knew what to tell you.  This is a tough one.” 
 
    “One thing is clear.  Whatever is about to happen is going to take place really soon.  My instincts have gone into serious overdrive this morning.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m happier that I gave you that muffin.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it never hurts to have some chocolate in your system.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Leave it to you to think about sweets at a time like this.” 
 
    “I run a bakery.  What am I supposed to think about, math problems?” 
 
    “Good point.”  I smiled at my friend. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kristina’s mood turned incredibly serious.   
 
    “Hey Melody, can you do me a favor?” she asked. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Stay safe, all right?” 
 
    “I’ll do the best that I can.” 
 
    “Good,” Kristina replied.  “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I wish I could tell you things calmed down.  They didn’t go back to normal, however.  As I left the bakery to head off to work, I noticed that I was running low on gas.  Luckily, there was a station not too far away.   
 
    I made it to the station just in time.  When I began to refill my fuel tank, I spotted Miss Clara staring at me. 
 
    Who was Miss Clara exactly? 
 
    She was a local psychic in town.  I had seen her ads on late-night television.  I’m talking very late-night.  The sort of commercials that only seemed to run at two in the morning when you couldn’t sleep.   
 
    Clara’s psychic parlor was located next to the gas station.  The slender fifty-four-year-old was wearing a glittery outfit, which immediately drew my attention.  Clara was taking a drag of a cigarette in front of her business.  It seemed to be rather early to be taking a smoke break.  Then again, what did I know?  I didn’t smoke.  I had enough problems without adding cigarettes to the list. 
 
    The most immediate of my troubles was trying to figure out why Clara was staring at me.  After all, I was just minding my own business at the gas pump.  Why was she focused on me? 
 
    It didn’t take very long to find out.   
 
    Miss Clara waved at me.  “You need to come into my parlor and get a reading.” 
 
    Wow.  Talk about being forward.  Was she that desperate for business? 
 
    I shook my head.  “That’s okay.  I’ll pass.” 
 
    “That’s not a good decision.” 
 
    “I’m on my way to work.” 
 
    “If ever there’s a day to show up late, it’s this one.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” I replied.  “I really should be going.” 
 
    I finished pumping my fuel and opened my car door.  Before I was able to take a seat in my sedan, Miss Clara said one more thing to me.   
 
    “Be careful,” she remarked.   
 
    I then got into my car and drove away.   
 
    *** 
 
    Yikes.  What a crazy interaction that was.  It was also quite ominous.  In addition, Miss Clara sure was persistent.  To a disturbing degree.  Did she always try to put that much of a scare into potential customers?  That seemed like strange tactic to take.  If anything, I felt like it would alienate people. 
 
    Although, perhaps some people felt compelled to hear what she had to say.  I had the exact opposite response.  I wanted to get as far away from her as possible.   
 
    The strange interaction with Miss Clara only stayed in my thoughts for a few moments longer.  A short time later, I entered my detective agency. 
 
    Just as I suspected, Lisa was already in the office.  I could count on one hand the number of times that Lisa didn’t beat me into the office.  Since Lisa tended to show up so early, by the time I arrived, she was already on her second cup of coffee.  That meant she was as sharp as ever.   
 
    She took one look at my face and could tell that I was not my normal self. 
 
    “Uh-oh.  What’s the matter?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “What makes you think something is wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “How about the fact that I’m a private investigator?  Reading people’s facial expressions is basically part of my job description.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure exactly.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s awfully vague.” 
 
    “The key word there being awful.  I hate it when my instincts are short on specifics.  But that’s just how things go sometimes.” 
 
    “I’ve been there.  That’s a rough spot to be in.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.  Anyway, it has been quite a weird morning.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’ll spare you the details.  At least, until I get a better read on things.” 
 
    “All right.  Suit yourself.  You know where to find me.” 
 
    “I sure do.  Trust me.  I have a feeling I’ll be asking for your advice soon.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll try to stick around the office.  I suppose a bagel run can wait.” 
 
    “If you’re really starving, get some food.  If I need you, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “Okay.  Do you want me to get you one?” 
 
    “That’s all right.  I stopped by the bakery earlier and picked up a muffin.  I don’t want to overdo it.”  
 
    “Come on, Melody.  Can you ever have too many carbs?” she joked. 
 
    I laughed.  “You’re a bad influence, you know that?” 
 
    Lisa smiled.  “Don’t you mean a delicious influence?” 
 
    “Just go and get your bagel already.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m going to get my keys.” 
 
    Lisa took a few steps toward her office.  She then stopped and turned around. 
 
    “With all of this talk about bagels, I almost forgot,” she remarked. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Lisa picked up an envelope and handed it to me.  “You got mail.”  
 
    I grabbed the envelope and then headed into my office. 
 
    When I took a seat at my desk, I stared at the envelope.  One thing immediately stood out to me.  The envelope was addressed directly to me.  That was odd.  Typically, the mail that arrived at the detective agency was addressed to the agency.   
 
    The rare exception was when I got a thank you card from a former client.  Since we lived in the digital age, that didn’t happen terribly often.   
 
    I was definitely curious to see what was inside the envelope.   
 
    It turned out that it wasn’t a card at all.  Instead, a single piece of paper was inside the envelope.  As I stared at the paper, my eyebrows rose.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  There was only two sentences worth of text on the letter, but that was enough to chill me to my core.   
 
    Why?  What did the letter say exactly? 
 
    You ruined my life.  I’m going to make you pay. 
 
    Reading those words made my blood run cold.  A shiver went down my spine.  It was amazing what an impact two sentences could make.  
 
    I gasped as I finished reading the letter. 
 
    At that point, Lisa was just getting ready to head out the door after grabbing her keys from her office.  She immediately stopped what she was doing and bolted into my office.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Lisa asked. 
 
    I was so focused on the letter that I nearly jumped out of my chair when I heard Lisa’s voice. 
 
    “No.  Not at all,” I said. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Lisa asked. 
 
    I pointed at the letter. 
 
    “Here.  See for yourself,” I said. 
 
    Lisa leaned over and glanced at the letter. 
 
    “Did this just come in the mail?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That’s so creepy,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I can’t believe someone sent me this.” 
 
    “Talk about unnerving.  Do you have any idea who it might be from?” 
 
    “I have no clue.” 
 
    “Did you check the return address on the envelope?” 
 
    I pointed at the envelope.  “That’s the thing.  There was no return address.” 
 
    “I guess that shouldn’t surprise me.  You’d have to be incredibly stupid to put a return address on a threatening letter.” 
 
    “Trust me.  In this situation, I wish I was dealing with someone who was stupid.  In fact, the dumber, the better.”  
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “The last thing I want is to be threatened by someone who is cunning.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that appears to be exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    “Obviously, the person is a maniac.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.  You’d have to be to send a letter like this to someone like me.  What have I ever done to hurt anyone?” 
 
    “You mean, other than digging up dirt on other people?” 
 
    “That’s just part of my job.  It’s not personal.” 
 
    “Not to you.  But to someone else, namely a person who isn’t mentally stable to begin with, your actions could be highly personal.”  
 
    I bit the corner of my lip.  “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “If you go over all of the cases that you’ve worked on, I think you’ll be surprised by how many people might have developed a vendetta against you.” 
 
    “Lisa, I know you’re not known for your pep talks, but this one is especially bad.” 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s just that this kind of situation is a nightmare scenario for a private eye.  Do you have any idea how many times over the years I’ve worried about something like this happening to me?” 
 
    “On that topic, given how much more experience you have than I do as an investigator, have you ever seen anything like this?” 
 
    “No.  Not in person.” 
 
    “Wow.  What a terrible time to break new ground.” 
 
    “Again, I’m sorry.  This is so awful.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “I guess the question is, what are you going to do now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly what I had to do.  I grabbed the phone and called Scott.  Not just because he was my boyfriend, but also because he was a police detective.  He needed to hear about this.  In addition, with his help, I was hoping that we’d be able to figure out who was behind this. 
 
    Much to my relief, Scott answered my call almost immediately.  He thought I was just calling to casually chat with him.   
 
    “How’s it going?” he asked. 
 
    “I need you to come over here right now,” I said. 
 
    “Why?  What’s wrong?  Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “You need to bring the head of the forensics team with you,” I replied.   
 
    “How come?  What’s this all about?  Please tell me you’re not in danger.” 
 
    “I’ll explain everything when you get here.  Just come to my office.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll be there as soon as possible.  I’m heading out to my car right now.”  
 
    Thankfully, Majestic Cove was a small enough town that traffic was almost never an issue.  That morning held true to form.  He didn’t hit a snag on the way over.  As a matter of fact, it only took him five minutes to arrive at my office. 
 
    I was incredibly relieved to see him so soon.  Meanwhile, he had a concerned look on his face as he came through the door. 
 
    “Now that I’m here, please tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    I showed him the letter that I had received.  He looked at it and then became incensed.   
 
    “This is insane,” he said.   
 
    “I can think of a few other ways to describe it.  For example, the word terrifying comes to mind.” 
 
    He leaned in and gave me a hug.   
 
    “I’m so sorry that someone sent you this.” 
 
    “What a horrifying way to start out my work day.” 
 
    “I know this is going to sound crazy, but don’t be scared.” 
 
    “You’re right.  It does sound crazy.” 
 
    “Even so, you have nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to get to the bottom of this,” he said.  “I promise you that.” 
 
    “Look.  I know you’re going to do everything in your power to figure out who is behind this—” 
 
    “You’d better believe it.” 
 
    “I’m still rattled, though.  Not to mention worried.” 
 
    “Scott, I realize that you’re a big strong guy.  And that you’re trying to keep me calm.  But I don’t know who you think you’re fooling.  You read the letter.  How could I not be worried right now?” 
 
    “Because I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “What if this psychopath gets to me first?  We both know that there are some seriously deranged people in the world.” 
 
    “I want to make something perfectly clear.  Whoever is behind this is going to have to go through me.” 
 
    “That’s another thing that I’m afraid of.  What if this maniac manages to take both of us down?” 
 
    “Stop right there.  You’re getting way ahead of yourself.  There’s no reason to jump to the worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “Tell my brain that.” 
 
    “How about focusing on the best-case scenario?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we’d need a time machine to make that happen.  Although, it would be pretty sweet to prevent this from ever occurring.” 
 
    “I was referring to a different scenario.  One that is actually possible.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “That I’m able to catch this person and arrest them before they do any damage.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “It’s not out of the realm of possibility.  Especially given what I know about lunatics.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    He nodded.  “You’d be amazed at how often maniacs make mistakes.” 
 
    “Are you saying that to make me feel better?  Or have you actually found that to be the truth?” 
 
    “I’m being totally honest with you.  In my experience, there’s no such thing as the perfect crime.  There’s always some sort of loose end that fails to get tied up.  And when a criminal slips up, there’s an opportunity to ensure that justice is served.”  
 
    “I hope that’s true this time around.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me.  Either way, we should be able to get an answer soon enough.” 
 
    “You seem awfully confident right now.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?  Joe Newton from forensics should be here soon.  I’ll have him check the letter and the envelope for fingerprints.  Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “That seems like some really optimistic thinking.  Do you really believe that the maniac who sent me this letter would be dumb enough to leave prints on it?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of crazier things during my time on the police force.” 
 
    “All right.  In that case, I’ll hope for the best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hope was a powerful thing.  Unfortunately, it had its limits.  Especially when it slammed up against the brick wall of reality.  As much as I was rooting for the forensics team to make some incredible discovery that would turn this into an open and shut case, that wasn’t what happened.   
 
    Much to my chagrin, forensics was only able to pull two sets of prints.  That wasn’t a good sign.  Most likely, one of those prints belonged to me.  After all, I had touched the letter.  Meanwhile, the second print probably belonged to Lisa.  She had touched the envelope.  If I was correct, it would mean that the maniac’s prints were nowhere on the letter or the envelope.   
 
    Everything would have been different if a third print had been discovered.  That could have led to a serious break.  Since that wasn’t the case, the prevailing theory was that the maniac had worn gloves while sending me that letter.  In doing so, the lunatic was able to conceal their identity. 
 
    In addition, the maniac had also been smart enough to not write anything out by hand.  The two sentences that were on the letter were composed of different magazine clippings.  The maniac had individually cut out each and every letter from various magazine issues and glued them to a white piece of paper.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  When the lunatic put my address on the envelope to send the letter, they didn’t write out the street address by hand.  Instead, they used a typewriter.  
 
    With no handwriting to analyze, it meant that the forensics team had hit another snag.  What a shame too.  The last thing this case needed was to hit another roadblock.   
 
    By the time the forensics team was done, one thing was clear.  Whoever was behind this letter appeared to know what they were doing.  In fact, with the head of the forensics team striking out, it meant that Scott didn’t have any leads at the moment. 
 
    “So much for your best-case scenario,” I said. 
 
    “Melody, I know what you’re thinking and now is not the time to panic,” he replied.   
 
    “Really?  Because it seems like a great time to panic.”  
 
    “It’s still really early in the investigation.” 
 
    “You’re right.  It does seem like it’s a little too early for the case to go this cold.  Yet, here we are, staring down a brick wall.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily the case.” 
 
    “Scott, have you forgotten that I was standing right next to you when you were talking to the head of the forensics department?  Forensics completely struck out.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, explain to me why I shouldn’t panic again?  With a situation like this, forensics is everything.  That letter is all we have to work with.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “Wait.  Am I missing something?” 
 
    “Actually, there’s something that I feel it’s important to remind you about.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Letters like this are usually just scare tactics.” 
 
    “Well, it worked.  I’m terrified.” 
 
    “I can certainly understand that.  At the same time, it’s important to remember that nothing might come of this.  For every lunatic that sends a threatening letter, only a small portion actually take action.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.  Sometimes, the act of terrifying someone is enough for them.  They get a sadistic pleasure in watching someone squirm.” 
 
    “Watching?  Wait a minute.  Are you suggesting that the person who sent this might be watching me?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” he said. 
 
    I turned around and looked out the window.  Thankfully, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Scott continued.  “I didn’t mean they would be right outside your window.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m a little jumpy right now.  I’m completely on edge.” 
 
    “With good reason.  But like I said, what if this maniac just wants to get a charge out of you?” 
 
    “They are succeeding.” 
 
    “As horrible as it is to be looking over your shoulder, isn’t that preferable to someone actually coming at you?” 
 
    “Yes.  That said, you don’t know if this letter is all that this psychopath has planned.  What if this is just the first step they are going to take?  What if they really are determined to make me pay?” 
 
    “We’ll be ready for them.” 
 
    “How?  You don’t know where or when they might strike.  You don’t even have the slightest clue who they are.” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but that’s going to change.” 
 
    “I have to say, I don’t know where you’re getting all of this confidence from.” 
 
    “Like I said before, this investigation has just begun.” 
 
    “I must be missing something.  Do you have some kind of lead that I don’t know about?” 
 
    “No.  But you might.” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “I’m not following your logic.” 
 
    “I know this is an unpleasant topic to bring up, but if I’m going to get to the bottom of this, it’s essential that we discuss this.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I need you to answer one very important question for me,” he said.  “Can you think of anyone who might want to get revenge on you?” 
 
    “How long have you got?” I joked. 
 
    “Melody, I’m not messing around.” 
 
    “Neither am I.  I can think of over a hundred different people who might want me dead.” 
 
    “You’re talking about people you’ve investigated in the past?” 
 
    “Exactly.  Any one of them could have done this.” 
 
    “How about people from your personal life?  Does anyone come to mind?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.  At least we’re able to eliminate a few people.” 
 
    “Right.  So we’re only down to about a hundred potential suspects.” 
 
    “I was trying to find a silver lining.” 
 
    “Look elsewhere.”   
 
    “There are potentially hundreds of people to add to the list.” 
 
    He grimaced.  “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I wish only one name came to mind, but that just isn’t the case.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “How about this?  Can you think of a handful of people who might stand out?” 
 
    “Of course, I can.  But you can’t stop there.  You have to be as thorough as possible.  What if a name slipped my mind?  Or what if my sixth choice turns out to be the person that we really need to worry about?” 
 
    “I’m going to be as thorough as possible.  I just wanted a list of names because I thought it would be a good place to start.” 
 
    I stared at my computer.  “I’ll print you out a list of every person I have ever investigated.” 
 
    “That should keep me busy for a while.  Then again, maybe forensics will dig up something useful.”  
 
    “I will keep my fingers crossed.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The investigative process was never as quick as I wanted it to be.  As a matter of fact, I often found myself getting frustrated by how slow it truly was.  Just because that happened to be the nature of the beast didn’t make it any less of an animal to wrestle with.   
 
    There was nothing I could do to help the forensics department.  I didn’t have any skills in that area.  I could help Scott, though.  And not just by providing him with names.  Or by giving him a rundown of each of my cases.  He could get all of that information by looking through my files.  The biggest benefit to the case that I was able to provide was my expertise.   
 
    Case work was my specialty.  I just wasn’t used to being the subject of the case.  Not only was this unfamiliar territory.  It was unwelcome ground to be standing on.   
 
    In the early going, the most frustrating part of all of this was just how much material there was to go through.  It was going to take the forensics team a while to be able to get any definitive results back.  Scott and I didn’t want to just sit around doing nothing.  After all, what if the forensics department wasn’t able to come back with anything useful?  It was a much better use of our time to dig up whatever we could. 
 
    Of course, that was much easier said than done.  During a typical investigation like this, there might be one or two people who could have realistically been behind this.  In extreme cases, a handful of names might have come to mind.  To have over a hundred different names to wade through was practically unheard of.  
 
    That was what truly made this a nightmare scenario.  Unfortunately, things were about to get worse.  Or, at least, more complicated. 
 
    As I was discussing a number of potential suspects with Scott, my cell phone rang.  I checked the caller identification screen.  My mother’s name was listed on the screen. 
 
    I didn’t immediately pick up the phone.   
 
    That confused Scott.  “Are you going to take that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. 
 
    “Why?  Who is it?” 
 
    “My mom.” 
 
    “Melody, don’t be silly.  Answer the phone.” 
 
    “Scott, we’re busy.” 
 
    He stared at me.  “Is that really why you haven’t taken the call yet?  Or are you worried about what she has to say?” 
 
    It was incredible how well Scott knew me.  His instincts were spot-on.  My mother was a born worrier.  A situation like this would send her anxiety into a new stratosphere.   
 
    For her own sake, I would have to keep the truth from her.  That was, if I took the call.  I could also let the call go to voice mail. 
 
    That was exactly what I decided to do.   
 
    Scott shook his head.  “I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go back to reading those old case files?” I said. 
 
    “Look at you, trying to change the subject.” 
 
    “That’s not true.  We just have some serious work to do.” 
 
    A few seconds later, my phone rang again.  Once more, my mother’s name appeared on the caller identification screen.   
 
    I let out a sigh.  Talk about being relentless.  My mom took persistence to an entirely new level.   
 
    I should have known she would call back.  The woman never left voice messages.  The vast majority of the time, if I didn’t pick up, she just kept calling until I answered.  It appeared that this would be one of those times.   
 
    “Let me guess.  It’s your mom again,” Scott said. 
 
    “It sure is,” I replied. 
 
    “Are you going to ignore her?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you finally came around.” 
 
    “It’s not that.  I just know that she’ll keep calling until I pick up.” 
 
    Scott got up from his chair.  “I’ll give you some privacy.”  He left my office. 
 
    In a way, it was a lot better that I would be talking to my mother on the phone rather than in person.  If we were face to face, I wouldn’t be able to hide my worry from her.  That would be a real problem.  My mom could always tell when times were tough for me.   
 
    On the phone, I could keep my feelings to myself a lot better.   
 
    I answered the phone.  “Mom, is everything all right?” 
 
    “Do you have any mangoes at your house?” 
 
    “What kind of a weird question is that?” 
 
    “Is that a yes or a no?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “All right.  I’m going to buy you some.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Is that all you were calling about?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay.  What else is there?” 
 
    “I just thought it would be nice to check in with you.” 
 
    “So, there’s no emergency then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good.  That’s a relief,” I said.  “That said, in the future, don’t you think a conversation like this could have waited?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I’m confused.  I don’t see why a question about mangoes couldn’t be put off until later.” 
 
    “Because I’m standing in the produce aisle at the grocery store right now and I have a two-for-one coupon.” 
 
    “Oh, the charmed life of a retiree,” I joked. 
 
    “You can laugh all you want, but if my life truly was charmed, I would be at the beach right now.  Instead, I’m shopping for groceries.” 
 
    “Mom, you’re retired.  What’s stopping you from going to the beach?” 
 
    “All of these coupons that I’ve clipped are about to expire.  Do you have any idea what a shame it would be to let these coupons go to waste?” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.  Anyway, I’m kind of busy right now.  I’ll let you get back to your shopping.” 
 
    “Wait.  Should I buy this mango for you or not?” 
 
    “It’s whatever you think.  I have bigger things going on right now.” 
 
    “Dear, is everything all right?” my mom asked. 
 
    Uh-oh.  Up until that point, my mother had been delightfully distracted by the topic of tropical produce.  To the point where I didn’t have to lie to her.   
 
    With her focus shifting toward me, I would have to be very careful about what I said.  Otherwise, this conversation could snowball on me. 
 
    In my experience, keeping things vague was always a good call.   
 
    “I’m just really busy at the moment,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not in danger, are you?” she asked. 
 
    Uh-oh.  My mom was putting me in a really tough spot.  I hated lying to her.  On the flip side, I also didn’t want her spending her retirement worried about me.   
 
    “Everything is fine.  You just know how hectic work can get sometimes.” 
 
    “All right.  Well, try to take it easy.  You don’t want to work yourself to death.” 
 
    “No.  Of course not.” 
 
    “I only mention it because you have a tendency to put work first.” 
 
    “It’s the middle of the morning.  Of course I’m going to put work first.  I have to make a living.” 
 
    “Melody, you know what I’m talking about.  You’ve been known to let your investigating take precedence over other areas of your life.” 
 
    “Mom, now isn’t a good time for a lecture.” 
 
    “You say that, but in your opinion, there’s never a good time for a lecture.” 
 
    “You got me there.  This is an especially bad time, though.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll let you get back to work.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief.  “Good.” 
 
    “Just one thing before I go.” 
 
    “Please tell me that it isn’t about mangoes.” 
 
    “It isn’t.  It’s about life.  I’ve known a lot of people in my life, and not one of them has ever told me that they wish they had spent more time at work.  If anything, given the chance, they would have gone back, taken things a little easier, and carved out more time for fun activities.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  The question is, are you going to take my advice?”   
 
    “I’ll have to get back to you on that.  Like I said before, it has been a hectic day.” 
 
    “All the more reason to listen to me.  Take my advice and have some fun.  You’ll thank me later.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Talk about an ironic way for the conversation to end.  Having fun was the last thing on my mind right then.  If anything, I was just looking to find a way to keep myself from completely losing my mind.   
 
    Of course, I didn’t blame my mom.  She was just trying to help me.  She had no clue that things had spiraled so desperately out of control.  In addition, she had also given me some pretty solid advice.  If I was able to make it through this mess alive, perhaps some life changes were in order. 
 
    That was a conversation to have with myself later.  I didn’t have the time or the mental capacity to deal with it right then.  I needed to focus on discovering the identity of the maniac who wanted revenge on me. 
 
    I spent the rest of my day trying to solve that mystery. 
 
    At one point, as Scott and I were going over old case files, he looked up at me and said, “You weren’t kidding when you told me that the potential suspect list was a mile long.  There are so many different people who could have been behind this.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “I didn’t bring it up to make you feel bad.  I’m just kind of overwhelmed by all of these old case files.  Talk about information overload.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s a lot to deal with all at once.” 
 
    “It certainly is.  It’s going to take forever to go through it all.” 
 
    “If you have any questions, feel free to shoot them my way.” 
 
    “Trust me.  There’s about a hundred different things that I’m going to run by you.  I just want to gather all of my thoughts first.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Although, I will say, this particular case file that I’m reading is particularly bonkers.” 
 
    I stared at the file folder.  “Which one is that?” 
 
    “The Danielle Noonan case.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “Yeah.  That one was pretty wacky.” 
 
    “Any case involving a chase in a motel parking lot is definitely one for the record books.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  That was wild.  But that wasn’t the craziest case that I’ve ever worked on.” 
 
    “Oh no?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not by a longshot.” 
 
    “Which case fits that billing?” 
 
    I sat back and took a deep breath.  “Wow.  That’s a tough question.” 
 
    “Yikes.  Are there really that many insane investigations to choose from?” 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but yes.  I mean, you’ve read through some of the case files.  You’ve seen just how wild things have gotten on the job.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I mean, I saw some crazy stuff while I was on the beat in San Francisco, but it turns out that Majestic Cove has its fair share of nut balls as well.” 
 
    “If I were you, I wouldn’t use the word fair when talking about lunatics.  In my mind, even one maniac is too many.” 
 
    “I wish the universe agreed with you.”  
 
    “Yeah.  Wouldn’t that be nice?  But no, life has just been full of surprises.” 
 
    “I certainly know what that’s like.” 
 
    “That said, unlike with big-city crimes, all of these case files that you’re flipping through encompass ten years of work.  I didn’t jump from one insane case to another.  There were plenty of normal cases in between.”  
 
    “I realize that.  There just happens to be enough maniacs sprinkled in to make things uncomfortable.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me.  I’m about as on edge as I can be.  Which is all the more reason to keep plowing through these case files in search of a potential clue.” 
 
    Scott didn’t take my advice.  Instead, he closed the file that he had been looking at.   
 
    “Actually, I think it’s time for us to order some pizza.” 
 
    I looked at him like he had two heads.  “I’m sorry.  Did I just hear you correctly?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How can you think about food at a time like this?” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Just hear me out.  As far as I can tell, it’s pretty clear that we’re going to be flipping through case files for a few hours.  So, let’s get some carbs to help us out.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair.  “Actually, now that you bring up the topic of pizza, it makes me think of another possible suspect that you should add to your list.” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief.  “Just when you think the list can’t get any longer.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “What can I say?  I’ve seen some crazy things on the job.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    It would be nice if I could tell you that the rest of my day was fruitful.  That Scott and I were able to make great progress with the investigation.  That just didn’t prove to be true.  We didn’t really get anywhere.   
 
    All in all, the case seemed to be going nowhere fast.  As five o’clock rolled around, I decided to head home.  Meanwhile, Scott was going to stop in at the police station.  He would then swing by our favorite fast food joint and pick up some dinner.  From there, he would meet me back at my place.   
 
    At least, that was the plan.  On my drive home, I spotted something that would change the entire course of my evening.  I was approaching a stop light when I spotted Miss Clara’s Psychic Parlor.   
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t have given that place a second thought.  In fact, I had turned a blind eye to that business for years.  As I’ve mentioned before, I wasn’t big into astrology.  I never read my horoscope.  No one had ever read my palm before.  I just wasn’t a free spirit like that.  
 
    The events of the day had changed my mind.  In addition, I got a very strong feeling in my gut as I stared at Miss Clara’s place.  My instincts were telling me to pay her a visit. 
 
    Would that decision be a mistake?  Would it be a giant waste of my time?  Possibly.  On the flip side, there was a chance that this was exactly what I needed. 
 
    All told, it wouldn’t cost me much to find out an answer either way.  Forty bucks wasn’t a whole lot to pay to get some peace of mind. 
 
    As I swung the door open to Miss Clara’s business, I was greeted by a waiting room that was like something out of a tacky movie set.  There were multiple velvet couches, mood lighting, and beads were everything.  In addition, ethereal music played over a speaker system.   
 
    A bell rang as I opened the door, no doubt signaling to Miss Clara that she had a customer waiting for her.   
 
    Just as I was about to take a seat on one of the velvet couches, I heard beads moving.   
 
    Miss Clara then entered the waiting room.  A thick layer of makeup was caked to her face.  She was also still wearing the glittery dress that looked like something out of a music video.  To top things off, she had a turban on.  
 
    Just like when she had spotted me on the street, her eyes widened as she stared at me. 
 
    “It’s you,” Clara said. 
 
    “You remember me then,” I replied. 
 
    “How could I forget you?  I was wondering when you were going to show up.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have been able to predict that?  After all, you are supposedly psychic.” 
 
    “Being a psychic doesn’t mean that you know everything about the future.  If that was the case, I’d be able to predict the winning lottery numbers.  I could then use the winnings to spend the rest of my life lounging on a tropical beach.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “It beats working.” 
 
    “Have you tried the lottery?” 
 
    “Many times.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I haven’t come close to winning the jackpot.” 
 
    “Which brings up a good point.  If you can’t predict everything about the future, then what can you predict?” 
 
    “In your case, I’ve seen a vision of your future that shook me to the core.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    Miss Clara pointed at her back room.  “Why don’t you join me in the back?” 
 
    “Is this where you give me the big sales pitch?” 
 
    “You’re quite the cynic, aren’t you?” 
 
    “When you’re a private investigator, it’s hard not to be cynical.  How much are you going to charge me for this information of yours?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    I did a double-take.  “What?” 
 
    “You hear me.” 
 
    My forehead wrinkled.  “Wait.  You’re not going to charge me anything?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m dead serious.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this is a life or death situation.  I wouldn’t feel right profiting from this.” 
 
    “All right.  In that case, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Please join me in the back.” 
 
    I followed Miss Clara into her back room.  It was sparsely decorated.  There was just a table, a few chairs, and a crystal ball.  The room itself wasn’t lit with a normal light bulb.  Instead, the bulb was red.  That led to a disorienting effect.  It took me a few seconds to get accustomed to the setup.   
 
    Miss Clara had me take a seat.  She then sat across from me at the table.  I expected her to stare at the crystal ball, but she didn’t.   
 
    She reached out and took my hand.  Was she about to give me a palm reading? 
 
    I was wrong once again.   
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “I just want you to know that you’re in grave danger,” she said.  
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Like I mentioned before, I had a vision.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Of your life being threatened.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “That’s where things get tricky.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know the name of your attacker.” 
 
    “What does the attacker look like?  Maybe I’ll be able to identify them by the description that you give me.”  
 
    “That’s not likely.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because in my vision, your attacker is wearing a ski mask.  They are also dressed in black from head to toe.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  But not nearly as unfortunate as what this attacker does to you in my vision.” 
 
    “Do I want to hear all the details?” 
 
    “Probably not.  I think it’s important that you know them, though.  Even if they are awful.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and then remained quiet for a moment. 
 
    “Do you want to know what I saw?” Clara asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “Tell me.” 
 
    “In the vision, this attacker breaks into your house and comes at you while you’re sleeping.  You wake up just as they enter your room.  In your groggy state, you’re not able to stop the attacker.  The masked attacker ends up killing you in your bed.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding when you said that details were disturbing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to be the one to share such horrifying details with you.  I wish I didn’t have that vision.  I have felt haunted ever since I had the vision.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  That’s a lot to carry around.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came by.  Now you know to watch your back.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve already been doing that.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’ve been looking over my shoulder all day.  Ever since I received a threatening letter at my work place.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    “That’s why I came in here.  I was hoping that you’d be able to identify the maniac.  Or, at least give me a description of him.” 
 
    “I wish I could.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I was hoping that this reading would go a lot better.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    “I’ll just add it to the list of disappointing things about today.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    It was safe to say that I didn’t expect my psychic reading to go like that.  Honestly, going in, I believed that Miss Clara wouldn’t be able to tell me anything useful.  I was wrong on so many levels.  Not only had Clara given me info, she had scared the daylights out of me.  That was saying a lot, given the anonymous threats that had already rocked my world.   
 
    It was one thing to get a letter in the mail.  It was another to hear a psychic describe a disturbing vision that she had about you.  That took things to an entirely different level. 
 
    I left the psychic parlor that evening with an awful feeling in my stomach.  It wasn’t just my gut instinct acting up on me.  My stomach was turning.  In addition, as I walked to my car, I couldn’t help but look over my shoulder.   
 
    Right then, for some reason, an image of Mike Kershaw popped into my mind.  Normally, I would find that to be quite odd.  I didn’t often get flashes of people that I once investigated.  The timing was even more peculiar.  It almost seemed like a sign from the universe.   
 
    After all, I had just finished up with Miss Clara.  And, although I wasn’t psychic, I did have some solid instincts.  Perhaps my gut was doing its best to warn me about Mike. 
 
    I definitely had a reason to suspect Mike.  His life had been up-ended by one of my investigations.  Although, the fault was all with him.  He was the one who had been selling drugs on the side while he was out delivering pizzas for Enzo Antonelli’s Pizza Parlor.  I just happened to be the one who exposed Mike’s illegal activity.   
 
    What made things particularly hairy in Mike’s case was that his actions had a fallout well beyond him just losing his job.  He ended up getting arrested for his drug dealing.  He was sentenced to three years in prison.   
 
    Talk about a case spiraling out of control.  When I first took the assignment, I had no clue that it would end in jail time.  Enzo had hired me because he was worried that Mike was stealing from him.  The truth ended up being much different.  That happened sometimes. 
 
    One thing to take into consideration was that cases didn’t always end when I thought they would.  For example, I had put Mike Kershaw’s case long behind me.  Then, earlier this year, I got word that he was being released from prison. 
 
    It made me feel so unsettled to know that Mike would be back out on the streets.  I asked myself, had he used his time in jail to rehabilitate himself?  Or had he just stewed in his jail cell, plotting his revenge against me the entire time? 
 
    While Mike did have a killer motive for wanting to get revenge on me, I reminded myself that he had been out of prison for a number of months now.  He had been a free man since March.  If he was truly determined to get revenge on me, wouldn’t he have taken action shortly after his release? 
 
    Or maybe he realized that the spotlight would be on him for a while.  In that case, it would be best for him to keep a low profile.  Then, when the heat died down, he could make his move.   
 
    Of course, there was a chance that I was just jumping to crazy conclusions.  I had no proof that Mike wanted to get me.  I had worried about that very thing in the past.  Most notably when Mike was first released from prison.  Those initial few weeks were a tense time for me.  I did a lot of looking over my shoulder.  Not quite as much as I was currently, but it was still enough to get me worked up. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time I arrived home, I was a complete mess.  Normally, home was where I felt the most comfortable.  It was the safest place for me to hide away from the crazy world.  All that changed after I heard Clara’s vision.  If she was correct, I wouldn’t even be safe in my own bed. 
 
    Typically, food was on my mind when I got home.  I either fired up some dinner or made a plan to order something.  That evening, I didn’t do either of those things.  Instead, I grabbed a baseball bat from my closet and slowly walked through my house.  There was no evidence that a masked intruder was hiding in one of my rooms, but I just wanted to be safe.   
 
    Much to my relief, I went through my entire house without spotting an attacker.  Just as I was about to put the baseball bat down, I heard my doorbell ring. 
 
    I was so startled that I nearly jumped out of my shoes.  Then my reasoning skills kicked in.  I asked myself, why was I so jumpy?  There probably wasn’t an attacker at the door.  What kind of deranged maniac rang the doorbell before trying to kill someone?  Lunatics were much more likely to pick the lock or crack the glass of my back door. 
 
    Still, before I swung open my front door, I looked through the peephole.  That was when I saw my boyfriend standing on my doorstep.  Phew.  I was so caught up worrying about a potential attacker that I had completely forgotten about Scott coming over. 
 
     I opened up the door and let him in.   
 
    “You ready for dinner?” Scott said. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied.   
 
    Scott took one look at my face and immediately became concerned.   
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked. 
 
    I sat Scott down on the couch and told him everything.  He then leaned forward and gave me a hug.   
 
    “I am so sorry to hear that,” he said. 
 
    “You can see why I’m so jumpy,” I replied. 
 
    “Absolutely.  You’ve had quite a disturbing day.  I feel so awful for you.” 
 
    “This has definitely been the kind of day that I want to put behind me.  But is the worst still yet to come?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “How can you be so sure about that?” 
 
    “I’m here now.  I’m going to take care of you.” 
 
    “Yeah.  But what about when you leave?” 
 
    “I don’t have to.  I could spend the night here…on the couch, of course.” 
 
    “No.  You don’t have to.” 
 
    “If it will give you peace of mind, I’d be happy to do it.” 
 
    “You know what would give me peace?  If my life went back to normal.” 
 
    “So, do you want me to stay over or not?” he asked.  “Then again, maybe you should come to my place.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?  There’s no way that an attacker can get you there.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.  If someone is determined enough, they are capable of anything.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty bleak thing to say.” 
 
    “It’s also the sad truth.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Besides, if something is going to happen, I think it’s going to happen here.” 
 
    “Are you saying that because it’s what the psychic told you?  Because in my experience, those so-called psychics don’t really know what they are talking about.” 
 
    “Normally, I’d agree with you—” 
 
    “Not this time, though?” 
 
    “Scott, I’ve already received a threatening letter.  And Miss Clara wanted to give me a reading even before I knew that the threatening letter existed.” 
 
    “Does that mean you believe a masked intruder is going to attack you in your sleep?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what to believe right now.  I definitely can’t rule anything out.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.”   
 
    “Besides, it’s better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “In that case, why are you so insistent on staying here?” 
 
    “Like I said, if something is going to happen, I feel like it’s going to happen here.” 
 
    “So, let’s go to my place.  Then nothing will happen.” 
 
    “Come on, Scott.  You don’t really believe that, do you?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “Exactly.  If someone is determined enough to get revenge on me that they sent a threatening letter, they will probably be able to track me down at your place.  Or they’ll be patient enough to wait for me to come home eventually.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “If I’m here, I can at least make preparations to protect myself as much as possible.” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m going to let you do this alone.  I can’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “Thanks for looking out for me, but I don’t think it’s necessary for you to sleep on the couch.  It’s not the most comfortable couch in the world.” 
 
    “Melody, do you really think I care about comfort at a time like this?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t know how I’m going to feel comfortable again until we get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “What if the attacker goes to break into my house and stops because they see you on the couch?  We might blow our best chance at catching them.” 
 
    “Here’s a different idea then.  I’m going to assign a deputy to keep watch over your place.  They will be parked right out front in an unmarked car.  If this so-called attacker shows up, the deputy will spring into action.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.  I like it.” 
 
    “I figured you’d appreciate that.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that works.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Scott radioed police headquarters.  About fifteen minutes later, a deputy arrived on my street.  Scott went out and briefed the deputy on the situation.  The officer’s name was Rick Finley.  He was in his twenties.  He had been on the force for a few years.   
 
    Once Rick was stationed across the street from my house, Scott came back inside.  We then tried to go on with our evening.  That was not an easy thing to do.  Even food wasn’t doing much for me right then. 
 
    I couldn’t say the same thing about Scott.  He was munching down on his food like there was no tomorrow.   
 
    “Cheese fries make everything better, don’t they?” he said. 
 
    “Are you joking?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.  Couldn’t you tell by my tone?” 
 
    “Well yeah.  I’m just not sure why you’re telling jokes at a time like this.” 
 
    “I was hoping I could lighten the mood a little bit.  Clearly, I was mistaken.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m just not in a very jokey mood right now.” 
 
    “I realize that.  Which is why I threw out that remark.” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip.   
 
    “If you’re not going to laugh, you should at least eat something.  It’s a shame to let perfectly delicious junk food go to waste.” 
 
    “I know it’s going to sound crazy, but I don’t have much of an appetite right now.” 
 
    “Just give this cheese fry a taste.  They don’t call it comfort food for nothing.” 
 
    I grabbed a fry and took a bite of it.   
 
    “Isn’t that good?” he said. 
 
    “It sure is.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let your bacon cheeseburger go to waste either.  It’s not every night that we pick up fast food.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Besides, panic loves an empty stomach.” 
 
    I looked deep into his eyes.  “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  I’m just sitting here eating my dinner.” 
 
    “Yes, as calm as can be.  Meanwhile, I’m an absolute wreck.  What’s your secret?” 
 
    “Look.  I get why you’re concerned, but nothing is going to happen.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure about that?” 
 
    “Because I’m here to protect you.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  I appreciate that.  But you can only do so much.” 
 
    “True.  But I have back up.  Deputy Finley is right across the street.” 
 
    “I know that’s supposed to make me feel better, but given the fact that a maniac is on the loose, I’m still at the edge of my seat.” 
 
    “Melody, let me tell you something.  I hope the situation doesn’t come to this, but I’m prepared to take a bullet for you.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “That’s not nearly as reassuring of a statement as you’d think.” 
 
    “Really?  I thought that would let you know how much I care about you.” 
 
    “Oh, it does.  I’m really touched that you would put your life on the line for me.  I’m just terrified that things could come to that.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “I’m not saying they will.  Honestly, I don’t think anything even close to that is going to happen.” 
 
    “I don’t know where you get that idea.  All signs are pointing to things escalating.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re dealing with a criminal mastermind here.  This doesn’t seem like the work of an evil genius to me.  Instead, it’s much more likely that we’re just dealing with someone who has a screw loose.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  But anyone who is deranged is still capable of causing some serious trouble.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m in no mood to argue.”  My nose scrunched.  “I’m just so scared.” 
 
    He leaned in and held me.   
 
    “Everything is going to be all right,” he said. 
 
    “Will it, though?” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t in the mood to argue.” 
 
    “Look.  I don’t meant to disagree with you.  I’ve just never been in a situation like this before.” 
 
    “Very few people have.” 
 
    “And it’s not like I haven’t been in some hairy situations in the past.  I haven’t lived a sheltered life.  I’ve seen some seriously twisted stuff.  But this is the first time that I’ve ever felt like my own life was genuinely at risk.” 
 
    “That is a very sobering thing to grapple with.” 
 
    This time, Scott was the one who looked out into the distance.  He became very quiet.  Suddenly, he didn’t have anything comforting to say.   
 
    Even though I couldn’t read his mind, I had a feeling that I knew what he was thinking about.  When I brought up this situation with some of my other friends, they all expressed their sympathy.  They also gave me their best wishes.  But none of them had ever experienced anything like this before.  This was uncharted waters to them. 
 
    Meanwhile, Scott knew exactly what I was going through.  He wasn’t just paying my lip service.  During his time on the police forced, he'd seen a lot of crazy things.  Both here and back in San Francisco.  We’re not just talking about a couple of brushes with death.  Or some near-misses.  The man had practically stared death in the face.  Multiple times.  And had lived to tell the tale. 
 
    If you think I’m exaggerating, you’re dead wrong.  A terrifying series of events had led to Scott’s decision to leave San Francisco.  While on duty, he had a near-death experience three days in a row.  It was bad enough to get attacked.  But he also had a gun pointed at him.  Amazingly enough, he narrowly managed to escape with his life.   
 
    Granted, police detectives were trained for worst-case scenarios.  They knew the risks of the job.  They were aware that disaster could strike at any moment.  And that they might not make it through their shift.  Yet, they still went out on duty anyway. 
 
    Even so, it was one thing to know that danger might be around the corner.  It was another to narrowly escape death.  After three awful incidents in a row, Scott reexamined his life.  He felt like the universe was trying to send him a message.  
 
    Rather than rolling the dice on his life one more time, he elected to file for a transfer.  He could have requested to be moved anywhere in the country.  He decided on Majestic Cove.  He thought that coming back to the town that he grew up in would provide him with a quieter and more peaceful life.  It was safe to say that thing had not turned out as he expected them to. 
 
    The longer that Scott remained quiet, the more concerned I became.   
 
    “Scott, I’m not ready to die,” I said. 
 
    He snapped out of his fog.  “Please don't talk like that.” 
 
    “I’m just being honest.  I’m not even forty.  I’ve never been married.  I don’t have any kids.  I don’t even own a cat.  There’s so much that I want to do with my life.” 
 
    “And you’ll get to do all of it.” 
 
    “Not if this psychopath who threatened me has anything to say about it.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again.  You’re going to make it through this.  I promise you that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once we finished our food, Scott and I spent the rest of the evening together watching television.   
 
    Unfortunately, the TV was no match for my overactive imagination.  It didn’t matter what program we put on, my mind remained incredibly distracted.   
 
    As Scott snuggled up to me, he did his best to comfort me.  Even though he was being as sweet as could be, I remained completely unsettled.   
 
    Eventually, the hour grew late.  Scott reluctantly headed home.   
 
    From there, I headed off to bed.  I made a decision not to sleep in my own bed, however.  In an effort to switch things up, I decided to sleep in my spare bedroom that evening.   
 
    If the attacker made their move that evening and did manage to sneak by the deputy out front, perhaps they would go into the wrong bedroom.  In doing so, maybe that would give me just enough time to run out.  Or to attack the intruder before they had a chance to kill me. 
 
    With everything that was on my mind, it should come as no surprise that I had difficulty sleeping that night.  I was filled with worry.  Of course, that was probably exactly what the lunatic intended.  If the maniac was truly determined to get revenge on me, it wasn’t necessary to send me a threatening letter.  If anything, to maintain the element of surprise, the lunatic probably would have been better off not mailing me that letter.   
 
    The psycho wasn’t just out to get back at me.  They wanted to toy with me first.  It probably gave them a real thrill making me squirm.  If that was true, the lunatic might attempt to stretch things out.  What if they were able to keep me in suspense for a week?  Or even longer?  That way, they could really play tricks with my mind.   
 
    After working myself into a complete frenzy, sleep became more elusive than ever.  Can you really blame me?  It wasn’t every day that I worried about being murdered in my sleep.   
 
    It took a while, but I eventually did crash out.  What can I say?  At some point, exhaustion just took hold.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have sweet dreams.  It was more like one big nightmare.  Not surprisingly, it involved me being attacked.  My biggest fears were finding their way into my sleep.   
 
    The nightmare was absolutely terrifying.  I was so relieved that it was over.  While this was far from the first bad dream that I had experienced recently, one key thing was different about this one.  In the nightmare, I was being attacked by some faceless figure.  I recognized the lunatic.  You might be thinking, was Mike the maniac? 
 
    No. 
 
    At least, not in my nightmare.  Instead, the maniac in my dream was someone else entirely.  His name was Kyle Farmington.  He was someone that I had investigated a while back.  His wife, Claire, had suspected him of being unfaithful.  Or, should I say, his ex-wife? 
 
    You see, it turned out that Kyle had been cheating on his wife.  And when she found out the truth, she kicked him to the curb.  That wasn’t all.  She also took Kyle to the cleaners in divorce court.  By the time Claire was done with him, Kyle was a shell of his former self.   
 
    The question became, in the subsequent months, had his life spiraled even further out of control?  Had he completely unraveled?  It wouldn’t surprise me if that was the case.   
 
    If that had taken place, all bets were off.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were some mornings when I woke up feeling well-rested.  That wasn’t one of them.  As a matter of fact, I was as groggy as ever.  I barely felt like I had gotten any shut eye.   
 
    What a shame that was.  After all, I had gotten at least five hours of sleep.  That was actually pretty remarkable, given the circumstances.  The real problem was that I felt like I was in a fog.  It would have been easy to go right back to bed.  That wouldn’t have done me any good.  Since it was a weekday, it also meant that it was a work day.  The detective agency was calling.  Every moment that I dragged by feet put me in more of a time crunch. 
 
    Before I shifted my focus entirely over to work, I wanted to do a walk-through of my entire house.  I realized that a police deputy had been sitting out front all night, but what if the lunatic had snuck up behind him and knocked him out?  What if the maniac had found their way into my home?  What if the psycho was waiting in the next room to strike? 
 
    Was I being paranoid?  Perhaps.  I’d rather be overly anxious than unprepared.   
 
    I grabbed my baseball bat and slowly made my way into the hallway.  Thankfully, I didn’t see anyone there.  Next, I checked the master bedroom.  From there, I made my way into the living room.   
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    I glanced out my living room window and spotted the deputy sitting in his car across the street.  Officer Finley was diligently keeping his eyes out for trouble.   
 
    It didn’t appear that an attacker had broken into my home overnight.  There was one place left to check.  I tiptoed into my kitchen and I was relieved to discover that no intruders were in there.   
 
    Finally, I was able to let my guard down.   
 
    At that point, I was able to switch gears.  My attention turned to my coffee maker.  Caffeine was just what I needed right then.  It seemed like the kind of morning when one cup of coffee wouldn’t be nearly enough.   
 
    I fired up the coffee maker and then headed toward my master bathroom.  It was going to take a few minutes before my coffee was ready.  Rather than just standing around, I could use that time to splash some water on my face.  It was a small thing, but it worked.  The water pressing against my forehead really woke me up. 
 
    Once I was done in the bathroom, I went back to the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee.  It was no exaggeration to say that the caffeine gave my system the jumpstart that it needed.  From that point on, I felt a lot more like myself.   
 
    After a brief stop at the Majestic Cove Bakery, I made my way over to the detective agency.  From the moment I set foot in the office, I knew it wasn’t going to be just another work day.  How could it be with everything that was going on? 
 
    There was more.  No two days at work were the same.  Some were incredibly busy.  Other days were as slow as could be.  With my life being threatened, there was an argument to be made for a slow work day being a good thing.  I didn’t want to become overwhelmed.  That could lead to me getting sloppy with my work.  In my business, one slip up could lead to death. 
 
    On the flip side, having an active case would at least keep me busy.  I would be so focused on investigating that I wouldn’t have the time or the energy to worry about the threat on my life. 
 
    All told, the opposite proved to be true.  I didn’t have any active cases.  I didn’t even have any potential new clients on deck either.  It was the kind of day that was perfect for getting caught up with paperwork.   
 
    Unfortunately, paperwork was deadly boring.  Even worse, it took up such little energy that it didn’t even keep my mind occupied.  My thoughts were left free to wander, which was a dangerous thing.  It was actually pretty amazing what dark alleyways my thoughts wandered down.   
 
    By the middle of the morning, my head was lost in the clouds.   
 
    Much to my surprise, it wouldn’t stay there much longer.  When my phone rang, I was pulled from my haze.  I instinctively reached for my phone and took the call without checking the caller identification screen.   
 
    Most likely, the call was coming from a potential new client.  Or my boyfriend.  Or my mother.  Those were all safe guesses.   
 
    They all proved to be incorrect.   
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    A deep male voice that I didn’t recognize replied on the other end of the line.  They said, “You’re going to pay.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose.  I was shocked by what I had just heard.   
 
    A number of question immediately spilled out of my mouth.  “Who are you?  And what is this about?” 
 
    I wanted answers.  But the caller was in no hurry to explain themselves.  They didn’t reply at all.  Instead, the caller fell silent.  For a moment, I worried that the call had dropped.  That didn’t prove to be the case.  I could still hear background noise on the other end of the line.  The caller just wasn’t replying to my question. 
 
    I lost my patience.  “What do you have against me?” I asked. 
 
    Unfortunately, my question was met with more silence.  I couldn’t believe this.  First, a letter.  Now, a phone call.  This was getting nuts.  Not to mention, chilling.   
 
    The longer the caller remained silent, the more frustrated I became.  Just as I was about to speak up again, the caller broke his silence. 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said. 
 
    “Why don’t you just leave me alone?” 
 
    The man laughed maniacally. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “Watch your back,” the man said.  “I’m coming to get my revenge.” 
 
    That last reply sent a shiver down my spine.  What a nasty threat.   
 
    I opened my mouth again to respond to the caller, but the man hung up on me.   
 
    Before I put my phone down, I sat in my chair in shocked silence.   
 
    Things had just taken an awful turn.  That was quite telling, given how awful the situation had been already.  Suddenly, in the span of a thirty-second conversation, everything had gotten infinitely worse.   
 
    At that moment, one thing became abundantly clear.  I was dealing with a very dangerous person.  Even more so than I thought. 
 
    While the threatening letter was worrisome, it also could have just been the work of someone who was just disturbed.  There was a chance that they only wanted to put a scare into me.   
 
    This phone call was a signal that I was in some serious trouble.  This maniac was out for blood.  Even more, he wanted to make me squirm before he came after me.  That was an entirely new level of psychosis.  It was absolutely horrifying. 
 
    As I took a few breaths to try to calm myself down, I heard a noise outside my window.  I was so startled that I nearly jumped out of my chair.  Was it the caller trying to creep up behind me?  Were they about to get their revenge? 
 
    I whirled around quickly to look out the window.  My guard was up the entire time.  As I stared out the window, I saw two movers across the street.  The movers had dropped a large box.  Whatever was inside the box had taken a beating.  The movers looked to the left and then to the right, presumably to see if anyone was giving them nasty looks for dropping the box.   
 
    They must not have spotted me.  Or anyone else.  They just kept on going about their business as if nothing had happened. 
 
    In addition, across the street, I also saw Deputy Carl Ashford.  Carl had taken over for Deputy Finley, who headed home after his shift finished. 
 
    What I didn’t see outside was an attacker.  That wasn’t terribly surprising.  This maniac would have to be incredibly bold to take action in broad daylight.   
 
    Since I didn’t see a lunatic outside the window, I was able to breathe a little easier.  I didn’t remain relaxed for long.     
 
    Before my breathing had a chance to calm down, I heard a knocking sound behind me.  A simple knock shouldn’t have been enough to send me reeling with anxiety, but it did. 
 
    I turned around again, unsure of what to expect.  Much to my delight, it was my co-worker, Lisa, standing in the doorway rather than some maniac.  Then again, what kind of a lunatic would threaten me on the phone and then knock at my doorway?  If anything, he would sneak up behind me as quietly as possible. 
 
    Deep down, I realized that.  I just wasn’t thinking rationally right then.  In fact, I didn’t feel at all like myself.   
 
    “Wow.  You’re jumpier than ever,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Sorry about that.  I can’t help myself,” I said. 
 
    “What are you apologizing for?” 
 
    My nose scrunched.  “I’m not sure exactly.  I guess that’s just my way of saying that I’m really out of sorts right now.” 
 
    “That threatening letter really did a number on you, didn’t it?” 
 
    “The letter isn’t the only thing I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.  Did something else happen?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I just got a threatening phone call as well.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  Speaking of which, I need to speak with Scott immediately.  Maybe he can track where the threatening phone call came from.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I was desperate to find out what kind of magic the police department could perform.  They had all sorts of technology at their disposal.  Surely, they would be able to track the number.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have a recording of the man’s voice.  Then I would really be in business.  Of course, why would I have been recording the call?   
 
    When I told Scott what had taken place, he responded with great concern in his voice.   
 
    “I can’t believe this.  What an insane development,” Scott said. 
 
    “It’s definitely not your average Thursday morning,” I replied. 
 
    “Melody, I don’t know why you’re downplaying this.  If I were you, I’d be beside myself right now.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I am.” 
 
    “You’re sure not acting like it.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just trying to put on a good face.  But on the inside, I’m in rough shape.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.  This is a dire time.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I appreciate your concern.  At the moment, I really need your help in another way.” 
 
    “I get it.  And I’ll do everything I can to track this guy down.” 
 
    “Good.  I hope you’re able to bring him to justice.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Some days, nothing went according to plan.  This appeared to be one of those days.  Real investigative work was a lot different than how it was portrayed on TV or in movies.  When I was watching a TV show, I knew that the sleuth would get the answer they were looking for a few scenes later.  Or, at least, by the end of the hour.   
 
    That wasn’t how things played out in real life.  Instead, there was a lot of waiting.  Patience wasn’t a requirement for this job, but it sure made the waiting easier to endure. 
 
    It was safe to say that I wasn’t a patient woman. 
 
    While the police tried to track down where the call had come from, I was filled with anxiety.  I just kept telling myself that the police just needed one little break.  For example, if the caller had gotten sloppy and covered their tracks, the police would be able to trace exactly where the call had come from. 
 
    I prayed for that to be the truth.  I actually turned to the Lord a lot that afternoon. 
 
    What I didn’t do much of that afternoon was actual work.  Not that I expected myself to be highly productive.  Honestly, it was amazing that I didn’t spend the entire time fretting. 
 
    Given the wild circumstances that I was faced with, it should come as no surprise that the rest of my work day was absolutely miserable for me.   
 
    Thankfully, it mercifully came to an end.  When it was over, I headed home.   
 
    I’d love to be able to tell you that I had a relaxing night at home that evening, but it just wasn’t the case.  I tried my best to distract myself with a little TV watching.  Normally, it didn’t take me long to zonk out on the couch. 
 
    That evening proved to be a disappointing exception.  Rather than focusing on the baking show that was in front of me, my mind wandered.  
 
    As a matter of fact, while I sat on my couch, I found myself thinking about a number of former subjects that I had investigated in the past. 
 
    One, in particular, kept coming up in my mind. 
 
    His name was Derek Radford.  He used to work in the fraud department of a local insurance company.  His boss, Elaine Richmond, hired me because she believed that he had been approving insurance payments that had no merit.  That was an especially incendiary claim since Derek’s entire job was to root out potential fraud. 
 
    Unfortunately, Elaine’s suspicions were spot-on.  During the course of my investigation, I uncovered multiple instances of Derek approving claims that should have been denied.  That wasn’t all.  I also discovered that Derek was taking bribes from a number of claimants.   
 
    When I shared the evidence with Elaine, she immediately fired Derek.  What happened after that was anyone’s guess.  I didn’t follow Derek around.  My assignment was just to figure out if Derek had misbehaved on the job. 
 
    One thing was clear.  Losing a job was a traumatic experience.  Some people handled it better than others.  For Derek, there was an added wrinkle.  He was also missing out on all of the side money that he was getting from taking bribes.   
 
    My investigation had already uncovered that Derek was willing to do some sleazy things.  But how low was he willing to stoop?  Had the idea of threatening me ever entered his mind?  If so, was he behind this?  I certainly couldn’t rule him out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Scott called me into the police station later the next day, I was hoping he had good news to share with me.   
 
    I soon found out how wrong I truly was.   
 
    “I have some bad news for you,” Scott said.   
 
    “There seems to be a lot of that going around,” I replied. 
 
    “You’re not kidding.” 
 
    “Does that mean you weren’t able to track where the call came from?” 
 
    “Actually, we were able to track the number.” 
 
    “All right.  So, who was the caller?  And did you send some deputies over to his house to arrest him?” 
 
    Scott grimaced.  “This is where things get dicey.  The number is registered to a prepaid phone service.  You know, the kind that you can buy at grocery stores and big box stores?” 
 
    “Are you saying that it was a burner phone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Which means you have no way of figuring out who bought it or how to track them down.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he replied. 
 
    I let out a groan.   
 
    “It’s a shame that you didn’t recognize the caller’s voice,” he said. 
 
    “You’re telling me.  But they probably used some voice-changing software or something.” 
 
    “Or, they just lowered their natural voice as they called you.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility too.  Either way, we’re back at square one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You weren’t kidding when you said that you had bad news.” 
 
    “I wish I had better details to share with you.” 
 
    I stared out into the distance.  “Wow.  Things just keep getting worse, don’t they?” 
 
    “I know things aren’t looking good right now, but we’re going to find this lunatic.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I haven’t figured that out yet, but I’ll think of something.” 
 
    “I wish I was as confident about that as you are.” 
 
    “Please don’t lose hope.” 
 
    “I know you’re going to do everything you can. The question is, will it be enough?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I sure hope you’re right.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “In that case, what’s your next step?” 
 
    “I just have to keep digging through your old case files to see if anything stands out.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping that something does.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    My mother wasn’t typically the type of person who showed up at my house unannounced.  Then again, we were living in highly unusual times.  It sure seemed like all bets were off.  Even so, I was surprised to see my mother randomly showing up on my doorstep that evening. 
 
    What was she doing here?  Did I even want to know the answer to that question?  My mom frantically rang the doorbell.  When it took me a moment to come to the door, she knocked.   
 
    “Melody, are you in there?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.  I’m coming.  Just give me a minute,” I said. 
 
    “Hurry up.” 
 
    So much for patience.  I ran up to the door and swung it open.  My mother looked incredibly distressed as she stood on my front patio.   
 
    “What took you so long?” she asked. 
 
    “I was in the bathroom,” I replied.  I looked at the mango that she was holding.  “Did you come all the way over here to bring me that?” 
 
    “No.  But since I was on my way over anyway, I decided to bring this mango with me.” 
 
    I became concerned as I looked at her.  “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Please tell me it isn’t true.  Please tell me I just heard a crazy rumor,” my mother said. 
 
    My forehead wrinkled.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I need to know the truth.  Did someone threaten your life?” 
 
    I grimaced.  It made me really uncomfortable to be put on the spot like that.  Especially since we were face to face.  On one hand, I didn’t want my mom to freak out.  On the other hand, it would be really difficult to lie to her.   
 
    It sure felt like it was time to come clean.   
 
    Much to my surprise, I didn’t even have a chance to get a word out.  My mother drew her own conclusions based on my facial expression.   
 
    “Oh dear.  It is true then,” she said. 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    My mom put her hand on her chest.  “I need to sit down.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    “This is insane.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Who is the maniac that threatened you?” 
 
    “The police are still trying to figure that out.” 
 
    “Wait.  They seriously don’t know who was behind this?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “This situation just keeps getting worse.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  It’s far from ideal—” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the century.” 
 
    “If you let me finish, I was going to say that you don’t need to panic.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that.  I almost hyperventilated on the way over here.” 
 
    “I wish you hadn’t told me that.  It makes me worry about your safety.” 
 
    “Dear, it was a figure of speech.  If I had an actual health crisis, I would have pulled over and gotten medical attention.  I would never risk my own safety.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Now, back to you.  This is serious business.” 
 
    “I realize that.  Why do you think there’s a police officer parked across the street keeping an eye out for trouble?” 
 
    My mom turned around and stared outside.  “Wait a minute.  You have police protection?” 
 
    I nodded.  “That should give you some peace of mind.” 
 
    “Actually, it makes me even more terrified.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “If you felt like you needed to request police protection, this situation must be completely out of hand.”  
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “Melody, who are you trying to fool?” 
 
    “Scott just wanted to take some precautionary measures.  That’s all.” 
 
    “You’re not scared for your life then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She stared deep into my eyes.  “You’re a terrible liar.” 
 
    “Mom, please don’t freak out.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to keep my cool at a time like this?  What a nightmare.” 
 
    “With any luck, the police will catch the person responsible for this soon.” 
 
    “Why are you bringing up luck at a time like this?  If you were lucky, you wouldn’t have gotten threatened in the first place.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.”  I changed the subject.  “By the way, how did you even hear that I was threatened in the first place?” 
 
    “The rumor mill, of course.” 
 
    “Right.  How could I forget about that?”   
 
    “I’m not sure.  The rumor mill does provide a wealth of information.” 
 
    “In that case, does the rumor mill have any idea who might be behind this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    My mother became even more concerned.  “Please tell me the police aren’t so desperate that they are looking to the rumor mill for leads.”   
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Phew.” 
 
    “Look.  Everything is going to be all right.” 
 
    She stared at me again.  “Melody, I know you’re trying to put on a good face, but I can see right through it.  I know you’re scared.” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about something else?” 
 
    “How about the fact that you chose the wrong profession?” 
 
    I took a deep breath.  “Mom, can we please not get into this now?”   
 
    My mom put her hand up.  “Actually, this seems like the perfect time to get into it.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “You know that I’ve had my reservations about you being a private investigator.” 
 
    “Yes.  And?” 
 
    “It’s not too late to take up a different profession.” 
 
    “Sure it is.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  Elaine Ball was five years older than you when she left her TV job and went into real estate.” 
 
    “That was different.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  You’ve had your life threatened.  Meanwhile, she just wanted to make a little change.” 
 
    “Okay, so it’s not too late to make a career change.  But I’m not going to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I like what I do.” 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “Really?” 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe because someone threatened your life.” 
 
    “True.  Other than that, though, my job is pretty good.” 
 
    “That’s a big caveat.  Do you know a career that doesn’t involve threats to a person’s life?” 
 
    “Sure.  There are a bunch of them.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Like music.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips.  “You just give that up, will you?” 
 
    “I don’t care if you’re tired of me bringing up this topic.  Let’s face it.  Musicians don’t get threatened.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s not entirely accurate.  I can think of a few musicians who have been killed by deranged fans.” 
 
    “All right.  You got me there.  But it doesn’t happen very often.” 
 
    “If you’re going to go with that logic, then let’s examine my situation.  I’ve been a private eye for years and this is the first time anything like this has ever happened to me.” 
 
    “Trust me.  With a nightmare like this, once is enough.” 
 
    “Mom, can you give this topic a rest?  I’m already dealing with enough.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll take it easy on you.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    My mother stared out into the distance.  “I hope Scott catches the person who was behind this.  And soon.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, my mother left.  After that, I went about my evening.  That mostly consisted of staring at the TV.  When the hour grew late, I got ready for bed.   
 
    Just as I was about to curl up under the covers, something weird happened. 
 
    I heard a loud thud coming from the other side of my house.   
 
    It wasn’t a knocking sound, however.   
 
    I didn’t get the sense that someone was at the door. 
 
    It almost sounded like something had collided with one of my walls.  
 
    I got out of bed to investigate.   
 
    As I made my way to the front door of my house, I looked through the peephole.  I didn’t see anyone on the doorstep.  I then moved over to the living room window.  I stared at my front yard, but I didn’t see anyone strange out there.  In fact, the only person who was in my view was Deputy Taggart, who was working the night patrol shift that evening.  He was parked across the street.  Taggart clearly didn’t spot anything suspicious.  He wouldn’t have had such a calm look on his face if he believed that something was up.   
 
    That led me to ask one question.  If the noise had not come from the front of the house, then where had it come from? 
 
    My immediate instinct was to head to my back door.  That was a good call.  When I stared into my back yard, I saw something interesting.  There wasn’t a human being out there.  At least, as far as I could tell.  However, there was a brick on the ground with a note taped to it.   
 
    My first instinct was to open the door.  I refrained from doing that, however.   
 
    Instead, I headed into my front yard and flagged down the deputy. 
 
    Taggart then got out of his vehicle and ran up to my front door.  I told him about the brick in the back yard.   
 
    From there, I went back inside while Taggart headed toward my backyard.   
 
    When he got there, Taggart did a quick visual scan of the area.  Strangely enough, he wasn’t able to spot anyone suspicious. 
 
    The deputy then pulled out a pair of gloves.  After putting them on, he bent over and picked up the brick.  He removed the note that was taped to the brick and read it.  
 
    The note was short and got straight to the point.  It contained only one sentence:  I will get my revenge. 
 
    What a menacing note to receive.  That wasn’t all.  The fact that the note was taped to a brick was pretty telling. 
 
    As far as the deputy and I could see, the maniac had come dangerously close to hitting the glass door of my back patio with that brick.  If that had taken place, it would have shattered the glass for sure.   
 
    It would have also drawn a huge amount of attention to my patio as well.  If I had to guess, the maniac missed my glass door by mistake.  In doing so, he was able to make a quick getaway without drawing too much attention to himself.   
 
    Of course, these were all just theories.  The only thing I knew for sure was that the threats against my life continued.   
 
    Taggart grabbed his police radio and immediately called Scott. 
 
    It took all of ten minutes for my detective boyfriend to arrive at my house.   
 
    Shortly after, a forensics team was on the scene as well. 
 
    The team would do their best to analyze the brick.  Maybe the maniac was foolish enough to leave a fingerprint on the brick.  Or the note. 
 
    In addition, members of the forensics team went through my backyard, looking for shoe prints. 
 
    I had a security camera in the front of my house, but not one in the back.  That camera didn’t do me any good right then.  After this incident, I would have to strongly consider getting a second camera for my backyard. 
 
    Speaking of cameras, I had Scott speak with my neighbor, George.  That neighbor lived behind me.  I knew that George had a security camera in his front yard.   
 
    That camera might have recorded some useful footage.  After all, for the maniac to have thrown the brick at my back patio, he would have had to go through George’s yard first before entering my yard.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a brief discussion, Scott got George to show him the security footage that had been recorded.  Just as I predicted, there was some useful footage on that camera.  As a matter of fact, the security camera recorded the maniac creeping through George’s yard all the way to my back yard.  It even got footage of the maniac throwing the brick at my door. 
 
    Unfortunately, the maniac seemed to have anticipated the possibility of being recorded and had taken steps to hide their appearance.  That included wearing all black clothing.  They also had a ski mask on.  That was the really crushing detail to see.   
 
    The security camera didn’t record the sharpest footage to begin with, but with the lunatic covering up their face, there was zero chance of identifying them.  What a shame.   
 
    I couldn’t believe that someone was able to act so brazenly and get away with it.  Yet, that appeared to be the case.  Whoever was behind this, they had certainly put a lot of thought into covering their tracks.  
 
    I hated to see that.  If someone was going to be maniacal, I would prefer it if they were sloppy as well.  
 
    Then again, it would have been much better if a lunatic wasn’t after me in the first place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With the security camera footage doing me no favors, all eyes turned to the forensics team.  Any information that they were able to dig up would be greatly appreciated.   
 
    With an investigation like this, waiting was like torture.  I had a difficult time mustering up patience in the first place.  I wanted answers immediately.  I wasn’t going to get them, however.  At least, not that night. 
 
    The forensics team gathered as much material as they could and brought it back to the lab, but they wouldn’t be able to get any test results until the morning.  And that was at the earliest.   
 
    It was going to be a rough night of sleep.  If I could even get a wink in.  I would definitely try.  Unfortunately, I have an overactive imagination.  Not to mention, my anxiety was in overdrive.   
 
    In order to give me some sense of peace, Scott made a suggestion.  He proposed staying over at my place that evening.  He would sleep on my couch.  That would provide an extra layer of security.   
 
    It seemed like a good plan to me.  The bigger the police presence was around my house, the better it would make me feel.  
 
    That said, even though it provided me with comfort knowing that Scott was in the other room, just as I suspected, sleep was not easy to come by.  Adrenaline was pumping in my veins.  My mind was racing.  Mostly because I kept trying to piece together what was really happening.   
 
    Ideally, I would find a way to anticipate what would happen next.  In doing so, I might be able to prevent complete catastrophe from occurring.   
 
    In addition, I also did a lot of praying that evening.  With any luck, the forensics team would turn up some detail that would lead to the killer being identified.   
 
    It wouldn’t take much.  Just one tiny piece of information could do the trick.  I was definitely due to catch a break.  At least, that was how I felt.  I was a little biased, though.   
 
    Truthfully, it was all out of my hands.  That was the part I hated the most.  No one wanted to feel powerless. 
 
    With all of those thoughts racing around my mind, it was no wonder that I spent a great deal of time tossing and turning in my sleep that night.  Honestly, if complete exhaustion had not have caught up with me, I probably would have spent the entire evening awake.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eventually, I did crash out.   
 
    Before I knew it, the morning sun was streaking in through my bedroom window.  I couldn’t believe it.   
 
    Had four or five hours gone by just like that?  Apparently so.  I grabbed my phone and looked at the time.  It was a little after eight o’clock.  If anything, I had actually slept in more than normal.   
 
    I didn’t feel like it.  I was as groggy as could be.  I felt like I could easily roll over and go back to bed for a few more hours. 
 
    Of course, if I did that, a nightmare could be waiting for me.  I seemed to have one every night now.  Strangely enough, the bad dreams were never about the same person.  
 
    The latest one involved Clint Zuckerman.  Clint was the subject of one of my most recent cases.  Like so many of my investigations, he was suspected of infidelity.  I ended up catching him in the act of cheating on his wife.  While that was bad enough, the woman that Clint was sleeping with wasn’t just some random woman.  She was Amanda Wallace, his business partner.   
 
    When Clint’s wife, Danielle, got word of the affair, she went off of the deep end.  Naturally, she broke things off with her husband.  That wasn’t all.  She also became determined to tank his business.  In doing so, it would hurt both Clint and Amanda. 
 
    It was an incredibly messy situation.  The prospect of losing his marriage and his business in quick succession would make a lot of men lose their cool.  Had Clint snapped?  Did he blame me for everything, even though he was the one who had broken his marriage vows? 
 
    The Majestic Cove Police Department’s forensics team might soon have an answer to that question.   
 
    So, rather than going back to sleep and risking having another nightmare, I got out of bed.  I really wanted to hear an update from Scott.   
 
    Had he heard back from the forensics team overnight?  Did we finally have a lead in this case?   
 
    As I got out of bed, I almost headed directly into the living room.  When I caught sight of my frazzled hair in the mirror, I decided against that idea.  A trip to the bathroom was definitely in order.   
 
    I freshened up really quickly.  That included running a brush through my hair and splashing some water on my face.  Scott had never seen my morning face.  I wasn’t sure that he was ready for that yet.  Or maybe I was the one who wasn’t ready to show him how I looked in my natural state.  Maybe I’d get there one day.  I certainly wasn’t there yet.   
 
    My vanity aside, I did speed up my usual morning bathroom routine.  I was anxious to speak with Scott. 
 
    Apparently, he felt the same way about me.  While I was in the bathroom, I heard a knock at my bedroom door.   
 
    “Scott?” I said. 
 
    “Melody, were you sleeping?” Scott asked.  “Did I just wake you up?” 
 
    “No.  I was already up.” 
 
    “Good.  I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Same here.  I’m coming out right now.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I left the bathroom and joined my boyfriend in the living room.   
 
    “All you doing all right?” Scott asked. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” I said. 
 
    “Talk about an understatement.” 
 
    “I guess that’s just my way of trying to deal with these insane circumstances.  If I was truly honest with myself, I’d be using far different words to describe what was going on.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” he said.  “I guess that means I don’t have to ask you if you slept well.” 
 
    “No.  Don’t bother wasting your time with that.  Instead, tell me if you have an update.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Let me stop you right there.  Don’t get too excited.” 
 
    “Why not?  Do you have bad news for me?” 
 
    “No.  I don’t have any news for you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Look.  I know you want this all to be over, but we might still have a ways to go.” 
 
    “Please don’t say that.” 
 
    “You know how investigations go.  They don’t have a set time frame.  Anything can happen at any given moment.” 
 
    “True.”  I took a deep breath.  “What about forensics, though?  When are you going to hear back from them?” 
 
    “I should have something to report later today.”  
 
    “Good.  Maybe they will be able to provide us with the break that we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “I’m going to keep my fingers crossed.  In the meantime, there’s something I need to ask you to do.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Stay home.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “All day.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    He nodded.  “I don’t want you going to work.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer. 
 
    He kept talking before I had a chance to say a word.  “Please don’t argue with me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” I replied. 
 
    “You weren’t?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.” 
 
    “Good.  Your safety is the top priority right now.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Now, when I tell you to stay home, it also means that I don’t want you going to the bakery.  Or to your mother’s house.  Just stay right here.” 
 
    I stared deep into his eyes.  “You not kidding around, are you?” 
 
    “Look.  I know you love a good morning pastry, but this is your life we’re talking about.  Besides, I can have a deputy swing by the bakery and pick you something up.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I just don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good,” he said.  “It’s settled then.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were tough to sit through.  I ended up pacing so much that I worried I would wear down my carpet.  I also tried watching some TV, but I couldn’t find any shows that were able to distract me. 
 
    Unfortunately, the same laser-like focus that served me so well when I was working on a case did me no favors in a situation like this.  With my mind squarely on discovering the identity of this maniac, it was no surprise that the seconds seemed to tick by in slow motion.   
 
    That first hour was absolutely excruciating.  Things didn’t get any better from there.  At least, not until my phone rang.  I immediately reached for my phone and took the call.  For a brief moment, I felt a rush of excitement.  Then I realized that Scott didn’t have an update for me.  In fact, my boyfriend wasn’t the one who had called me.   
 
    The phone call had come from my dentist’s office.  They were phoning me to remind me about an upcoming appointment that I had scheduled.   
 
    After getting off of the phone with the receptionist, my anxiety returned.  What was I supposed to do to pass the time?  If I just sat around fretting, by lunch time I would have driven myself crazy.   
 
    I decided to scroll through the internet.  Social media had always been a great distraction in the past.  All I needed was to find a few cute cat videos and I would probably be set for a while. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a reason why cats ruled the internet.  It was amazing how cute there were.  Even so, I didn’t lose complete track of time.  Not like I normally did.  It didn’t seem to matter how cute the kitten was in the video, in the back of my mind, I still clamored for an update from Scott. 
 
    It ended up taking an additional hour, but I got another phone call.  This time, rather than answer it right away, I looked at the caller identification screen.  If it was the doctor’s office or something like that, I would just let the call go to voice mail. 
 
    Imagine my surprise then when I did see Scott’s name pop up on the screen.  I took the call right away.   
 
    “Do you have an update?” I asked. 
 
    At first, Scott seemed a little taken aback by the fact that I didn’t bother with pleasantries.  
 
    “Actually, yes.  I have some incredible news,” Scott replied. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “The forensics lab was able to pull a print from the brick.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Pretty crazy, huh?” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  So, this maniac was smart enough to wear a ski mask and approach my house through the back yard, but not cunning enough to avoid leaving a fingerprint?” 
 
    “Melody, you should be happy about this—” 
 
    “Trust me.  I am.  I’m just kind of in shock.  This person has been really good at covering his tracks so far.” 
 
    “True.  But like I said before, no one is perfect.  Almost all criminals slip up at some point.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Anyway, the fingerprint was only a partial, but it was just enough to work with.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ve been able to identify the lunatic?” 
 
    I began to sweat a little bit as I waited for Scott to reply.  There was a lot riding on his answer.  It would be a brutal blow to get letdown again.  On the flip side, this could be the break I had been waiting for. 
 
    “Yes,” Scott said.  “We have been able to identify the suspect.” 
 
    For the first time all week, I became excited.  Finally, some good news.  And not a moment too soon.  Talk about an incredible development.  Maybe I’d be able to get out of this situation without a scratch, after all.  That would be amazing. 
 
    Of course, I was getting a little ahead of myself.  Identifying someone and apprehending them were two very different things.  Until this maniac was behind bars, this situation wouldn’t be over.  That said, figuring out who was behind this was a great first start. 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked.   
 
    “His name is Kyle Farmington,” Scott said. 
 
    “I recognize that name.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah.  His wife hired me to tail him a while back.  Well, his ex-wife.  It turned out that he was cheating on her.  I was able to snap some photos of him in the act.  When I showed them to my client, she vowed to break things off with her husband.” 
 
    “Kyle must have figured out that his ex-wife had hired you as a private eye.  Perhaps he blames you for breaking up his marriage.” 
 
    “If that’s true then he’s even crazier than I thought.  He’s the one who cheated on his wife.  I was just doing my job.  If he wants to blame anyone, he should look in the mirror.  He’s the one at fault here.” 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me.  Then again, you and I are both rational people.  Kyle clearly has a screw loose.  He wouldn’t be the first nutcase to deflect the blame elsewhere when things didn’t go his way.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Some people refuse to take responsibility for their own actions.” 
 
    “I’m sure Kyle will have plenty of excuses when we drag him into the station.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  Should be interesting to hear what he has to say for himself.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t really care what his explanation is.  The man is a maniac.  I just want him behind bars.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “There’s no rational explanation for disturbing behavior like this.” 
 
    “Of course, there isn’t.” 
 
    “Besides, there’s a chance that Kyle refuses to talk to us.  It’s incredible how many criminals refuse to say a word…even when their backs are against the wall.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s because they realize every word out of their mouth would dig a deeper hole.” 
 
    “Possibly.  In the end, it doesn’t matter.  With the fingerprint that we pulled from the brick, there’s no denying that Kyle is guilty.  He’s going to be spending a long time in jail.” 
 
    “Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?  You still have to arrest him first.” 
 
    “Yes, technically.  But we’ll be doing that within the hour.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  As a matter of fact, I’m driving over to Kyle’s house right now to apprehend him.” 
 
    “I hope the arrest goes smoothly.” 
 
    “So do I.  This case has already given me enough trouble.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  The last thing you need is for life to throw you another curveball.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that I’m in the clear, but there’s no way I can breathe a sigh of relief until Kyle is actually behind bars.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that.  Proceed with extreme caution.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And don’t take any chances.” 
 
    “Melody, don’t worry.  I’m going to watch my back.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m definitely going to worry.  You and I both know that the toughest cases refuse to ever let up.  They are difficult right until the bitter end. 
 
    “That’s why I always prepare myself for the worst.  That said, I can say with a hundred-percent confidence that Kyle will be apprehended.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.  I’m also going to pray that nothing terrible happens to you in the process.” 
 
    “For the last time, I’m going to be fine.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.  But you don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Look.  I get that this case has you all worked up.”   
 
    “Can you blame me?” 
 
    “No,” he replied.  “At the same time, I believe you should relax.  We finally know who was responsible for all of this.  And they will be in prison soon.  By the end of the day, you can start putting this behind you.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
    “You’ll see.  Everything is going to go off without a hitch.  In fact, I’d be willing to bet my life on it.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I love your confidence, but you definitely could have phrased that sentence better.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Sorry.  What I meant to say was that it’s the end of the line for Kyle.” 
 
    “I’ll say this.  I have some serious praying to do.” 
 
    “That’s a good call.  Meanwhile, I’m going to get off the phone.” 
 
    “Give me a call after you have Kyle in custody.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Take care.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Like that, Scott got off of the phone.  I immediately began to pray.  Once I finished doing that, I decided to head over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  That always seemed like a good decision.  The bakery was a place that provided great comfort to me.  Not just because the pastries were amazing, but also because Kristina was there. 
 
    At a time like that, it never hurt to be around a good friend.  In addition, what better way was there to celebrate than with dessert? 
 
    When I entered the bakery, Kristina looked surprised to see me.  That was probably because I had been keeping a really low profile in the last few days.  Scott was smart to tell me to avoid public places.  Even so, it had felt weird to throw off my usual routine.   
 
    I had to admit, it was really good to see my old friend. 
 
    Kristina got playful with me.  “Well, look who dared to show their face in public.  You’re even bolder than I thought.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied. 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “What are you talking about?  I thought you were under a strict lockdown order.” 
 
    I shared the good news with Kristina.   
 
    She put her hand over her chest and replied, “That is fantastic.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  It’s the best news I’ve heard all week.” 
 
    “Why stop there?  This is the kind of thing that could turn your month around.  Or your entire life, for that matter.” 
 
    “Normally, I’d say that you’re exaggerating, but I know you’re not.  There was a good chance that this case would turn out far differently.” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about that.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I suppose I’ve already spent enough time worrying about everything that could have gone wrong.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on what went right.” 
 
    “That’s a good call.”  
 
    “You know what else is a good call?  A chocolate chip muffin.” 
 
    “It didn’t take you long to get straight to the chocolate, did it?” 
 
    “Nope.  Then again, why would it?  I have my priorities in order.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Who knew that chocolate would be a priority?” 
 
    “Come on, Melody.  When you talk like that, it’s like you don’t even know me.  In my mind, sweets always get top billing.” 
 
    “You’re right.  What was I thinking?” 
 
    “I’ll let that one slide because you’ve had such a stressful week.” 
 
    “How generous of you.” 
 
    “Speaking of generosity, this one is one me.”  Kristina grabbed a muffin from the display case, put it on a plate, and handed it to me. 
 
    “That’s so nice of you,” I replied. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  After everything you’ve been through, you definitely deserve a free muffin.” 
 
    “I’m certainly not going to turn down a freebie.  Or wait to dig in, for that matter.”  I took a bite of the muffin. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “It’s amazing, like always.  I have to say, no one makes pastries like you do.” 
 
    “I never got tired of hearing that.” 
 
    “Chocolate sure is magical, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It definitely makes everything tastier.  That said, enough about sweets.  There’s something I need to know.  How relieved do you feel right now?” 
 
    “Honestly, I feel like this huge weight has been lifted off of my shoulders.  All of my anxiety has melted away.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” 
 
    “This news couldn’t have come a moment too soon either.  For the last few days, I’ve been trying to put on a strong face, but on the inside, I’ve been an absolute wreck.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  Who would be able to stay calm after having their life threatened multiple times?  That would have destroyed me.  Honestly, I don’t think I would have been able to leave my bed.”  
 
    “You’re not alone.  I thought about locking myself away over the last week.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you do that?” 
 
    “Because I knew my mind would play tricks on me.  Staying active worked a lot better for me.  Even so, I still ended up having some pretty dark thoughts.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that anymore.  It’s all behind you now.” 
 
    “Good riddance.  Who wants to live in a state of constant anxiety?” 
 
    “Not me, and definitely not you,” she said.  “Here’s to getting your life back.” 
 
    I smiled.  “What a wonderful feeling that is.  No more looking over my shoulder.  No more worrying about whether trouble is just around the corner.  Instead, I can go about my day as normal.” 
 
    She held up her hand.  “Well, relatively normal.” 
 
    My forehead wrinkled.  “Am I missing something?” 
 
    “Let’s not get crazy.  You’re a private investigator, not an accountant.  You didn’t exactly live the most normal life to begin with.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “You got me there.” 
 
    “Besides, by your own admission, Majestic Cove isn’t a normal small town.” 
 
    I folded my arms.  “Kristina, please tell me that’s not your best effort to make me feel better.  Because if so, you really need to work on your pep talks.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.”   
 
    “But hey, even though I’m not great at coming up with inspiring words, I can sure bake some delicious food.”  
 
    “You’re not kidding.  This is incredible.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “I don’t just like it.  I love it.  These pastries are a real life-saver.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.  The real life-saver here is the police department.” 
 
    “I guess I need to work on my phrasing as well.” 
 
    “Maybe so.  The important thing is that you’re staring at a much brighter future.” 
 
    “Which brings up an interesting point.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”   
 
    “As crazy as this town is, I don’t think I could ever move away.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because there’s no chance there would be a bakery as good as this one elsewhere.  And once you’ve gotten a taste of incredible pastries, you don’t want to have to settle for anything else.” 
 
    Kristina laughed.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you really going to make major life decisions based on the quality of the pastries that you can buy at your local bakery?” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate with my response.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    “You must be feeling a lot more relaxed.  You’re sounding a lot more like yourself again.” 
 
    “I guess I am.” 
 
    “So, with that in mind, what are your feelings on the future?  Do you think that things will finally get back to normal around here?” 
 
    “That sounds like a question for a psychic.” 
 
    “You happen to know one.  Maybe you should pay her another visit.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.  She didn’t exactly get things right last time.” 
 
    “True.  I suppose you’ll just have to deal with life one day at a time like the rest of us.” 
 
    “That works for me.” 
 
    “With that in mind, what are your big plans for the day?” 
 
    “I think it would be a good day to head out to the beach.  I could dip my toes into the sand, stare out at the water, and maybe even get a little bit of a tan.” 
 
    “That sounds great.  I wish I could join you.” 
 
    “I could always head out to the beach again this weekend.  Do you think you’ll be able to join me then?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “Do you believe things will stay quiet in Majestic Cove that long?” 
 
    “They’d better.  There’s only so much craziness I can take.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.  There has never been a better time for life to take it easy on you.” 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Treats, Threats, and Tawdry Truths 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay?” Lisa Williamson asked. 
 
    My dear friend looked concerned.  I didn’t blame her.  It had been a crazy couple of weeks for me.  First, I received a threatening letter in the mail.  That was followed by a menacing phone call.  If that wasn’t bad enough, someone threw a rock at my house with a menacing note taped to it. 
 
    Those three things had all taken place in quick succession.  Those events left me completely rattled.  To the point where I began looking over my shoulder.  I also started to wonder if trouble was waiting around every corner.  The more things escalated, the more I found myself wondering if it was safe to even leave my house. 
 
    It was a terrible situation to be placed in.  As a matter of fact, there was no way of looking at this in a positive light.  That was a pretty significant distinction for me, as I always tried to find the good in every situation.  These developments just happened to be one disaster after another.   
 
    The worst part of all was that I had no idea who was behind any of this.  Neither did my boyfriend.  That was saying a lot.  After all, I was a private investigator.  And my boyfriend was a police detective.  If anyone had the ability to get to the bottom of this, it was us.   
 
    Detective Scott Webster was certainly doing his best.  He was using every tool at his disposal to crack this case.  Amazingly enough, a number of days into the investigation, he didn’t have a single lead.  But the answer was out there somewhere.  Scott would get to the bottom of this.  I just knew it.  He had to.  So much depended on it.     
 
    While I waited for any sort of break in the case, a number of sleepless nights taunted me.  Even when I did manage to crash out, I just ended up having nightmares.  If it sounds like absolute torture, that’s because it is.   
 
    Then, this morning, something incredible happened. 
 
    The case took a huge turn.  It was all thanks to the police department’s forensics team.  They were able to pull a fingerprint from the threatening note that I received.  The one that was taped to the rock that had been flung at my house.   
 
    After running the print through their system, the police were able to identity who was behind this.  His name was Kyle Farmington.   
 
    Scott was currently on his way to Kyle’s house to apprehend him.  Meanwhile, I headed over to the detective agency where I worked.  Since it seemed incredibly likely that Kyle would be caught soon, I felt safe leaving my house.   
 
    Besides, Lisa Williamson was more than just a friend of mine.  She was also my co-worker.  So, by checking in with her, I would be able to get a work and personal update.   
 
    Lisa and I ran a detective agency together in Majestic Cove.  She was actually the one who trained me when I first became a private investigator.  I looked up to her.  She always seemed to be filled with wisdom.  That made sense.  Not only was she a number of years older than me, but she also had a lot more experience with this job.  
 
    Given all of that, it was only natural for her to be concerned about my well-being.  Although, right then, it wasn’t necessary.    
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me,” I said. 
 
    “Really?  How come?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Because for the first time in a while, it seems like everything is going to be okay.” 
 
    “That’s refreshing to hear.” 
 
    “It’s a nice change of pace.” 
 
    “That said, I can’t help but be confused right now.  If you’re feeling all right then why were you so quiet a moment ago?” 
 
    “I was just thinking.” 
 
    Lisa reached into a to-go bag and pulled out a croissant.   
 
    “Pastry for your thoughts,” she said. 
 
    “You can actually keep that croissant for yourself.” 
 
    Lisa reached over and put her hand on my forehead.  “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” 
 
    I stepped back.  “You don’t have to look at me like I have two heads.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  The Melody Clue that I know would never turn down a pastry.  Especially not a buttery and flakey croissant like this one.” 
 
    “You’re really selling it hard.  It’s so difficult to turn you down.” 
 
    “Yet, I don’t see you reaching for that croissant.” 
 
    “There’s a very good reason for that.” 
 
    “Please tell me that you haven’t completely lost your mind.” 
 
    “Far from it.  I just happened to come from the bakery where I had a couple of chocolate chip muffins.” 
 
    Pardon me for leaving that part out of the story.  On the way over to the detective agency, a brief stop was made to pick up a snack.  I didn’t feel like it was incredibly relevant information until right now.   
 
    Lisa threw out her arms.  “Wow.  Chocolate chip muffins?  It’s not like you to get chocolate this early in the morning.”  
 
    “I know, but I decided to make an exception,” I said.   
 
    Lisa put the croissant back in the bag.  “I can see why you wouldn’t want a croissant on top of that.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  It would be carb overkill.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Lisa said.  “Okay, pastries aside, if you weren’t thinking about the case, then what was on your mind when you were looking out the window?” 
 
    “I was actually just wondering if I should head out to the beach.” 
 
    Lisa laughed. 
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “That just isn’t a topic that most people have deep thoughts about.  They either do it or they don’t.” 
 
    “I know.  It’s just that it’s a work day.” 
 
    “Honestly, those are the best days to go to the beach.  Since it’s a weekday, you’ll probably have the entire place to yourself.” 
 
    “You’re acting like I’m definitely going to do it.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Why wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear me?  It’s a work day.” 
 
    “Melody, let me tell you something.  After everything you’ve been through lately, you deserve a day off.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.  Don’t worry.  I’ll cover for you.” 
 
    “I’m so relieved that you said that.  I actually told myself when I left the bakery that I would head out to the beach, but halfway there, I felt guilty about skipping out on work.  I then turned around and headed over here.” 
 
    “Wow.  You have an admirable amount of commitment to this job.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  I also didn’t want to leave you to hold down the fort all alone on such short notice.” 
 
    “Take the day to yourself.  I’ll be just fine without you.” 
 
    “Okay.  That works for me.  I’m going to leave now before you change your mind,” I said.  “Thanks again.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The beach was pretty magical that morning.  It was so peaceful.  Just like Lisa predicted, I would have the place to myself.  At least, if I didn’t count the seagulls.  Although, the gulls seemed far more interested in seeing what was inside a nearby garbage can than walking on the sand. 
 
    The ocean waves crashed in front of me as I set up my beach chair and put my umbrella in the sand. 
 
    With any luck, I would have an incredibly peaceful day ahead of me. 
 
    Just when I was about to dip my toes into the sand, my phone rang.  I reached into my purse and checked the caller identification screen.  That’s when I saw Scott’s name pop up.   
 
    What a pleasant surprise.  My detective boyfriend told me that he would call me with an update once Kyle had been apprehended, but I didn’t expect to hear from him quite so soon.   
 
    Generally, apprehending criminals was a pretty risky business.  Sure, sometimes everything went off without a hitch.  That was awfully rare, though.  After all, things could go terribly wrong in a hurry.  For example, what if the suspect refused to come out without a fight?  What if he tried to make a run for it?  What if he fired at the police?  There were so many terrible possibilities.   
 
    It was a crazy detail to think about, but getting a suspect into custody was often more difficult than tracking them down in the first place.   
 
    Imagine how relieved I felt that Scott was calling me so soon.  I became excited when I took the call.  This would be the ending that I had been desperately waiting for. 
 
    Or, so I thought.  
 
    It turned out that my enthusiasm didn’t last long.   
 
    I picked up the phone and said, “Did you catch him already?” 
 
    “Actually, I have some bad news to share with you,” Scott replied. 
 
    “Oh no.  What happened?  Did he get away?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “Are you sitting down?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You should go ahead and take a seat then.” 
 
    “Something truly awful must have occurred for you to talk to me like this.” 
 
    “Will you please just sit down?” 
 
    “All right.”  I plopped down in my beach chair.  “Now, what happened?” 
 
    “Kyle Farmington is dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Did he put up a fight?  Were you forced to shoot him in self-defense?” 
 
    “It wasn’t anything like that.” 
 
    “I’m more confused than ever then.”   
 
    “Here’s the crazy part.  He was already dead when we got here.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I could barely believe it myself.  But when we broke his door down and saw his body on the floor, it was hard to deny the truth.” 
 
    “Wow.  Talk about shocking.” 
 
    “I’ll say.  I certainly didn’t see this coming.  If anything, when he refused to open his door, I thought it was because he was going to try to slip out the back.  Or put up a fight.  I was ready for a serious showdown.” 
 
    “I’m glad it didn’t come to that.  I hate the idea of you being put in danger.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that.  At least, not right now.” 
 
    “Apparently not.  Which is good, because I have enough on my mind already.  What a relief about Kyle.  Now I don’t have to worry about him coming after me.” 
 
    “I will definitely be able to sleep easier knowing that he won’t be able to cause you any harm.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you on that.  It has been a terrifying week.” 
 
    “Let me tell you.  I didn’t expect things to end this way.” 
 
    “No.  Although, when was the last time life worked out the way you thought it would?” 
 
    “It has been a while.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  What a crazy ride it has been lately.  I just want to put this week behind me.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “At the same time, I have a number of questions bouncing around my head.  Namely, how did Kyle die?” 
 
    “It’s fitting that you should mention that.  This is where things really get crazy.” 
 
    “What do you mean, get crazy?  They seem bonkers enough already.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  But they’re about to get even wilder.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “Brace yourself.” 
 
    “Why?  What have you got for me?” 
 
    “Based on the coroner’s initial findings, all signs are pointing to Kyle’s death being the result of a suicide.” 
 
    My jaw dropped.   
 
    “No.  I can’t believe it,” I said. 
 
    “Whether you believe it or not, it’s the truth,” Scott said. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Trust me.  It’s pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Because of the scene?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” 
 
    “I’m not going to share that with you.” 
 
    “How come?  After the way Kyle threatened me, I deserve to know.” 
 
    “This isn’t about what you deserve.  The details just happen to be gruesome.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “Melody, I’m trying to keep this information from you for your own good.” 
 
    “Please just tell me what you know.” 
 
    Scott took a deep breath and then replied, “All right.  He slit his own throat.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s insane.” 
 
    “It’s definitely quite unsettling.  But at least now it’s all over and we can put this madness behind us.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I told you before, I can’t believe that Kyle killed himself.” 
 
    “Melody, if you saw this scene, there would be no doubt in your mind.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I need to see this for myself.” 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.” 
 
    “Scott, if this case is really as clear-cut as you say it is, one good look should be enough.” 
 
    “Melody, please stay where you are.” 
 
    “Sorry, but that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “I’m warning you.  Do not come here.”  
 
    “Look.  I know you mean well, but don’t argue with me.” 
 
    “This isn’t an argument.  This is me telling you to stay away from Kyle’s place.”  
 
    “Sorry.  That isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    I could have kept going back and forth with Scott, but that didn’t seem terribly productive.  Especially since there was a crime scene that I had to take a look at.  So, rather than remaining on the phone with him, I hung up. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Talk about a crazy morning.  So much had happened in such a short time.  To the point where I felt like I had emotional whiplash.  I had gone from anxiety to relief to frustration.  All in the span of a couple of minutes.  For whatever reason, I didn’t see this coming.  Then again, how could I have predicted a twist like this?  Even a psychic would have had a hard time prognosticating a wild turn of events of this magnitude.   
 
    In the end, it didn’t matter that I never saw this coming.  I had to find a way to come to grips with this new reality.  At the same time, one thing was abundantly clear.  The universe had decided to play tricks on me.  I just couldn’t figure out why.  Was it too much to ask for things to quiet down for good in Majestic Cove? 
 
    Apparently, the answer to that question was a resounding yes.  What a shame too.  I loved relaxing.  I craved peace in my life.  I rarely got to take it easy.  When opportunities like that did come by, I cherished them.  Every beach day was a blessing to me.  Which made it such a shame that I was done dipping my toes in the sand.   
 
    Rather than feeling sorry for myself, I turned my focus to the case.  After all, there were far more important things at play than the fact that my beach day had been ruined.  A man was dead.  Sure, he was a scumbag.  He had also died under mysterious circumstances.  At least, I believed they were mysterious. 
 
    Now, I know what you’re thinking.  No one forced me to leave the beach.  In fact, Scott urged me to stay where I was.  I had been the one to pick up and leave.  There was a very simple reason for that.  I wouldn’t be able to relax if I stayed there.  I would spend all my time thinking about the case.  So, why not just head over to the scene? 
 
    I realized what a unique response that was.  Most normal people didn’t drop everything to take a look at a potential crime scene.  At the same time, ordinary people also didn’t have a background in investigating cases like I did.  Not only did I have experience as a private eye, but I had also solved a number of homicides in the past.  If I was correct, and Kyle truly didn’t kill himself, we might be looking at a murder case.   
 
    On the flip side, on the drive over to Kyle’s house, I did take a moment to feel a little bit sorry for myself.  Unless this was the quickest investigation in the history of the universe, the odds were that my life would continue to remain upside down for a number of days. 
 
    That was a real shame, given how much I craved some relief.  Not only was it no longer in sight, but I didn’t even see it on the horizon.  It was somewhere off in the distance, well beyond my view. 
 
    In addition, with this latest news, my stress level also increased.  I could feel my muscles tense up.  Unless I was wrong, I had an anxiety-filled day ahead of me. 
 
    A few minutes later, I arrived at Kyle’s house.  When I got there, I saw Scott standing in the driveway.  Not only were his arms folded, but he did not look happy to see me.  
 
    Scott didn’t hesitate to get straight to the point. 
 
    “I can’t believe you hung up on me,” he said.   
 
    “I figured it was better than arguing with you,” I replied. 
 
    I was never a big fan of conflict.  That was especially true when it came to my boyfriend.  I hated disagreeing with him.  Unfortunately, sometimes that situation was unavoidable.  This was one of those instances.   
 
    “You’re wrong,” he said.  “You owe me an apology.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I just knew where that conversation was going.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, where it’s still headed?  Just because you’re here right now doesn’t mean that you’re staying.” 
 
    I folded my arms.  “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back in your car.” 
 
    “Scott, I just want to take one look at the scene.  This is something that I need to see for myself.” 
 
    “Not only is this against police protocol, but like I told you before, it’s a nasty scene.” 
 
    “I can handle it.” 
 
    “That’s debatable.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood to conduct a debate.  I just want one look.  That’s all.” 
 
    He stared me down.  “You’re not going to back down, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not a chance.” 
 
    “All right.  I’ll let you have one look.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Scott brought me inside Kyle’s house.  I realized that my focus should have been on the alleged suicide, but I couldn’t help but notice what a mess the place was.  Talk about a pig sty.  The man lived like an absolute slob.  I felt like I didn’t want to sit down anywhere or touch anything.   
 
    It took me a few seconds to get over what a mess the living room was.  I then shifted gears to Kyle’s body.  By that point, his corpse was in a body bag.  I saw the slit on his throat.  Talk about a rough way to go.  Then again, when it came to suicide, there weren’t a lot of good choices.  There was hanging yourself.  Or shooting yourself in the head.  Jumping off a tall building.  Drowning yourself.  To name a few of the possibilities.  Personally, if I ever became desperate enough to take my own life, I would opt for pills and alcohol.  That seemed to be the most painless option.  You just had to make sure that you took enough pills.  And mixed them with enough alcohol to do the trick.  
 
    That said, I was hardly an expert on suicide.  To start, I had never been depressed enough to even contemplate taking my own life.  Hopefully, I never experienced that sort of misery.  In addition, even if things did get truly terrible in my life, I wanted to believe that I would find a way to tough things out.  At the same time, this wasn’t about me.  It was about Kyle.   
 
    According to Scott, a bloody knife had been found on the ground beside Kyle’s body.  The blood that was on the knife had left a sizable stain on the carpet.  I could see why the medical examiner had ruled the death as a suicide.  At least, at first.  The closer I looked at the scene, the more things didn’t entirely add up in my mind.   
 
    Scott turned to me.  “Have you seen enough?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I have,” I said.   
 
    “Good.  Like I said, this has all the makings of a suicide.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not quite.” 
 
    He threw out his arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t see a note anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s because there wasn’t a suicide note.” 
 
    “Don’t you find that odd?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “In my experience, suicide notes are only found at the scene about fifty-percent of the time.  Far less frequently than TV shows would have you believe.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Although, in this case, it’s still very peculiar.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Kyle wasn’t just any old victim.  This is a man who wrote me a threatening note.  If he took the time to scribble down a menacing letter to send my way, why wouldn’t he take a minute to write out his final thoughts before taking his life?” 
 
    “I don’t have an answer for that one.” 
 
    “After all, it’s not like he was in a hurry to get somewhere.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, the fact that there’s no note is even more unbelievable.” 
 
    “So, what’s your theory then?” 
 
    “There’s no doubt in my mind that someone else killed Kyle.” 
 
    “You sound awfully confident about that.” 
 
    “He wanted to kill me.  Why would he suddenly kill himself instead?” 
 
    “Maybe he felt guilty.” 
 
    “No.  I don’t buy that for a second.”   
 
    “Perhaps he was just crazy.” 
 
    “That, I believe.” 
 
    “Maybe he felt like the walls were closing in on him.  If he felt like he was about to be caught, perhaps he felt like death was better than jail.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain the window situation.” 
 
    Scott’s nose scrunched.  “What window situation?” 
 
    I walked over to the window sill in the living room.  “This.” 
 
    “I still don’t see what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t you see, the window here is slightly open?” 
 
    He threw out his arms.  “And?” 
 
    “It’s awfully cold outside.” 
 
    “Okay.  Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “It’s particularly cold outside to leave your window partially open.” 
 
    “Maybe Kyle had bigger things on his mind than whether a breeze might come in through the window.” 
 
    “Or perhaps someone else slid the window open.  And then used the window to slip away.” 
 
    “Why would the window be partially open?  Especially given the fact that he has the heat on?” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” 
 
    “I’d have the forensics team check this window for prints.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scott had the forensics team do just that.   Unfortunately, the forensics team wasn’t able to pull any prints.  Rather than ruling out my theory, it actually was a big step in confirming my suspicions.  If Kyle was the one who opened the window, why weren’t his fingerprints found?  The fact that zero prints were discovered made me believe that someone else had opened the window from the outside.  Someone who was wearing gloves.  Who knew that it was important to take steps to keep their identity from being discovered? 
 
    If I was correct, it meant that we were dealing with a smart killer.  By coming in through the window, they were probably able to avoid being detected by Kyle.  Once they were inside his place, they could have snuck up behind him and slit his throat.  From there, they could have gone back out the window and darted away.   
 
    That said, if they were smart enough to pull all that off without being detected, why hadn’t they completely closed the window?  Perhaps they were in a hurry.  Maybe they heard movement at one of the neighbors’ houses and they felt like it was important to make quick tracks.  Perhaps the neighbor had a dog that spotted them and started barking.  There were all sorts of possible explanations.   
 
    Speaking of the neighbor, I wanted to canvas the area.  Maybe one of Kyle’s neighbors saw something suspicious earlier.   
 
    Scott didn’t put up a fight.  Even though he wasn’t fully convinced that I was correct, I had planted a seed of doubt in his mind about the suicide theory.   
 
    As I began to speak to the neighbors, I struck out.  One by one, each of the neighbors told me that they hadn’t spotted anything out of the ordinary.  Instead of becoming discouraged, I powered on.  And it paid off. 
 
    In a wonderful twist, one of Kyle’s neighbors had a security camera installed above their front door.  After Scott flashed his police badge for that bald neighbor, they agreed to let us take a look at the video footage that the security camera had recently recorded.   
 
    It didn’t take very long for us to hit the jackpot.  The image itself was not the highest quality, and the recording was probably from about a hundred feet away, but the camera clearly captured an image of someone sliding open Kyle’s window.   
 
    A few minutes later, the camera recorded a second clip.  This one showed the person climbing out of the window and dashing away.  
 
    Talk about an incredible break.  It pretty much completely confirmed my theory.  At that point, there was no doubt in my mind that Kyle had been murdered. 
 
    “Wow.  I did not expect to see that,” Scott said. 
 
    “See.  I told you.  Kyle didn’t kill himself.  Someone murdered him and staged the scene to look like a suicide,” I said. 
 
    “That certainly appears to be the case,” Scott said. 
 
    There was just one problem.  The killer was dressed in black.  And wearing a mask.  They had taken steps to hide their identity. 
 
    All hope was not lost, however.  They had darted into the backyard. 
 
    Scott and I followed that same path.  From there, we took a walk to the street that ran parallel to Kyle’s.  Thankfully, one of the houses on that street also had a security camera installed over their doorbell.   
 
    Scott flashed his badge for the redhead who lived in that mid-century modern home.  The redhead then pulled up the footage that her security camera had recorded.   
 
    Once again, we got lucky.  There was a particularly interesting clip of a person dressed in black running through the yard toward a green sedan that was parked on the street.  The masked figure got into the driver’s-side of the vehicle and drove away. 
 
    Unfortunately, at no point during the video did the figure remove their mask.  The killer was definitely sneaky.  There was one detail that they had not considered, though.  The entire time, their license plate had remained uncovered.   
 
    It wasn’t the easiest thing to make out, but after zooming in a little, Scott was able to make out the numbers and letters on the killer’s plate.   
 
    At that point, we had a huge lead.  Scott and I returned to his car.  He then plugged the numbers and letters from the license plate into his search database. 
 
    A few moments later, a listing popped up.  According to the motor vehicle database, the sedan was registered to a man named Frank O’Leary.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    At that point, Scott and I dropped everything and drove over to Frank’s house to detain him for questioning.  We didn’t go alone, however.  We brought backup with us.  There was a chance that Frank would be armed when we arrived.  We had to be prepared for the worst. 
 
    Eleven minutes later, Scott’s car pulled into the driveway to Frank’s house.  Before Scott got out of the driver’s seat, he turned to me and told me to stay in the car.  He didn’t have to say that twice.  I was more than happy to hang back.  Putting myself in the line of fire was not something that I was interested in.  I just wanted Frank to be apprehended.  Preferably, as quickly as possible.  If it did take more time, that worked for me as well—as long as no one got hurt in the process.   
 
    Scott went up to the front door.  Meanwhile, a deputy went around the back.  That was smart.  There was always a chance that a suspect would try to slip out the back to avoid being caught.   
 
    Hopefully, that wouldn’t happen this time.  As Scott approached Frank’s tan-colored front door, one thing stood out to me.  I didn’t see a sedan parked in the driveway.  There also wasn’t a sedan parked on the street either.  If Frank was at home, where was his car? 
 
    When Scott knocked on the front door, he didn’t receive an answer.  So, he rang the doorbell.  Once again, that didn’t yield any results.  Uh-oh.  That wasn’t a good start.  Was Frank inside, ignoring the detective?  Or was the suspect hunkering down with a weapon by his side, preparing for a fight?  Then again, there was also the possibility that Frank wasn’t at home.   
 
    Scott went over to the living room window and tried to peek inside.  The curtains were mostly shut, but there was a small little opening that gave Scott the ability to peer inside the room.  He didn’t see much that was worth noting.  There wasn’t any movement inside.  At least, that he could tell.  In addition, he didn’t hear anything either.   
 
    That didn’t necessarily mean that the suspect wasn’t at home.  Scott grabbed his radio and spoke with the deputy that was stationed at the back door.  That deputy revealed that he didn’t see or hear the suspect back there either.   
 
    Scott and the deputy decided to move to the side of the house, where the bedrooms were located.  When they got there, they were met with more silence.  If Frank was home, he was doing a great job of staying undetected.  Either he hadn’t moved a single muscle since the police arrived, or he wasn’t home.  It seemed far more likely that he was somewhere else.   
 
    Just to be safe, Scott assigned a deputy to remain outside the house.  That way, if Frank was hiding inside and started moving around, the deputy would spot him.  On the flip side, if Frank was elsewhere and he returned home later, the deputy could step in and detain him.   
 
    Either way, Scott had his bases covered.  With a deputy keeping watch over the house, the detective was free to look for Frank somewhere else.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next logical step was to head over to Frank’s business.  There was a possibility that he was at work.  While Scott could have placed a phone call to the business, the detective refrained from picking up his phone.  There was a very specific reason for that.  A phone call could tip Frank off.  The last thing Scott wanted was for Frank to know that the police were after him.  The element of surprise was extremely valuable in a situation like this.  
 
    My instincts were telling me that the suspect wouldn’t be there when we arrived at the sporting goods store.  Of course, it would be great if I was wrong.  The sooner we were able to apprehend Frank, the better.  But you know how instincts are sometimes.  My gut was telling me that Frank wouldn’t go anywhere near his workplace at a time like this.  When it came to keeping up appearances, some people were able to continue like things were business as usual.  Meanwhile, others went out of their way to keep a low profile.  Staying out of sight was the priority. 
 
    I was getting a little ahead of myself, though. We had some driving to do.  Or, more accurately, Scott did.  I just sat in the passenger seat and stared out the window quietly.  Apparently, my silence unnerved Scott.   
 
    He looked over at me and became concerned.  “See.  This is exactly what I was worried about.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “That look in your eyes,” he said.  “I know you told me that you’re okay to investigate this case, but are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I was just a little lost in thought.” 
 
    “Are you telling me the truth?” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    “You know, it’s okay to admit if you’re overwhelmed.  There’s no shame in that.  This is a lot to wrestle with all at once.” 
 
    “I understand that, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sure don’t look like it.” 
 
    “Well, I will be fine…once Frank is apprehended.” 
 
    “That will definitely be a nice moment.” 
 
    “I think the real question is, will the world ever be the same again?” I replied. 
 
    “When you say that, do you mean your world, or the world at-large?” 
 
    “Scott, is it just me, or has the world gone crazy?” 
 
    “It has been a wild few days, that’s for sure.  Although, I don’t know that I’d go so far to say that the entire world has gone nuts.” 
 
    “Look at everything that has happened lately.  My world has certainly been turned upside down.  But that’s not all.  Majestic Cove just isn’t the same peaceful town that it once was.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Granted, I’m sure that crazy things like this happen pretty regularly all over the world.  But this planet is a big place.  Majestic Cove is just a small town.” 
 
    “Sometimes, it’s not about size.  It’s about luck.” 
 
    “Really, you’re going to boil this all down to luck?” 
 
    “Not entirely.   But I will say that we’re going through a bit of a rough patch.  There’s a chance that things will turn around.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?  Or are you just saying that to try to make me feel better?” 
 
    “You’ve read the crime statistics for our little town in the past.  Deep down, you know this isn’t normal for Majestic Cove.  Traditionally, we’re a much quieter place.” 
 
    “I realize that.  Which brings me back to my point.  Is this just a crazy spike in crime?  Or is this the new normal?” 
 
    “I wish I had an answer to that question.  But if I had to guess, I’d say this is just a fluke.” 
 
    “I wish I was as confident about that as you are.  My gut is telling me the complete opposite.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  But keep in mind that you don’t exactly have a clear head right now.  Your feelings might change when this case is over.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I hate to change the subject, but we really should try to focus on this investigation.” 
 
    “I hear you.  And I agree.  I just need a little more time to process this latest twist.  I mean, what are the odds that the person who threatened my life, would then get killed by someone else a short time later in an unrelated incident?” 
 
    “Honestly, it doesn’t surprise me in the least.” 
 
    “Really?  Has this job made you that prepared for every possible twist and turn that could come your way?” 
 
    “It’s not that.  The way I think about it is like this.  If someone is crazy enough to threaten your life, it’s a good bet that they had a knack for making enemies in other areas of their life.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that logic.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “At the same time, what kind of a person just goes through life collecting enemies?”  
 
    “A maniac.  Which is exactly what Kyle was.” 
 
    “What does that say about Frank then?” 
 
    “As awful as it is to admit, there’s no shortage of lunatics in the world.” 
 
    “That’s a fair point.” 
 
    “I would actually say that there’s nothing fair about this.  But it’s just life.  Some people just spend their lives in hot water.” 
 
    “True.  But during times like this, I can’t help but wonder, did they end up in hot water by accident, or did they step in it themselves?” 
 
    “It might be a little bit of both.  Then again, that might be a question for a criminal psychologist.” 
 
    “I suppose it is above our pay grade.” 
 
    He stared me down.  “Can I be perfectly honest with you?” 
 
    “Sure.  You can tell me anything.” 
 
    “I usually don’t spend a lot of time thinking about philosophical questions during a case.” 
 
    “Oh really?  Why not?” 
 
    “I already have enough questions to answer that are directly related to the case.  I’d rather just focus on those.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good call.” 
 
    “After all, I can only do so much at once.  And if this case is anything like the previous ones I’ve worked on, I’ve got my hands completely full.” 
 
    I nodded.  “We both do.” 
 
    “With that in mind, let’s hope that we catch a big break during this next stop.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It only took about seven minutes to arrive at the sporting goods store.  Nothing like living in a small town.  Traffic just didn’t exist in Majestic Cove.  That was fine by me.   
 
    On the drive over to the store, I pulled up a thirty-second commercial that the business had posted on their social media page a number of months ago.  I remembered this commercial from TV.  It was one of those locally-produced ads.  The kind that looked like they had a budget of ten dollars.  Kyle was in the commercial.  As was Frank.  There was also a voluptuous brunette in the commercial.   
 
    It was a surreal experience watching Kyle and Frank smiling at each other in the ad as they implored customers to shop at their business.  It might have just been an act, but in the commercial, they genuinely seemed to enjoy each other’s company.   
 
    At the time that they filmed this ad, I felt like it wasn’t an act at all.  You might be wondering why I felt that way.  It was simple.  Neither of them were good actors.  They both looked pretty awkward in front of the camera.  So, if their feelings weren’t genuine, that probably would have shown up onscreen.   
 
    If the business partners truly were friends, what had made things sour between them to the point where Frank was suspected of murdering Kyle and staging the scene to look like a suicide?  There were many potential answers to that question.   
 
    Perhaps the brunette who was in the commercial with them knew the answer.  Then again, maybe the brunette was the answer to that question.  Not just because she was a voluptuous lady.  There was something about the way that both Kyle and Frank looked at her when she was on camera.  They didn’t just look at her like she was a random employee.  There was lust in their eyes.  
 
    Did they both want to have a relationship with her?  Had one of them gotten lucky while the other was left in the lurch?  If that was true, it would explain a lot.  Perhaps I was oversimplifying things.  But what if I wasn’t?  There was a chance that this brunette held the key to everything.  When Frank was apprehended, it would definitely be worth asking about this woman. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Scott and I entered the sporting goods store a few moments later, it was pretty quiet in there.  That was a welcome sight.  The nightmare scenario for a detective was if a bunch of innocent bystanders got caught in the crossfire.  The fewer people that were around, the better. 
 
    Unfortunately, Frank was nowhere in sight.  At least, on the sales floor.  There was a chance that he was in the back.  All it took was Scott flashing his police badge and we were granted access to the store room and the back office area of the store.   
 
    Much to our chagrin, Frank wasn’t back there.  What a time for my instincts to be spot-on.  There we were, two stops in, and what did we have to show for our efforts?  Absolutely nothing.  Rather than just leave, Scott and I stuck around for a few minutes to interview some of the employees.  We were hoping to catch some sort of a break.  Maybe one of the employees had heard from him.  Perhaps Frank had stopped in here earlier.  Or, at least, called.   
 
    That did not prove to be the case.  Well, that’s what the employees told us.  There was a chance that one of them was lying.  That they were covering for their boss.  If that was the case, it was a foolish move.  They would become an accomplice.  The charge would be aiding and abetting.  Or obstruction of justice.  Maybe both.   
 
    I was getting a little ahead of myself.  There was no actual evidence that one of the employees was lying.  I was just feeling frustrated.  It was a tense time for me.  It was so unnerving knowing that a killer was on the loose.  The minute he was in custody, I would breathe a huge sigh of relief.  In the meantime, there was some nail-biting to do.  Figuratively speaking, of course. 
 
    In addition to Frank not being at the store, I also didn’t spot the brunette woman.  What a shame.  Interviewing her would have been nice.   
 
    Even though luck had not been on our side very much that day, we did manage to catch a bit of a break on our way out of the store.   
 
    The brunette came in the front door just as Scott and I were about to make an exit.  Suddenly, it was clear that we had one more interview to conduct.  At first, the woman seemed reluctant to speak to us.  She was insistent that she had to go in the back to clock in for her shift. 
 
    When Scott showed her his police badge, she stopped dead in her tracks.   
 
    “You’re with the police?” she asked.   
 
    Scott nodded.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” she wondered. 
 
    Before Scott broke the big news to her, he got the woman’s name.  She was Lucy Drummond.  A thirty-five-year-old with a round face and hazel eyes.   
 
    Scott told her that her boss, Kyle, was dead.  As expected, Lucy looked shocked when she heard that detail.  She seemed equally amazed to hear that her other boss, Frank, was a suspect in the murder. 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  This can’t be right.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, it is,” Scott said.  “When was the last time you spoke with Frank?” 
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    “At work?  Or outside of work?” 
 
    She looked befuddled.  “Why would I talk to him outside of work?” 
 
    “I was just curious.” 
 
    “The last time I spoke with him was here when I was leaving work.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Nothing special.  I just told him good-bye.” 
 
    “Was that it?” 
 
    She nodded.  “In retrospect, if I would have known that it would be the last time that I would ever speak to him, I would have come up with something more meaningful than that.” 
 
    “But there was no indication that he was in any trouble,” Scott said.  “Correct?” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Clearly someone wanted him dead.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “You don’t commit murder for no reason.  The question becomes, why was he killed?” 
 
    “That beats me.” 
 
    “Take a step back for a moment.  How long have you worked here?” 
 
    “About four years.” 
 
    “During that time, have you seen anything unusual?  Any fighting or animosity between Kyle and someone else that he worked with?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “So, Kyle got along with everyone that works here?” 
 
    “He seemed to.” 
 
    “So, you can’t think of a single person who would have wanted him dead?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    That seemed like a very odd response.  Mostly because Scott and I already had Frank in our sights.  The question became, was Lucy not a very perceptive person, were Kyle and Frank good at hiding their animosity from their staff, or was Lucy withholding information from us?  At this point, that was a tough call.  Perhaps if we lobbed a few more questions at her, the picture would become clearer.   
 
    “How about Frank?” Scott asked. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “We have reason to believe that Frank was responsible for Kyle’s death.” 
 
    Lucy’s jaw dropped.  “Please tell me you’re kidding.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “No, that can’t be possible.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I just don’t believe that Frank would do something so awful.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He’s just not that kind of a person.” 
 
    “How well do you really know Frank?” 
 
    “Pretty well.  I mean, I’ve worked with him for four years.” 
 
    “People often behave quite differently behind closed doors.  Did you ever speak to him outside of work?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about Kyle?  Did you have a relationship with him when you were off of the clock?” 
 
    “What kind of a relationship are you talking about?” 
 
    “A romantic one.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “That was a strong reaction.” 
 
    “Of course, it was.  I would never date my boss.” 
 
    “I guess that rules out a relationship with Frank too then.” 
 
    “It certainly does.  I make a point of never dating anyone that I work with.” 
 
    “Did your bosses know that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And how did they feel about that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Scott scratched his chin.  “Interesting.” 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re asking me so many questions?” Lucy said. 
 
    “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of this case.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re talking to me.  I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  We’re not going to take up too much more of your time.” 
 
    “Good.  Because I have work to do.” 
 
    “There’s something else I’d like to know first.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Where were you this morning?” 
 
    “At home.” 
 
    “Were you alone?” 
 
    “Yes.  Why?” 
 
    “I just need to make a note of that for my records.  It’s all standard protocol,” he said.  “What were you doing?” 
 
    “Just relaxing before work.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Can I go now?” she asked. 
 
    Scott pulled out a business card and handed it to Lucy.  “If you hear from Frank, please let us know.” 
 
    “I will,” she said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Since our trip to the sporting goods store got us nowhere, Scott and I plotted out our next move.  That involved calling in another deputy.  This officer would remain at the store on the off chance that Frank happened to show up here later.  If it seemed like a lot of surveillance was going on, that was just the kind of case we were dealing with.  It was important to use all of the resources that were at our disposal.  When it came to a homicide investigation, all hands were required on deck.   
 
    Besides, you’d be amazed how often a break came from a deputy performing surveillance.  I wouldn’t be opposed to that happening this time around.  I didn’t believe that things needed to be done the hard way.  As a matter of fact, I much preferred it when things came easily.  
 
    I could have spent more time contemplating the twists and turns of life.  That wasn’t going to help me with the case, though.  We needed a solid plan of attack.  Unfortunately, none was immediately apparent.  Unlike with other cases, where there always seemed to be plenty of suspects to question, this was a manhunt.  That was a much different type of mystery to solve.   
 
    During times like this, internet research might seem like a strange call.  But it made perfect sense to me.  If history had taught me anything, it was that there was no telling where the next lead would come from.  In addition, the internet was a powerful tool.  It was amazing what popped up sometimes after a simple search.  There was also a wild card at play.  Social media sites often tracked a person’s location by default when that user posted new content.  It was astonishing how many users didn’t turn off that feature.  With any luck, Frank would have made that exact same blunder.    
 
    My optimism proved to be quite short-lived.  Sure, there were posts on Frank’s social media accounts, but none of them revealed his location.  If that wasn’t bad enough, he also hadn’t posted anything in a few days.  In the digital age, that was rather telling.  After all, we were living in the information age.  Besides, his previous post history indicated that he spent a great deal of time on social media.  So, for him to suddenly go silent really stood out.   
 
    That said, from an investigative standpoint, none of that information was terribly helpful.  While scouring social media accounts was one avenue to take, there were other searches to be performed on the web.  Scott plugged Frank’s name into his database and discovered some surprising information.  No, Frank had not been arrested before.  He did not have a long rap sheet.   
 
    As a matter of fact, he only had a handful of parking tickets and a few speeding tickets on his record.  None of those raised any red flags.  And most of them dated back a number of years.  
 
    Amazingly enough, the biggest lead that we got didn’t come from the police database.  It came from a public records search.  In McTaggart County, when someone purchased property, it became a matter of public record.  Naturally, Frank’s home in Majestic Cove showed up in the database.  But that wasn’t all.  There was a second property listed under Frank’s name.  
 
    This other property was located in McMillan’s Gulch.  The question became, was it a rental property?  A second home?  A vacation home?  Or a combination of those things?  One thing was clear.  It was worth checking the place out.  If Frank was trying to hide from the police, it was reasonable to assume that he might have hunkered down there. 
 
    Scott and I charted a course for McMillan’s Gulch.  It would take about half an hour to get there.  The detective was determined to put his driving time to good use.  He phone the McMillan Gulch Police Department.  A number of officers agreed to drive over to Frank’s home and wait outside for us to arrive. 
 
    When we pulled up in front of the ranch-style home a number of minutes later, Scott took the lead.  He directed a deputy to head around back.  Meanwhile, Scott moved toward the front door of the home.  It was a small place.  The sort of property that had vacation home written all over it.  Not just because it happened to be located in McMillan’s Gulch.  Although, the Gulch, as the locals called it, was a heavy-tourist area.  To me, the size of the house really stood out.  From the outside, it looked like it probably only had one or two bedrooms.   
 
    There was one way to get definitive answers.  That was by seeing the inside of the home.  Scott certainly intended to do that.  He got out of the driver’s seat and turned to me.   
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m not going anywhere.  Go in there and get some answers,” I said. 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Scott replied.   
 
    There was a very specific reason why I volunteered to remain seated.  I had no idea what was about to go down.  Bullets might end up getting fired.  That would be awful.  I was in no position to defend myself in the event that gunfire broke out.  My specialty was solving mysteries.  Violent encounters were something that I preferred to leave for the police. 
 
    By that same token, there was no guarantee that violence would erupt.  Perhaps Frank would turn himself in peacefully.  Either way, I took a moment to pray for Scott’s safety.  I would be devastated if something happened to him. 
 
    When I finished praying, I couldn’t help but make an interesting observation.  I didn’t see a sedan parked in the driveway of the home.  Instead, I spotted a sport-utility-vehicle.  That seemed strange.  According to the motor vehicle database, Frank only owned one car.  So, where had this other vehicle come from?  Had Frank ditched his sedan?  Was this utility-vehicle a rental car?  Or did it belong to someone else entirely?  I had so many questions.  Even though answers eluded me right then, it didn’t seem like a good sign that Frank’s sedan was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Instead of speculating more, I switched my focus to the cabin.  Scott knocked on the front door, but he didn’t receive an answer.   
 
    He then pounded on the door a second time and yelled, “Mr. O’Leary, this is the police.  Come out with your hands up.” 
 
    The detective was then met with a brief round of silence.  Scott then moved over to the window.  That was when things got interesting.  He saw movement inside the house.  Strangely enough, he didn’t spot Frank in the living room, but rather a black-haired woman.  The woman was in her late twenties.   
 
    The black-haired woman made her way to the front door and swung it open. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    Scott moved away from the window and approached the front door.  He grabbed his police badge.   
 
    “I sure hope so.  My name is Detective Scott Webster.” 
 
    The woman’s nose scrunched.  “I’m so confused.  What do the police want with me?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m looking for Frank O’Leary.” 
 
    “In that case, you’ve come to the wrong place.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Mr. O’Leary doesn’t live here.” 
 
    “It’s interesting that you say that.  According to the hall of records, he is the owner of this property.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I rent from Mr. O’Leary.” 
 
    “When was the last time you spoke with your landlord?” 
 
    She became pensive.  “About a month ago.  Why?” 
 
    “I’m just curious.  So, you haven’t seen or spoken to Mr. O’Leary in over thirty days then?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He hasn’t come by then recently?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me these questions?” 
 
    “We are trying to locate Mr. O’Leary.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “We need to ask him some questions.” 
 
    “I have no idea where he is.  But I can give you his phone number.” 
 
    “I already have his number.  I need to speak with him in person.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Scott put his hand up.  “I’m the one asking the questions here.  Speaking of which, I have another one for you.  Now, keep in mind that it’s a crime to lie to a police detective.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Mr. O’Leary isn’t hiding in the back, is he?” 
 
    The woman scoffed.  “Of course not.” 
 
    “If that’s the truth, would you mind if I looked around?” 
 
    The woman put her hand out.  “As a matter of fact, I would mind.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “I told you, he’s not here.  Besides, this is my home.” 
 
    “If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Don’t you need to have a warrant to search someone’s house?” 
 
    “Not if the person living there gives me permission to come in.  But if you refuse, I can pay a judge a visit, get a warrant, and come back.  It’s your call.” 
 
    The woman stared at Scott. 
 
    “All right.  You can take a quick look around.  But you’re not going to find anything.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Scott said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scott headed inside the home.  Unfortunately, after going through the entire house, he didn’t find Frank.  In addition, there was no sign that the suspect had been there.  It looked like the black-haired woman was telling the truth.  Once Scott went over every inch of the place, he returned to the front door.   
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation,” Scott said.   
 
    The woman folded her arms.  “Are you satisfied now?” 
 
    Scott shook his head.  “I won’t be satisfied until I find Mr. O’Leary.”  He reached into his wallet.  “If you see or hear from him, please contact me.” 
 
    “Will you please tell me what this is about?” 
 
    “Murder.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened.   
 
    Scott then left the home.  The deputy from the McMillan’s Gulch Police Department joined Scott.   
 
    “I want you to stay parked out front,” Scott said.  “If Mr. O’Leary does shows up, call me immediately.” 
 
    “Will do,” the deputy said. 
 
    From there, Scott got back into the car.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Talk about a disappointing time.  At that point, it would have been really easy to get frustrated.  Even though McMillan’s Gulch wasn’t too much of a trek, this had been a really long day for Scott and me.  We had made a bunch of different stops.  That would be fine, if it felt like we were getting somewhere.  Instead, it was hard to escape the feeling that we kept hitting dead ends.  We desperately needed a break.   
 
    What concerned me more was the fact that we were running out of options.  At least, obvious ones.  Frank was clearly out there somewhere.  But it was a big world.  And we could only cover so much ground. 
 
    There were a lot of places to hide.  Not just within the state of California, but elsewhere.  There was an additional concern racing through my mind as well.  We were currently an eight-hour drive from the Mexican border.  If Frank decided to make a break for it, he might disappear forever.  Of course, he would have to get through the border first.   
 
    With Majestic Cove being located on the ocean, a water-based escape wasn’t out of the question either.  Given the various means that Frank could use to evade capture, our next step seemed pretty clear.   
 
    “I think you should put out an all-points bulletin,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a good call,” Scott said. 
 
    “Unless you have any other ideas.” 
 
    “As it turns out, I’m running really low on ideas.  I honestly felt like we would have apprehended Frank by now.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.” 
 
    “What a beast of a case.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.  Talk about twists and turns.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  It’s been a rollercoaster.” 
 
    “And it’s not over yet.”  I took a deep breath.  “Anyway, we’ll have plenty of time to let off some steam on the way back to Majestic Cove.  In the meantime, you should call in that bulletin.  We don’t want Frank getting more of a jump on us than he already has.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Scott called in the bulletin.  After that, we drove back to Majestic Cove.  It was safe to say that the ride wasn’t terribly pleasant.  There was a lot of grumbling.  Of course, all that would change if we managed to catch a break. 
 
    When we got back into town, we headed to the police station.  Not just to check in.  Scott decided that putting out an all-points-bulletin wasn’t enough.  He wanted to take an extra step.  He called a press conference.  Or, what qualified as a conference in our small town.  It was such a tiny place that when Scott took the podium to address the media, there was only four other people there.  One was a TV cameraman.  Another was a TV reporter.  Then there was a newspaper reporter.  And one radio reporter.   
 
    That was enough to get Scott’s message across.  For the first few minutes, Scott just went over basic details.  He then got into the meat of the matter.   
 
    “If anyone knows the whereabouts of Frank O’Leary, please contact the police immediately,” Scott said.  “If you do see the suspect, do not approach him.  There is a good chance that he is armed and dangerous.  Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Scott then finished up and stepped down from the podium. 
 
    At that point, the waiting game began. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When it came to a public plea like that, there was a number of different ways that things could go.  Results could flood in quickly.  They could also trickle in slowly.  With everyone keeping an eye out for Frank, there were very good odds that a lead would materialize at some point.  The only question was how long we would have to wait.   
 
    The same was true of an all-points-bulletin.  In my experience, they were highly unpredictable.  Sometimes, a call would come in just a few minutes after a bulletin was posted.  Other times, it could take hours.  Or days.  Then there was the worst-case scenario.  No one called.  Ever. 
 
    I didn’t want to think about that, but police station walls were lined with sketches and photographs of people who were waiting to be found.  I had spent a great deal of time looking at those walls.  It was a pretty crazy dynamic.  A large portion of the wall was filled with sketches of victims who had disappeared without a trace.  Some of them had been missing for years.  Then there were the photographs of suspects who were on the most wanted list.  A lot of the sketches were from cases that originated halfway across the country.  There was a reason it was called an all-points bulletin.  They were about leaving no stone unturned.   
 
    A few minutes after the press conference ended, Scott headed outside to get some fresh air.   
 
    It had been a long day.  Filled with far more twists and turns than either of us expected.  I certainly didn’t think that Frank would still be at-large right then.  In all honesty, at the beginning of the day, my focus was squarely on Kyle.  Frank wasn’t even on my radar.   
 
    That’s how crazy of a Wednesday it was.  An entirely different case had emerged seemingly out of nowhere.  That was a lot to wrestle with.   
 
    In my mind, a break was in order.  Either for a couple of minutes, or possibly the entire night.  A lot depended on how things progressed.   
 
    Normally, Scott was a pretty talkative guy.  Right then, the opposite was the case.  He was dead silent.  To the point where I felt like I had to say something. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Talk about a dumpster fire of a case,” he replied. 
 
    “Wow.  Don’t hold anything back,” I joked. 
 
    “I won’t.  I’m too fed up right now to filter my thoughts.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  I’m right there with you.  This has been a beast of a day.” 
 
    “And it’s not over yet.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the investigative part?  Or the day in general?” 
 
    “Both.  Last time I checked, Frank was still out there.” 
 
    “True.  But as news spreads that we’re looking for him, it’s only a matter of time until someone spots him.” 
 
    “The question is, when?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer to that one,” I said. 
 
    “Neither do I,” he replied.   
 
    “At the same time, there is another important question to consider.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “You mean, other than rant?” 
 
    “Yes.  Other than that.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I have an idea.” 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Why don’t we get some food?” 
 
    “Here I thought you had an idea about the case.  I didn’t realize your stomach had just gotten the best of you.” 
 
    “Technically, this could help us with the case.” 
 
    He squinted.  “I don’t see how, but I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Trust me.” 
 
    “All right.  Food it is then.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Tolliver’s Diner was a mainstay in Majestic Cove.  The diner served simple comfort food at a reasonable price.  No, that was not their slogan.  Although, it definitely could have been.  That was just how I described the diner.  Tolliver’s actually didn’t have a slogan.  They didn’t really need one.  They didn’t spend a dime on advertising.  People just flocked here through word of mouth.  Sometimes, I wished that it was a little less busy there.  I didn’t particularly like waiting for a table.  Thankfully, Scott and I were there during the off hours.  Even though it wasn’t a traditional meal time, the place was still more than half full.  That was pretty telling.  It was also proof that meals didn’t have to be complicated to be delicious.   
 
    Enough raving about the food here.  I just wanted to get busy eating.  Scott and I quickly placed our orders.  We then waited impatiently for our food.  Or, rather, I fidgeted while Scott stared at me.   
 
    “This is your genius plan, huh?” I joked.   
 
    “I never said anything about being a genius.  I just happened to be hungry,” he replied. 
 
    “At least you’re being honest.” 
 
    “Although, in my defense, I do think a lot better on a full stomach.  It never hurts to have more protein in your system.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  So, do you actually have an idea about this case, or did you just say that strictly as a way of convincing me to come here?” 
 
    “Currently, I don’t have any ideas.  But we’ll see what happens once the protein kicks in.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I think fair is the last way to describe this situation.” 
 
    “True.  If I wasn’t so exhausted, I’d probably be more careful with my words.” 
 
    “Speaking of exhaustion, I think it would be wise to call it a night on this case.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Unless you get a new call on your police radio.  But anything short of that and I feel like we should get some rest.” 
 
    “In all honesty, I don’t know how I’m going to be able to rest with Frank still at-large.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that it would be easy.  You know how it goes, though.  Sometimes taking a step back can be a big help.  After all, when a lead does come your way about Frank’s location, you want to be sharp.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, what do you say then?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Scott decided to go along with my plan.  We ate dinner, had a little bit of dessert, and then he dropped me off at home.   
 
    After giving me a goodnight kiss, I swung open my front door.  It was then that exhaustion hit me hard.  Up until that point, my adrenaline had been carrying me through the day.  That often happened during the heat of the case.  In the quieter moments, when my pulse slowed back down, everything caught up with me.   
 
    It didn’t take me long to realize that resting was a good decision.   
 
    At least, in theory.   
 
    In practice, things didn’t really turn out that way.   
 
    It was a little too early to just call it a night.  I knew that if I plopped down in bed, I would end up awake for a while.  I had to power down a little first.  The easiest way to do that was by zonking out in front of the TV. 
 
    Unlike most evenings, when I loved watching a good mystery show, this time I gravitated to something light.  Like a baking show.  Thankfully, I had just eaten.  Food shows always made me hungry.  The only exception was when I had a full stomach.   
 
    Within an hour or so, I was ready to crash out.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I expected to wake up feeling refreshed.  That wasn’t entirely the case.  What a shame.  I certainly got plenty of sleep.  For some reason, I still felt a little sluggish.  Not to mention groggy.   
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I didn’t want to sound too negative, but nothing seemed to be going my way at the moment.  It was odd for even the little details to not be working out in my favor. 
 
    I tried to tell myself that everything could change in an instant.  While technically that was true, that pendulum swung both ways.  One break could make all of the difference.  On the other hand, one catastrophe could make this case spiral even further out of control. 
 
    Rather than feeling sorry for myself, I felt like it was important to find a way out of this rut.  Making a cup of coffee seemed like a good start.  I had to admit, caffeine sure had a way of getting me going.   
 
    What a difference a single cup of coffee made.  A few minutes later, Scott pulled into the driveway.  I couldn’t wait to talk to him.  What if there had been some sort of a development overnight?  As I made my way to the car, I knew that it would only be a few seconds before I got an update from him. 
 
    When I took a seat in the passenger side of Scott’s car, my boyfriend looked really anxious.  That wasn’t surprising.  It was tough to be relaxed when a killer was on the loose.  The question became, were we any closer to finding him? 
 
    “So, any good news to share?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope,” he replied. 
 
    I waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. 
 
    Yikes.  That wasn’t the best start to our conversation.   
 
    “What a shame,” I said. 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I was hoping for some kind of a break overnight.  Even if it was just a small one.  Instead, I have a whole lot of nothing to share with you.” 
 
    “Wow.  That’s brutal.  I would take anything right now.  Just a sliver of hope.  Or a tiny lead.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m afraid I can’t help you with either.” 
 
    “What a shame.” 
 
    “What can I say?  Some cases just don’t want to take it easy on us, do they?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Please tell me you got a good night of sleep,” he said. 
 
    “Not as good as I wanted to.” 
 
    He looked discouraged.  “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “Why?  What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep well either.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that neither of us are at our best?” 
 
    “It sure sounds like it.  Which is pretty much the worst possible scenario.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “As if the deck isn’t stacked against us enough already.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Oh well.  But what are you going to do?  You can’t give up a day of investigating just because I happen to be groggy.” 
 
    “No.  Every second counts.” 
 
    “I was just hoping that you’d be at your best.” 
 
    “Nope.  But that’s just how life goes sometimes.  I’m just going to have to find a way to soldier through.” 
 
    “So, are you ready to head over to the police station?” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Actually, there’s one place that I want to stop at first.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If you were expecting this stop to be related to the case in some way, you wouldn’t be alone.  Instead, the truth was just the opposite.  Scott brought me to Majestic Cove Bakery.   
 
    Even though that wasn’t what I was expecting, it was a nice surprise.   
 
    “The way I see it, there’s never a bad time for pastries,” Scott said. 
 
    I smiled.  “I couldn’t agree more,” I replied. 
 
    In our defense, neither of us had eaten yet.  Tackling an investigation on an empty stomach wasn’t the smartest idea.  I would definitely be able to think clearer after I finished my blueberry muffin. 
 
    “This is so good,” I said. 
 
    Kristina Fowler stood behind the counter, watching me eat.  Not only was Kristina a good friend of mine, but she also happened to own the bakery.   
 
    “So, you’re saying that I shouldn’t quit my day job then to become a professional hula dancer?” Kristina joked. 
 
    I cracked up.  “Very funny.” 
 
    “Who says I’m joking?  I’m just one lottery win away from spending the rest of my life on the beach.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.  Although, if you were a millionaire, why wouldn’t you just outright retire?” 
 
    “I could always hula dance on the side.” 
 
    “Where?  Here?  Or in Hawaii?” 
 
    “Obviously, I’d move to Hawaii.  Do people hula dance anywhere else?” 
 
    At that point, Scott stepped in.  “Wow.  Talk about a weird tangent for a conversation to go off on.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I watched a reality show about lottery winners last night and it put me in an aloha state of mind,” Kristina said. 
 
    “How close have you come to actually winning the lottery?” I asked. 
 
    “Not nearly as close as I would like.” 
 
    “Join the club,” I said.  “Anyway, short of a lottery win, you should never quit this job.” 
 
    “I have to disagree with you about one part of your statement.  Lottery win or not, I am planning on retiring some day.” 
 
    “I hear you.  I’m just so glad that you’re only in your thirties.  Retirement is a long way off.  I can enjoy your fantastic pastries for years to come.” 
 
    “Speaking of you, how are things going in your world?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that this muffin came into my life at just the right time.” 
 
    “Are things going that poorly with the case?” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you.  They are pretty lousy.” 
 
    Kristina grimaced.  “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to answer, I heard a familiar voice behind me.  It belonged to my co-worker and fellow private eye, Lisa.   
 
    “So am I,” Lisa said. 
 
    I whirled around and looked at Lisa. 
 
    “Wow, the whole gang is here, huh?” I asked. 
 
    “You know what they say about great minds thinking alike,” Lisa remarked. 
 
    “Don’t you mean, hungry minds?” I joked. 
 
    “Can a mind be hungry?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Probably not, but it’s too late to take my comment back now,” I said. 
 
    “That’s okay.  You have a lot going on.  Besides, we all misspeak sometimes,” Lisa said. 
 
    “So true,” I said.   
 
    “Now, is there anything I can do to help you out?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “I wish there was.” 
 
    “Let me know if that changes.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “In the meantime, take care of yourself.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “When I get back to the office, I’m going to pray for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.  We can use all of the help that we can get.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After leaving the bakery, Scott and I headed over to the police station.  At that point, the waiting game began.  I hated to just sit around, but there was only so much that we could do.  There were deputies stationed outside the various obvious locations where Frank could show up.  His house, his business, his second home.  In addition, thanks to the all-points-bulletin, everyone was on the lookout for him.   
 
    Which meant that it was a time for patience.  Or impatience.  Let’s just say that as the hours ticked by, my patience was tested.  By lunchtime, I became incredibly frustrated.  Part of that was that my hunger had gotten the better of me.  But I was also having a hard time keeping my cool.  I just wanted this case to be over with.   
 
    Just as Scott and I were about to head out to grab some food, a call came in on the detective’s radio.  Apparently, my prayers had finally been answered.  At least, a part of my prayer.  Frank had been located.  He had not been apprehended, however.  That could change in a hurry. 
 
    This was the latest development.  A clerk had spotted Frank at a general store in the neighboring town of Juniper Hill.  I wondered what he was doing there.  That wasn’t where his vacation home was located.  Was he just passing through on the way to somewhere else? 
 
    Answering that question wasn’t nearly as important as getting him in custody.  Once the call came in, Scott and I immediately got in the car and booked it toward Juniper Hill.  Even if Scott floored it, the odds were that it would take half an hour to get there.  A lot could happen between now and then.  Honestly, if being a private eye had taught me anything, it was that everything could change in an instant.  One second could make the difference between life and death.  That was how fragile life could be sometimes.   
 
    In addition, half an hour was ample time for the suspect to get away.  Or to at least make some serious tracks.  That was why Scott called the Juniper Hill Police Department.  The chief directed one of his deputies to bolt over to the general store.   
 
    With any luck, the deputy would be able to take Frank into custody without incident.  The mustached deputy could then detain the suspect until Scott and I arrived on the scene.   
 
    Unfortunately, that was not how things played out.  Shortly after Deputy Malcolm Gibbons arrived, things got hairy.  Not through any fault of the deputy, mind you.  Bad breaks just appeared to be in the cards that day.   
 
    Rather than storming into the general store, where innocent bystanders could end up getting caught in the middle of a skirmish, the mustached deputy waited outside.    
 
    Theoretically, Frank would finish his shopping and come out.  Deputy Gibbons would be waiting with his gun drawn.  There was just one problem.  When Frank did come out of the store, a skinny older woman was in front of him.  She was kind of putting along, making it difficult for Frank to get by her. 
 
    While he was annoyed in the moment, when he spotted the deputy in the parking lot, he was glad that there was suddenly a human cushion between himself and the deputy.  Frank immediately stopped dead in his tracks.  He then started to backtrack.   
 
    That put Deputy Gibbons in a terrible position.  Even though he had good aim, there were no guarantees in his life.  If he fired and his shot was even slightly off, it would have devastating consequences.  That poor old lady could end up getting hit with a stray bullet.   
 
    The risk was just too high.  The deputy couldn’t afford to put the woman’s life at stake.  He reluctantly let Frank take a few steps back into the general store.   
 
    Gibbons then rushed forward into the store as well.  His pulse was pounding as he moved.  So many things could go wrong inside that general store.  To start, there were probably a number of different people in the store.  Which meant that any of them could end up getting hurt.   
 
    Gibbons had a tall task ahead of him.  He had to find a way to apprehend the suspect without any bystanders getting injured.  A lot of that depended on what Frank’s next move would be.  As far as the deputy could tell, the suspect could take one of two actions.  The nightmare scenario was if Frank decided to stay in the general store and take someone hostage.  The deputy prayed that Frank wouldn’t do that.   
 
    Hostage situations rarely ended well.  Even if Frank turned himself in after a successful hostage negotiation, a lot of emotional trauma would be inflicted. 
 
    As Gibbons took a few steps into the store, he saw that the suspect had decided on a different plan.  Rather than taking a hostage, Frank elected to bolt for the back door.  He wanted to make a run for it.   
 
    That observation filled Gibbons with a brief amount of relief.  Collateral damage was always something to be avoided at all costs.   
 
    That said, Gibbons didn’t stay relieved for long.  He suddenly had something new to worry about.  Namely, the fact that Frank might be able to get away.  A footrace was on.   
 
    Gibbons didn’t know how fast the suspect was, but he really hoped that Frank wasn’t terribly swift of foot.   
 
    That would lead to a whole new set of problems.  This was the best chance of apprehending him.  If Frank managed to get away now, he could disappear, never to be seen again.  Or perhaps he would resurface and cause more trouble. 
 
    Realizing everything that was at stake, Gibbons took off after the suspect.  When the deputy reached the back door, he saw that Frank had a good head start on him.  The deputy also saw something else that was quite interesting.   
 
    There was a large collection of trees behind the general store.  In a way, that played into the suspect’s favor.  It was tough terrain to navigate through.   
 
    That being said, another option was suddenly on the table other than a footrace.  Since the area where Frank was running was filled with nothing but trees, the deputy no longer had to worry about a stray bullet hitting an innocent bystander.  The only person currently in the woods was Frank. 
 
    Deputy Gibbons had the freedom to pull out his pistol and aim it at the suspect.  He wasn’t in any hurry to fire, however.  In accordance with his police training, he still preferred to end this situation peacefully.   
 
    “Stop right there.  If you don’t, I’ll fire at you,” Gibbons yelled. 
 
    The suspect did not heed the deputy’s warning.  Frank just kept running. 
 
    In response, Gibbons pulled the trigger of his gun.  He fired one shot, which hit a tree branch that was located just a few inches away from Frank’s head.  An outside observer might assume that the deputy had narrowly missed his mark.  That wasn’t the case at all.  Gibbons had intentionally aimed a little to the left of the suspect.   
 
    He could have easily shot Frank in the head.  But Gibbons wanted to bring Frank in alive.  By narrowly missing the suspect, it drew Frank’s attention more than ever.  It also struck some serious fear in him.  To the point where Frank altered his course.  He started moving to the right.  That proved to be a huge mistake.   
 
    Frank ended up tripping on a fallen log that was on the ground.  He tried to keep himself from face-planting, but he failed.  He tumbled to the ground.   
 
    That allowed the deputy enough time to catch up to him.   
 
    Even so, Frank didn’t want to give up without a fight.  He tried to make it back to his feet.   
 
    In response, the deputy pushed him back down to the ground.  Gibbons then pinned Frank to the dirt.   
 
    From there, the deputy then grabbed his handcuffs and restrained Frank’s hands behind his back.  
 
    After that, Gibbons dragged Frank back to his squad car and loaded him in the backseat.   
 
    Scott and I arrived at the general store a number of minutes later.   
 
    By that point, Frank was stewing in the backseat.  We didn’t care.  All that mattered was that Frank had been apprehended.  He would be behind bars soon.   
 
    Scott transferred the suspect from the backseat of the deputy’s car to the backseat of his car.  The detective then thanked the deputy for his work.  Scott and I then drove back to Majestic Cove with Frank in custody. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Now that Frank had been detained, the threat was over.  But plenty of questions lingered.   
 
    Scott sat him down in the interrogation room of the Majestic Cove Police Department.  Thankfully, there was a camera in that room to record the action.  Due in large part to the wonders of modern technology, I was able to sit at Scott’s desk on the other side of the police department and watch the interrogation unfold on the detective’s laptop.  I watched things unfurl with great interest. 
 
    “Why did you kill Kyle?” Scott asked. 
 
    “I don’t have to say a word to you,” Frank replied. 
 
    “You’re right.  You can remain quiet if you want.  But it won’t do you any good.  I know you’re guilty.”   
 
    “How can you be so sure about that?” 
 
    Scott scoffed.  “Who do you think you’re fooling?  If you were innocent, why would you have gone to such lengths to avoid being captured?” 
 
    “Have you ever had a gun pointed at you?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I have.” 
 
    “Then you should know that it’s a terrifying experience.” 
 
    “All the more reason to not make any sudden moves.  Like trying to make a break for it.” 
 
    “What can I say?  My fight or flight instinct kicked in.  And my instincts told me to bolt.” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “You can believe whatever you want.  I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    Scott put his hand up.  “Let me stop you right there.  We have other evidence that you’re guilty.  We have video footage from a doorbell camera showing you breaking into Kyle’s house.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Scott pulled up the video clip on his phone and showed it to Frank. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself now?” Scott asked. 
 
    Frank lowered his head. 
 
    “You picked an interesting time to get quiet,” Scott added. 
 
    Frank didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Ignoring my question isn’t going to make it go away.  I’m not stupid.  I know what happened.  Just admit it.  You killed Kyle,” Scott said. 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that,” Frank said. 
 
    “Isn’t it?  Or are you overcomplicating things?” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Explain it to me then.” 
 
    Frank gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Look.  It’s over.  Based on the evidence that we have, the district attorney is going to have no problem convicting you.  It’s over.  So, you might as well come clean,” Scott said. 
 
    Frank sneered.  “Things weren’t supposed to work out this way.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?  How were they supposed to work out?  Did you really think you’d get away with murdering Kyle and staging the scene to look like a suicide?  Or that you’d be able to evade police capture?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “What are you referring to then?” 
 
    “Kyle and I received an offer for our business.  The buyer was willing to pay top dollar.  It could have meant an incredible payday for both of us.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “That fool refused to sell.” 
 
    “Was Kyle holding out for more money?” 
 
    Frank shook his head.  “No.  He didn’t want the business being sold to a competitor.  Kyle was worried that the buyer was going to make all sorts of changes that he would never approve of.” 
 
    “Sounds like a valid complaint.” 
 
    “Not when millions of dollars are at stake.  Who cares what the buyer is going to do to the business if you’re going to end up a millionaire at the end of it?” 
 
    “Maybe Kyle cared about more than just money.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.  Kyle was obsessed with money.” 
 
    “Maybe not at the expense of his legacy.” 
 
    “And what’s his legacy now?  The man was a fool.  I tried talking sense into him.  I pleaded with him to sell.  But he just wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “That’s why you killed him then?  Over a little bit of money?” 
 
    Frank shook his head.  “It wasn’t a little bit.  It was a lot of money.  The type of cash that can change a person’s life.  If the deal had gone through, I would have been rich.  I’d never have to work another day in my life.” 
 
    “So, by killing Kyle, you removed all of the resistance.  You would have been free to sell the business to the potential buyer.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  He lowered his head.  “It should have never come to this.” 
 
    “Yet here we are, with you about to go to jail for the rest of your life.  You should be ashamed of yourself,” Scott said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Frank didn’t say another word.  Scott had a deputy haul Frank to a jail cell.  At that point, Scott’s job was done.  The rest would be handled by the district attorney.   
 
    After all of the work that Scott had put in on this case, he deserved a break.  And he was going to take one.  Meanwhile, I decided to step outside and get some fresh air. 
 
    When a case ended, I normally felt incredibly relieved.  Why wouldn’t I?  Investigations were inherently stressful.  Especially homicide cases.  So, when the loose ends were finally tied up, it was like having a weight lifted off of my shoulders.   
 
    At least, that was how things typically went.  This time around, things were different.  Much to my chagrin, the monkey refused to get off of my back.  What a stubborn little chimp it was, making me feel like quite the chump. 
 
    Then again, this wasn’t like any other case that I had ever worked on, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise that my reaction would be unconventional as well.   
 
    A lot of varying thoughts swirled around my head.  Even staring off into the distance didn’t help me all that much.  Although, it was nice to get some fresh air. 
 
    My head probably remained in the clouds for a good fifteen minutes.  I’m not really sure.  I wasn’t keeping track of time.  All I knew was that at some point, Scott finished up his work and came out of the police station.  He then joined me. 
 
    “It certainly feels good to put that case behind us,” he said. 
 
    I didn’t reply.  Honestly, I was so caught up in my thoughts that I barely noticed him standing next to me.   
 
    When I didn’t say a word for a few seconds, he spoke up again.   
 
    “Doesn’t it feel nice?” he said. 
 
    I briefly pulled my head out of the clouds.  “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    He looked at me with great concern in his eyes.  “Melody, are you okay?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not really.” 
 
    “Why?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    “I’m worried.” 
 
    “About what?  I mean, the case is closed.  I thought you’d be really relieved right now.” 
 
    “So did I, but that is definitely not how I feel.” 
 
    “I have to admit.  I’m really confused.  Why aren’t you feeling good right now?” 
 
    “Because I’m not sure if this is truly over.” 
 
    “Of course, it is.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “To start, the killer is behind bars.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “But what?  There’s no other loose ends to tie up.  This case couldn’t get more closed.” 
 
    “You say that, but look what happened last time.  We jumped the gun a little bit, assuming that everything was over.  When really, things were just about to heat up.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “There’s one big difference.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    He nodded.  “During the last case, I was just on my way to apprehend Kyle when things spiraled out of control.  With this case, the actual killer is in custody.  And since he’s behind bars, there’s nothing to worry about.”   
 
    “I wasn’t just referring to this case.  I’m worried that the other shoe could still drop.  That some other type of trouble might be just over the horizon.” 
 
    “Is that why you were staring out into the distance?  Because trouble isn’t just going to announce its intentions in the sky…if it does have nefarious intentions.” 
 
    “I realize that.  And trust me, I don’t want to feel like this.  I’d love to believe that peace was coming to Majestic Cove.  I guess I just need to see it to believe it.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I understand why you’re reticent to accept that peace is finally here, but it is.” 
 
    “Yes, for the moment.  The question is, will there be another crazy twist coming?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “I wish I had your confidence.  Then again, doubting is one thing.  Being one-hundred percent certain is another.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re really shaken up.  Even more than I realized.” 
 
    “Of course, I am.  Look at everything that has happened.” 
 
    He leaned in and gave me a hug. 
 
    “It’s all going to be all right.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.  I hope you’re correct.” 
 
    “Give it a few days.  You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    A few days later 
 
      
 
    Scott had said all of the right things.  He had done all that he could to reassure me.  I was incredibly grateful for that.  Even so, I still had my doubts.  About life.  And the future. 
 
    All that changed a few days later.  That particular morning wasn’t much different than the previous ones.  I woke up, got out of bed, made myself some coffee, and drank it on my back patio.  It was the weekend, and I didn’t have any private eye cases on my slate, so my schedule was as clear as could be. 
 
    I could do anything that I wanted with my day.  I decided to make the most of it.  I picked up the phone and called Scott.  I asked him to pick me up as soon as possible. 
 
    When he arrived, we were both in good spirits.  The smile that was on his face didn’t surprise me.  He had been trying to put on a good face for me since the case ended. 
 
    My smile was the surprising one. 
 
    There was a glimmer in his eyes as he gazed at me.  “You look happy.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I am.” 
 
    “That’s good to see.” 
 
    You might be wondering, what was different about me that morning?  What had prompted such a change?  The answer was simple.  I had decided to look at life with a different mindset than before.   
 
    Enough time had passed that I finally felt comfortable letting my guard down.  Trust me.  That wasn’t an easy thing to do after everything that had taken place.  I wanted to look forward.  To appreciate every moment.  In that particular instance, that involved hitting the town.  
 
    “I want to do something fun,” I said. 
 
    “All right.  Do you have anything in mind?” he asked. 
 
    “I actually have a lot in mind.  The question is, can we squeeze it all in?” 
 
    “We can try.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.  Let’s go make the most of our day.” 
 
    He put his hand up.  “Before we go anywhere, I have to ask, where did this upbeat new outlook come from?” 
 
    “Like you said before, the case is over.  It’s time to put it behind me.  It’s important to embrace peace when it comes our way.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “Now, let’s just hope that this peace lasts.” 
 
    “I have to believe that it will.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you have to?” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  This has been the weirdest two weeks in either of our lives.  If this peace doesn’t last, I might just go out of my mind.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you.” 
 
    “Rather than focusing on that, let’s do all of these fun things that you’ve come up with.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “What’s the first thing on your list?” 
 
    “Dessert,” I said. 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “I should have known you would go straight to the sweets.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean, straight to the good stuff?” 
 
    “That’s another way of putting it.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to dessert for a moment.” 
 
    “Of course.  The important things in life,” he said playfully. 
 
    “I’m being serious here,” I replied.  “After everything we’ve been through, I feel like we deserve a treat.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “You know me.  I’m never going to turn down dessert.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That’s one of the reasons that I like you so much.” 
 
    “I’m crazy about you too,” he said.  “By the way, this is my treat.” 
 
    “Wow.  Things just got even sweeter.” 
 
    “The way I see it, after all you’ve been through, it’s the least I could do.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not going to turn down a free dessert.” 
 
    “Let’s eat then.” 
 
    The End. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “What do you want for Christmas?” Detective Scott Webster asked. 
 
    “Surprise me,” I said. 
 
    My boyfriend looked at me like I had two heads.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Why do you seem so shocked?” 
 
    “I thought you hated surprises.” 
 
    “It depends on the surprise.  If it comes to a case I’m investigating, the odds are that a surprise will mean trouble for me,” I said.  “But when it comes to my personal life, surprise gifts are always welcome.”  
 
    “All right.  It’s your call.” 
 
    Scott still had wariness in his eyes, but he didn’t belabor the point any further.  To be fair, he had a reason to be skeptical.  As a private investigator, my professional life had been filled with plenty of twists and turns.  That was especially true lately.  Meanwhile, my personal life was a different story.  A number of wonderful developments had taken place over the last year.  To start, Scott and I had become romantically involved.  It was safe to say that things were going well in our relationship.   
 
    “How about you?” I asked.  “What do you want for Christmas?” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate with his reply.  “Football tickets.” 
 
    “Oh, so you don’t want me to surprise you then?” I joked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “No.  Not at all.” 
 
    “Well, that was blunt.” 
 
    “Hey, you asked.  I was just being honest with you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.  You’ve left no doubt in my mind.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to you for a minute.  I know you said you want to be surprised, but I also want you to be happy.  It wouldn’t hurt to nudge me in the right direction.  Or outright push me even.” 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Of course, you can.” 
 
    “This might not be the answer you were expecting, but I feel like I’ve already received the best Christmas gift that I could ever get.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You.  Us.  Our relationship.  It feels like this amazing gift from the universe.  And no regular gift can top it.  Don’t you agree?” 
 
    He nodded.  “We do have something special.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.  I’ve never been in a relationship as wonderful as ours is.  Have you?”  
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels that way.” 
 
    “Now it’s my turn to get a little sentimental.  At this point, I can definitely say that I can’t imagine my life without you.  I feel so lucky to have you.” 
 
    I blushed.  “That’s so sweet.” 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “Wow, look at us both getting all mushy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t happen often, but in this case, I think it’s well-deserved.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Which brings me back to my point.  As corny as it might sound, any physical gift that I end up receiving this year just feels like it will be a bonus.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” he said.  “At the same time, I’m still going to try to surprise you with something nice.” 
 
    “That works for me.” 
 
    “All right.  It’s settled then.”  He then smiled wide at me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    After we were done pouring our hearts out, Scott took me to get some dessert.  What a wonderful treat.  Of course, just being with him was pretty magical.  Just like with most of our dates, it was a shame when the night came to an end.  At the same time, the hour was growing late.   
 
    Scott dropped me off at my house, gave me a kiss good-night, and then drove away.  I then entered my mid-century modern home.  Once I put my keys down on my kitchen counter, I headed toward my bedroom to get ready to sleep.   
 
    I didn’t make it very far.  When I was halfway down the hallway, my phone rang.  I immediately reached into my purse and grabbed my cell.  It was a very odd hour to be receiving a call.  Something told me that it was urgent.  What if Scott had forgotten something?  Or worse.  What if he had just gotten into an accident on the drive home? 
 
    Before I let my thoughts drift too much, I checked the caller identification screen on my phone.  I saw my mother’s name, Andrea Clue, listed.   
 
    I took the call.  “Hey, Mom.  Is everything all right?” 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a groan on the other end of the line.  That was followed by my mother replying, “Oh dear.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Mom, what is it?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe what Mischief and Mayhem just did.” 
 
    Before you get too confused, Mischief and Mayhem are my mother’s cats.  Yes, she is fully aware of just how unconventional those names are.  At the same time, she doesn’t own two normal cats.   
 
    Mischief and Mayhem are both shelter cats.  My mother adopted the two little grey and white siblings to help keep her company.  Little did she realize that they would keep her hands full.  From the moment she picked them up at the shelter, they have kept her on her toes.  So, given all of the shenanigans that my mom has had to put up with, she believed that those names were very fitting for her new pets. 
 
    “Let me guess.  They caused more trouble,” I said. 
 
    “They sure did.  In fact, they almost knocked over my Christmas tree.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I wish I was just joking.  It started tipping over just as I got on the phone with you.  If I hadn’t have stopped Mischief at the last minute, the tree would have toppled right over.” 
 
    “I’m glad you stepped in.” 
 
    “I’ll have to find a new way to brace the tree.  Otherwise, they will definitely knock it over later.” 
 
    “That’s so true.  Cats are pretty persistent.” 
 
    “Dear, there’s no reason to understate things.  Cats are relentless.  And they have all the time in the world.  That’s a dangerous combination.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh right then. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” my mother asked. 
 
    “The way you talk about the cats.  You act like they are criminal masterminds.  As if they are going to organize a bank heist at any moment.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me if they did one day.  I think they’re just working their way up to it.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being silly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  How many wild and mischievous cats do you own?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Exactly.  And it shows.” 
 
    “All right.  You’ve got me there.  I don’t know what it’s like to live with two crazy kitties.  But I do know one thing.  They sure are cute.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.  When they are not busy plotting world domination, they are adorable.  It’s just a shame that they choose to cause trouble so much of the time.” 
 
    “Well, I wish you and your Christmas tree good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.  We’re going to need it.  As it is, the cats are having a field day with some of the ornaments.  Not to mention the tinsel.  Of course, they’re not leaving the wrapping paper alone either.” 
 
    “It sounds like you don’t even really have a moment to catch your breath.” 
 
    “Nope.  It’s safe to say that it’s going to be a holiday season to remember.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I can’t help but wonder if the cats will behave during your holiday party.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “You sound so defeatist.” 
 
    “I’m just being practical.  Why would these little guys be on their best behavior just because I’m going to be throwing a party?  They don’t know that the holidays are a special time of year.  Nor do they care.  That’s why I’m going to lock them in my bedroom during the party.” 
 
    “Are you going to do the same when I come over to open presents on Christmas?  Because I’d love to see the cats out roaming freely.  I can only imagine how fun it will be to watch them play around with empty gift bags and roll around in crumpled wrapping paper.” 
 
    “You’re right.  That would be pretty fun.”   
 
    “I’ll have my camera ready.  That would make a fantastic video.” 
 
    “Wow.  Do you know what just occurred to me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That we’ve spent this entire conversation talking about cats.” 
 
    “Well, they are the center of the universe.” 
 
    My mother laughed.  “In their own mind, they are.” 
 
    “Besides, what else is there to talk about than kittens?” 
 
    “You can joke all you want, but I actually called you up to ask if you’ve decided what you want for Christmas yet?  The big day will be here soon.” 
 
    “Honestly, you can just surprise me.” 
 
    “Wow.  I did not expect to hear you say that.” 
 
    “That’s the second time I’ve heard that tonight.  Scott pretty much said the same thing to me.” 
 
    “I think that should tell you something.  For example, are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.  I’ve just been really busy lately with life stuff.  I haven’t had much time to think about potential Christmas presents.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.  You sure have been busy.” 
 
    “It has been good for my savings account.  Even if it hasn’t been great for my sanity.” 
 
    “With Christmas approaching, I hope things start to quiet down.” 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    “The holidays are already hectic enough without making matters even crazier.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that.  I’m reminded of it constantly.  The universe is the one that needs to do some settling down.” 
 
    “Do you think that is actually going to take place?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m not psychic.” 
 
    “No.  But you do have good instincts.” 
 
    “Well, stranger things have definitely happened.  Plus, you’d think that work would quiet down for the holidays.  Who wants to start trouble during this time of year?” 
 
    “I hope the answer is no one.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I will try to think of a few fun things to buy you for gifts.” 
 
    “How about you?” I asked.  “What do you want for Christmas?” 
 
    “I’d really love some peace and quiet.  But that would involve the cats behaving themselves, so I don’t know if that’s going to happen.” 
 
    “That’s also not something that I can help you with.” 
 
    “Are you saying that my situation is helpless?” 
 
    “Those are your words, not mine.” 
 
    “It’s such a crazy feeling, living at the whim of two tiny cats.  How could two small creatures hold such sway over me?” 
 
    “Because they are as cute as can be.” 
 
    “That’s so true.” 
 
    “Back to Christmas for a moment, though.  How about something that I can buy for you at the store?  Does anything come to mind?” 
 
    “A nice bath robe would be great.” 
 
    “I can definitely get one of those.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Anyway, I should probably be going.  I need to get my rest.” 
 
    “Okay,” my mother said.  “Before you go, just one more thing.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re bringing gingerbread cookies to the holiday party again this year, right?” 
 
    “I certainly can.” 
 
    “Fantastic.  Last year, they were a really big hit.” 
 
    “Consider it done then.” 
 
    “Wonderful.  I’m looking forward to it.  This party should be an absolute blast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Things were going well in my life.  That was a welcome change of pace.  For a while, it seemed like my life had gone off of the rails.  It was one thing after another.  I began to feel like the universe was just messing with me.  Thankfully, those days were finally behind me.  Since I didn’t know how long my luck would last, I wanted to appreciate every good break that came my way. 
 
    That was especially true because we were in the middle of the holiday season.  There was nothing worse than going through a tough time in December.  If anything, that should be the happiest month of the year.  So often, people let stress get the best of them.  They tried to do too much.  Or the pressure of grand expectations weighed heavily on their shoulders. 
 
    As I went to bed that evening, I knew that I just had to make it one more week without disaster striking.  If I could pull that off, I would have made it through the entire holiday season unscathed.   
 
    Given my line of work, that was much harder than it seemed.  In the private eye business, disaster was always pretty close by.  I wasn’t saying that to be negative.  That was just the nature of industry.  My life had been turned upside down before.  At a moment’s notice.  The more I thought about it, the more it became clear that this was the weirdest year of my entire life.  I was definitely looking forward to putting this year behind me.  I would welcome January with open arms.  In my mind, there was nothing like starting out clean with a new year.   
 
    That brought up an interesting point.  Since I ran my own business, I could make my own hours.  If I wanted to, I could take the next week off.  In theory, that would probably keep the world from messing with me.   
 
    There was just one problem.   
 
    My bills weren’t going to pay themselves.  And let me tell you, they were stacking up.  As much as I loved the holiday season, it was an expensive time of year.  That was a real shame.  It didn’t have to be the case.   
 
    After all, the spirit of the season was about celebrating the birth of Christ.  That didn’t have to involve spending a huge amount of money or racking up an obscene amount of credit card debt.  Then again, buying every decoration in sight and having a thousand Christmas lights wasn’t part of the original plan either.   
 
    Yet, that was what the holiday had morphed into for some people.  I tried to keep things as simple as possible.  It didn’t always work, but it was an admirable goal. 
 
    Rather than keeping myself awake thinking about how unnecessarily complicated some people often made things, I decided to get some sleep.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The following morning, I got up and headed over to the detective agency.  Ideally, this week would be able to strike an interesting balance.  In order to pay my bills, I didn’t want thing to be too slow.  On the flip side, I didn’t want to be so busy that I felt like tearing my hair out.  If ever there was a time for a few simple cases to come across my desk, it was then. 
 
    When I arrived at the agency, my co-worker and fellow investigator, Lisa Williamson, was already there.  As a matter of fact, she was already meeting with someone in her office.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  When I looked over at my office, a woman was sitting in the chair that was across from my desk.  I didn’t recognize the brunette.  I could only assume that she was a new client.   
 
    I would find out soon enough.  But first, Lisa got up from her desk and approached me.   
 
    “Is this a busy morning or what?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” Lisa replied.  “I have my hands full already.”  She pointed at my office.  “Can you take the brunette?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great,” Lisa replied.  “Anyway, time to get back to work.” 
 
    Lisa scooted back to her office.  So much for small talk.  She was all business.   
 
    Before I headed over to my office, I said a quick little prayer.  I wanted my next case to be as easy as possible.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One thought kept racing through my mind as I approached the brunette.  Please don’t be an infidelity case.  There was a good reason for that.  I didn’t want to deal with heartbreak around the holidays.  The idea of a person’s relationship crumbling just before Christmas was absolutely devastating.  Talk about sapping all of the joy out of the season. 
 
    What made matters worse was the fact that when a client came to me to investigate possible infidelity, the vast majority of the time some sort of shenanigans were going on.   
 
    On the flip side, since it was late December, a nice reunion case seemed fitting for the season.  Bringing together long-lost relatives always brought a smile to my face. 
 
    When I entered my office, I addressed the brunette.   
 
    “Hello.  My name is Melody Clue.” 
 
    The brunette turned to me.  She looked to be in her early forties.  She had a round face, hazel eyes, and was carrying around a few extra pounds.   
 
    I outstretched my hand.   
 
    “I’m Michelle Maddox.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I think my husband might be cheating on me.” 
 
    My heart sank.  Apparently, the universe wasn’t listening to me.  Either that, or it ignored my plea for a simple case.   
 
    I grimaced.  “I’m so sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah.  It’s a very difficult time for me.” 
 
    “Of course it is.  If you’re right, it could mean the end of your marriage.” 
 
    She put her hand up.  “Correction.  It would be the end of my marriage.  I could never stay with a man who was cheating on me.” 
 
    “I understand.  That’s an incredible betrayal.” 
 
    She began fidgeting with her hands.  “I can’t believe this is happening to me during the holidays.  Christmas has always been my favorite time of year.  But now, I’m losing my mind.” 
 
    “My heart certainly goes out to you.  That said, aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself?” 
 
    “Do you know that your husband is cheating on you?  Or do you just suspect that he is?” 
 
    “Right now, it’s just a suspicion of mine.  That’s where you come in.  I want you to find out the truth.” 
 
    “I can definitely conduct an investigation.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Before I do, keep in mind that you might be wrong.” 
 
    “I doubt it.”  She exhaled.  “But I need to know for sure.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “So, how does this work?” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to ask you a series of questions.  I need you to be as honest with me as possible.  After that, I’m going to use that information to try to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    “All right.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “To start, what makes you think that your husband is being unfaithful to you?” 
 
    “He keeps telling me that he has to work late.” 
 
    “You think he’s lying to you then?” 
 
    “At first, I believed him.” 
 
    “What made you change your mind?” 
 
    “The fact that it keeps happening.  It’s one thing to have to work late one night.  It’s another when he’s supposedly working late four or five times a week.” 
 
    I scratched my chin.  “That is pretty curious.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “Have you tried calling his workplace after hours?” 
 
    “I gave it a go, but they turn off the phones after five.  All the calls just go to an answering service.” 
 
    “What about his cell phone?” 
 
    “He works in a medical lab that has really thick walls.  He never gets reception until he has left the building.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” I said.  “How about showing up in person?  Have you tried paying him a surprise visit at work after hours?” 
 
    “That’s not really a possibility.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “The lab has some tight security.  They don’t just let people off the street walk in.” 
 
    “Of course.  That makes sense.” 
 
    “Trust me.  If finding out the truth was as simple as randomly showing up at his workplace, I would have done it already.” 
 
    “I get that.  I just want to get as much information as possible.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to know?” 
 
    “Have you brought up the topic of infidelity with your husband?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “I don’t want to approach him until I know for sure.  Or, until I have a little more information.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    She laughed nervously.  “It’s funny that you’d use that word.  Fair is the last way I would describe this situation.” 
 
    “Sorry.  That was a poor choice of words.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the topic at hand for a minute.  Do you have any other reason to believe that your husband might be cheating on you?  Or is it just because he seems to be working late a lot lately?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing.  He never used to work late in the past.  And I mean never.  So, these late nights are especially surprising.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Even so, my suspicions go deeper than that.  For example, when we do spend time together, he seems to spend a lot of time staring off into the distance.  It’s really odd.  He’ll be with me, but it will feel like he’s in a completely different world.  Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I absolutely get it.” 
 
    “So, can you help me?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Good.  I just want to know the truth.” 
 
    “I get it.  And hey, maybe you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Honestly, it would be nice for everyone involved.  A little bit of a Christmas miracle would be much appreciated.  I wasn’t going to get my hopes up.  Despite putting on a good face with Michelle, I knew it was likely that her suspicions were correct.   
 
    After Michelle left to head off to work, my co-worker and fellow investigator, Lisa, entered my office.  I told her about the new case that I had just taken.  She then told me about the tough investigation that she was working on.  Apparently, she had been tasked to discover if fraud was being committed by a local company.  Those types of cases could be really tricky.   
 
    One thing was certain.  Regardless of the outcomes of our cases, we definitely had our hands full.   
 
    A single thought kept bouncing around my head right then.  “So much for the Christmas spirit.”  
 
    “You’re not kidding.  Talk about a real punch to the gut,” Lisa replied. 
 
    I had to hand it to Lisa.  The woman sure had a way with words.  Not only did she use more colorful phrasing than I did, but she was also probably the most brutally honest person that I knew. 
 
    “Now, as discouraging of a start to the day as this is, there’s no reason to get too negative.” 
 
    She stared at me.  “There isn’t?” 
 
    “At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll keep the humbug to myself.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  There’s a really good chance that today goes sideways in a hurry.  But appearances can be deceiving.  There’s still a chance that the day doesn’t end with us getting coal in our stockings.”  
 
    “You’re right.  There is a slim chance that our cases go smoothly.  And if that happens, I’ll be incredibly grateful.  But you know just as well as I do how things usually play out.” 
 
    I nodded.  “If someone is suspicious enough to hire me to investigate, there’s usually some dirt to dig up.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That said, there are exceptions to every rule.” 
 
    “You’re really keeping a positive outlook today.  I respect that.”  
 
    “What can I say?  It’s the holidays.” 
 
    Lisa sighed and then replied unenthusiastically.  “It sure is.” 
 
    I looked at Lisa with great concern.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Which means that you’re not currently okay.” 
 
    “Wow.  I should never try to get anything by you.” 
 
    “Of course not.  After all, I am a professional investigator.” 
 
    “You certainly are.” 
 
    “So, come clean.  What’s going on?’ 
 
    “You know the holidays are always an emotional time for me.” 
 
    “I understand.  And I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.  It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I know.  I just feel bad for you.” 
 
    “Thanks for your sympathy, but I’ll get through this.  I guess I just miss the days when I used to look forward to Christmas instead of spending the entire holiday season being reminded of how lonely I am.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s still a week until Christmas.  Maybe you’ll meet someone.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  People are running around like crazy, trying to finish shopping for everyone on their list.  Amongst other things.  I don’t know that finding love is a top priority for most people.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but sometimes romance sneaks up on you.” 
 
    “You mean, in movies?” 
 
    “No.  In real life too.  Look at me and Scott.  I didn’t come up with some grand plan for us to get together.  It just kind of happened.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  I’m really happy for you.  But most people aren’t as lucky as you and Scott are.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope quite yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because there’s someone out there for you.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “It’s just a gut feeling that I have.  And you know how spot-on my instincts usually are.” 
 
    “Are your instincts telling you when this man is supposed to come into my life?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “But hey, are you coming to my mother’s Christmas party on the twenty-fourth?” 
 
    “I was planning on it.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll meet someone there.” 
 
    “That’s a real shot in the dark, isn’t it?” 
 
    “In a way, wouldn’t it be the best gift of all if you met someone special on Christmas Eve?” 
 
    “That would be pretty incredible.  Although, don’t you already know everyone that your mother is inviting to her party?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you think of anyone who is on the guest list who would be a romantic fit for me?” 
 
    I searched my mind.  “No.” 
 
    “So much for the idea of finding romance at the holiday party then.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  Then again, even if you don’t meet a man at the holiday party, you can still have some fun that night.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m going to make sure that you have a good time.  You will definitely leave that night feeling better.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying it.  I mean it.” 
 
    “You’re such a good friend, you know that?” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I’m right there with you,” she said.  “In the meantime, I have some work to do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Poor Lisa.  Life had thrown a lot at her over the years.  That wasn’t always the case.  For a while, it seemed like everything was going her way.  Then she caught her husband cheating on her about ten years ago.  Not surprisingly, she divorced him.  From there, she tried to rebuild her life.  Picking up the pieces wasn’t easy.   
 
    Over the last decade, she had tried to find love again.  Unfortunately, it had proven to be more elusive than she ever expected.  The fact that she didn’t have anyone special in her life made the holidays tough for her.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  She had also lost both of her parents.  With everything that was going on in her life, I understood why she wasn’t feeling particularly festive.   
 
    The holidays weren’t a great time for everyone.  For some, they were just a huge reminder of the void in their lives.  In fact, last year, I was in a very similar position.  I was hopelessly single.  And now look at me.  What a difference a year made.   
 
    In my mind, Lisa was just one good break away from things turning around for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While Lisa went to work on her fraud case, I headed over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  The majority of the work on my infidelity case would take place at night.  In the meantime, I had some time to kill.  What better way to do that than with a pastry?  Not to mention, some good company.   
 
    The drive to the bakery was a scenic one.  Not just because of the redwood trees that dotted the landscape.  Although, those were always beautiful to look at.  In addition, I also drove by numerous mid-century modern homes.  They were a lot of them in the area.  That wasn’t all.  The road to the bakery also involved going by the coastline.  I loved the ocean so much.   
 
    Even so, that particular morning, what stood out to me more than ever was how decked out the town was with festive touches.  The holiday decorations were truly something to behold.  My mood always improved when I saw a joyous display.  Right then, it was difficult not to get into the spirit of the season.   
 
    With my spirit lifted, I entered the doors of the bakery a few minutes later.  And let me tell you, the bakery was not holding back at all.  The owner, Kristina Fowler, fully embraced the season.  Everywhere I looked, I saw decorations.  It all began with a Christmas tree in the corner.  There were also bright green and red lights everywhere.  Not to mention some mistletoe hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    Despite the impressive decorative touches, I wasn’t there to look at wreaths or tinsel.  I was there for a snack.  I sure loved pastries.  Besides, food was one of the things that made the holiday so enjoyable.  I definitely came to the right place for a delicious snack.   
 
    Granted, there was a number of wonderful dessert spots in town.  None were like Majestic Cove Bakery, though.  Of course, I was a little biased.  After all, my best friend ran the place.  That said, Kristina was an amazing baker.  Only a fool would say otherwise. 
 
    Speaking of Kristina, she smiled at me from behind the counter. 
 
    “Do I have a treat for you or what?” Kristina said. 
 
    “That’s a great way to start out a conversation,” I said. 
 
    “What can I say?  I aim to please.” 
 
    “What do you have for me exactly?” 
 
    “Fresh-baked Christmas cookies.  They just finished cooling down.  Give them a taste.” 
 
    “Oh my.  Cookies.  At this hour?” 
 
    “I know you usually have a muffin in the morning, but I figure that you can make an exception this one time.” 
 
    “You realize what a bad precedent this will set.” 
 
    “If you don’t want free cookies, you don’t have to take them.” 
 
    “Let’s not get crazy now.  There’s no way I’m going to turn down a delicious freebie like this.” 
 
    “You say that it’s delicious, but you don’t really know until you try them.” 
 
    “I know it’s going to be great.” 
 
    “Are your investigator instincts telling you that?” 
 
    “No.  I’ve just never gotten bad food from you.  Ever.  So, why would today be any different?” 
 
    “Take a bite and find out.” 
 
    I bit into the cookie. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “Wow.  This is to-die-for.” 
 
    “That’s some interesting phrasing from a private investigator.” 
 
    “True.  And you’re right.  I wouldn’t trade my life for these, but they are still pretty killer.” 
 
    “There you go again with another colorful phrase.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I have a unique way with words this morning.”  
 
    “What’s the matter?  Do you have murder on the brain or something?” 
 
    “Not quite.  Thankfully, I’m not working on a homicide case.” 
 
    “That’s always good to hear.  Have things quieted down for you then?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.  What’s up?” 
 
    “I do have a new case that I’m working on, but there’s a chance that it will be an easy one.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “When was the last time that happened?” 
 
    “It has been a while.  But that just means I’m long overdue for a break.” 
 
    “Well, it is the holidays.  So, maybe the universe will do you a favor.” 
 
    “Fingers crossed,” I said.  “How about you?  Are you doing all right?” 
 
    “Other than being busy like crazy, I’m doing fine.  It will be nice when things quiet down.” 
 
    “When do you think that will happen?” 
 
    “At closing time on Christmas Eve.  Just in time to drive over to your mother’s holiday party.” 
 
    “That should be a blast.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.  Your mother sure knows how to throw a party.” 
 
    “It’s definitely something to look forward to.  In fact, I wish it was Christmas Eve right now.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “How come?” 
 
    “Because I still have some shopping to do.” 
 
    “Really putting things off until the last minute, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault.  I’m a little busy here.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I’ll let you get back to work.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “You too,” I said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    When it came to the case, there wasn’t very much I could do until that evening.  That said, I was able to put in a little bit of work in the afternoon.  I began by driving by Luke’s workplace.  
 
    Michelle’s major complaint about her husband was that he was working late most nights, but when a man was having an affair, he also ducked out during lunch from time to time for a little afternoon rendezvous.   
 
    If that was true in Luke’s case, I wanted to be there to witness it.  Much to my relief, Luke spent his lunch break eating a sandwich on a bench outside of his office.  He didn’t have any company with him the entire time.  Instead, he just messed around on his phone as he ate.  Once he finished his meal, he got up and headed back inside his office complex. 
 
    From there, I did some research on my phone.  When someone was having an affair, they were often really good at covering it up.  Other times, not so much.  There was always a chance, however slim, that Luke had gotten sloppy on social media.  All it took was one foolish post.  One slip-up, and it could be the digital bread crumb that I needed to make a big discovery. 
 
    After doing some research online, it appeared that either Luke was good at keeping the truth from coming out, or he had nothing to hide in the first place. 
 
    The online research portion of a case was typically a pretty fruitless endeavor.  But it was always worth making an attempt.  Deep down, my gut was telling me that I would need to do things the hard way.   
 
    The real test would come that night.  According to Michelle, her husband told her that he would be working late that evening. 
 
    I would see about that.  I would be staked out in front of Luke’s office building.  If he didn’t leave the building all night, it would make my job infinitely easier.  However, if he did go somewhere, I would be watching his every move.   
 
    Like so many cases that I worked on, the name of the game was surveillance.  Face-to-face interaction was not something that I was interested in.  To the point where there was a good chance that I wouldn’t speak to Luke during the entire investigation.  
 
    In order to get optimum results, I wanted to stay hidden from Luke’s view.  If he spotted me, he might deviate from his natural behavior.  If I couldn’t tail him, I wouldn’t be able to get the results that I was looking for. 
 
    Most of the time, I was able to stay in the shadows.  Other times, the universe found a way to surprise me.  Of course, not all surprises were catastrophes.  However, most were.  I had definitely taken my fair share of lumps over the year.   
 
    What could I say?  Life was often highly inconsiderate.   
 
    My ramblings aside, I was hoping that the universe would take things easy on me this time.  The holidays were stressful enough.  If ever there was a time to catch a break, it was right then. 
 
    I said a quick little prayer for this to be a quick and easy investigation.  Would the Lord listen?  I would find out soon enough.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the five o’clock hour drew closer, I couldn’t help but get a little anxious.  I knew how I wanted things to play out.  In an ideal world, Luke would remain in the building for three or four more hours.  Then he would come out to the parking lot and head home. 
 
    I realized that inactivity was a strange thing to root for.  But if Luke truly was working late all of this time, I didn’t have to share any bad news with Michelle.  That would be a real blessing.   
 
    Acting as a messenger of bad news was one of the worst parts of my job.  It was a strange thing to admit, but when I took a new case, I often found myself hoping that my client was dead wrong.  Especially when it came to a case like this.  It would be great if Michelle had just misread the situation.  Or if she was paranoid.   
 
    That happened far less frequently than you’d think.  I would say that nine times out of ten, when a client came into my office, their suspicions were correct.   
 
    That one time out of ten that they were wrong was enough to give me hope that every case wouldn’t be a disaster.   
 
    Despite my efforts to look at the world with optimistic eyes, I was fully aware that the private eye business was not the land of happy endings.  If I was being brutally honest, some days I felt like I was in the business of heartbreak.  Deep down, I realized that wasn’t true.  My job was just to uncover the facts.  But you know the old saying about the truth hurting. 
 
    Now, you might be wondering, how do I have this much time to ruminate on the nature of the investigative business?  If my head is this deep in the clouds, how will I be able to do my job correctly?  Let me tell you something, despite what you might see on television, private eyes don’t spend all of their time frantically running around, putting their lives at risk. 
 
    I actually spent a surprising amount of time in the car, keeping my distance, observing action unfolding in front of me.  It might sound strange to you, but if I had any say in the matter, I would sit in my car for a couple of nights, uncover no dirt on Luke, and then wrap up the case without anyone’s heart being broken.  That way, I would get paid, my client would be happy, and a marriage would remain intact.  Talk about a great Christmas present that would be.   
 
    As I stared at the office complex where Luke worked, it didn’t seem like I would get my wish.  Ten minutes after five o’clock, I spotted Luke coming out of the office complex.  He wasn’t alone.  He was just one of about twenty-five employees that filed out of the building.   
 
    Once they reached the parking lot, they all went their separate ways.  So much for working late.  Luke appeared to have clocked out for the evening.   
 
    Then again, maybe I was wrong.  What if he was just stepping out for a minute and returning to work later?  It was a possibility.  After all, it was dinner time.  Perhaps he had just exited the building to make a run to a nearby restaurant.   
 
    I wasn’t getting my hopes up for that.  If Luke was truly hungry, he could have just ordered food for delivery.  On the flip side, there was something to be said for getting some air.   
 
    All I knew for sure was that Luke made his way out to his car.  Once he got inside the driver’s-side of the vehicle, he turned on the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    So much for letting my head drift into the clouds.  It was time to get to work. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Tailing a subject was always an interesting experience.  There was no telling where they were headed.  Nothing was off the table.  I knew that I had to remain sharp.  I couldn’t let Luke give me the slip.   
 
    At the beginning of a case, I tried to give a subject a few car lengths worth of distance.  That way, I was close enough to prevent them from darting away while also being far enough to not draw attention to myself. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Luke didn’t set course for a restaurant.  Nor did he drive to a residential area of town.  Instead, he went to the busiest place in all of Majestic Cove.  Was there a more hectic location during the holidays than the mall? 
 
    If there was, I didn’t want anything to do with it.  I made a point of avoiding the Majestic Cove Mall as much as possible during the holidays.  No one was happier about online shopping hitting big than I was.  I loved the ability of shopping from my own home.  Or from my car.  Really, I was always just a few clicks on my smartphone away from purchasing everything I wanted. 
 
    Clearly, Luke disagreed with me.  Was there something at this mall that he couldn’t purchase online?  Or did he just prefer the in-person experience?  What if he was here for another reason?  Maybe he was meeting someone here.  If that was true, what if this mysterious person worked at the mall? 
 
    Before I got too heavy into speculation, I needed to find a parking spot.  That was a tall order.  The place was an absolute zoo.  And that was just on the outside.  I could only imagine how crowded the place was on the inside. 
 
    Luke didn’t seem to have any interest in fighting off other cars for a parking spot.  He just went to the edge of the lot and grabbed the first spot that he saw.  Never mind that it happened to be the absolute furthest spot away from the entrance to the mall.  He certainly had a walk ahead of him. 
 
    He wasn’t alone.  I would be doing some walking of my own.  Despite my worries about finding parking, I was able to secure a spot.  It wasn’t too far away from Luke’s parking spot either.  There were actually a surprising amount of spots available.  They just all happened to be at the edge of the lot. 
 
    Judging by how many cars I saw around me, a lot of people didn’t seem to realize that online shopping was a possibility. 
 
    This was sure going to be an interesting walk.  Once I made my way inside the mall, my worst fears were confirmed.  The crowd was overwhelming.  People were everywhere.  On one hand, it made it easier to avoid Luke’s detection.  I could just blend into the crowd.  On the other hand, having to make my way through such a large crowd of shoppers was a pain.  
 
    Not that my opinion mattered.  This case wasn’t about my convenience level.  It was about getting to the bottom of Luke’s private life.  One thing became abundantly clear.  Luke hadn’t come here to grab some food.  To start, all of the eateries in the food court just served junk food.  In addition, there weren’t any restaurants that were exclusive to the mall.  All of these chains had a second or third location elsewhere in town.  Luke didn’t need to fight the mall crowd to grab a burger.   
 
    So, was he here to do some shopping then?  That didn’t appear to be the case either.  Instead of walking into one of the hundred stores that were in front of him, he made his way to a corridor that was off to the side.   
 
    When he reached the corridor, he started walking down the hallway. 
 
    He didn’t make it very far.  About ten feet down the hallway, to the right, there was a door that had a security code box beside it. 
 
    Luke typed in a security code into the box.  A second later, a ding was heard.  That was followed by a green light appearing on the box. 
 
    Luke then reached for the handle of the door.  He swung the door open and went inside. 
 
    At that point, I was as curious as could be.  I had so many question.  Where did that door lead?  Why did it have a security code box beside it?  Unfortunately, answers would not come easily.  To start, the door was completely solid.  There was new viewing window to speak of.  In addition, when I approached and attempted to open the door, the handle wouldn’t budge.   
 
    Going in, I knew it was a longshot that the door would open, but I figured that it was worth a try.  After all, what if the door hadn’t properly shut behind Luke?  It didn’t matter now.  I was locked out of getting immediate answers. 
 
    I pressed my ear against the door.  It must have been really thick because I couldn’t hear a thing.  Then again, perhaps there was nothing to hear.  Maybe Luke was doing something quietly on the other side of the door.   
 
    It sure would have been nice to know.  Unfortunately, right then, all I could really do was to wait around.  Perhaps someone else would approach the door.  Then I could ask them where it led.  Or maybe Luke would come out soon. 
 
    I certainly hoped so.  I didn’t want to be standing around all night.  This was a bit of a nightmare scenario for me.  My entire job was to get information.  So, for Luke to just disappear out of my view was very problematic. 
 
    I began to run through some scenarios in my head.  As far as I knew, Luke’s company wasn’t affiliated with this mall, or any of the stores here.  Yet, this very much seemed like an employee entrance.  Something didn’t add up.  What was I missing? 
 
    I wrestled with my thoughts for a few minutes while waiting impatiently at the edge of the corridor.  Much to my chagrin, no one else came anywhere near the doorway.  That seemed pretty crazy, considering how crowded the mall was.   
 
    As the minutes ticked by, I got a little antsy.  Just how long would Luke be back there?  What if it was hours?  Was he with someone in there?  If that was the case, they would have needed to have arrived before he did.   
 
    Talk about a frustrating experience.  I told myself to be patient, though.  There was a good chance that I would get answers soon enough. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    It took about fifteen minutes of waiting around, but the door finally opened up.  While I wanted to believe that Luke would come out, there was no guarantee of that.  Truthfully, anyone could have walked out that door.   
 
    If it wasn’t Luke, I would be disappointed.  I would also approach them for information. 
 
    Imagine my surprise when a man dressed in a Santa costume came out and entered the hallway. 
 
    It became clear that my theory was correct.  It was an employee entrance of some sort.  Perhaps a changing room.  Or an employee lounge.   
 
    As the mall Santa walked by me, I became less interested in the doorway and far more interested in who was wearing the Santa costume. 
 
    As I stared at the Santa, one thing really stood out to me.  It wasn’t just any stranger dressed up as St. Nick.  In fact, Luke was the one in the costume.  
 
    At first, I nearly did a double-take.  Were my eyes deceiving me?  When I looked closer, there was no mistaking what I saw.  It was definitely Luke.   
 
    That discovery led me to ask an entirely new question.  Why was he dressed as Santa Clause?  And where was he going? 
 
    It didn’t take very long to find out.  Luke headed to the middle of the mall where a festive display was set up.  There was a big plushy red chair in the middle of the holiday display.  There was also a huge line of children standing with their parents.   
 
    Luke approached the chair and took a seat.   
 
    From there, Luke began inviting kids to join him and tell him what they wanted for Christmas.  A couple hours went by in this fashion.  It was just an endless stream of kids waiting to see Santa.  Their eyes lit up as they approached him.  None of them wanted to leave his side. 
 
    The longer I stood there and watched the proceedings, the more confused I became.  Mostly because I knew that Luke already had a full-time gig.  In fact, the man had just left his nine-to-five job.  So, what was he doing moonlighting as a mall Santa at night?  And why hadn’t he told his wife about his second job? 
 
    If he truly wasn’t fooling around, how come he had kept this information from her?  Was he embarrassed?  Was he having money problems that he had not shared with her?  Or was something else going on? 
 
    Once again, it took me a while to get answers.  I actually stood around and watched Luke’s entire shift.   
 
    About half an hour before the mall closed, Luke got up from the chair and walked away from the display.  I had a feeling about where he was headed.  Just as I suspected, he made his way to the same corridor as before.  He then opened the door where the security box was and went inside. 
 
    It took about ten minutes, but Luke came back to the hallway in street clothes once he was done changing out of his Santa suit. 
 
    Right then, I wondered what he would do next.  Would he go home?  Or did he have another stop in mind?  Michelle wasn’t in the clear yet.  Theoretically, Luke could leave the mall and meet up with another woman.  Although, that didn’t seem terribly likely.   
 
    That said, much stranger things had happened.  In my mind, this situation was already odd enough.  Then again, it wasn’t up to me.  This was all about Luke. 
 
    All told, he didn’t go very far.  After walking by me, he headed over to a jewelry store that was located inside the mall. 
 
    He then began speaking with a male clerk who worked in the store.  A few seconds later, the clerk pulled out a necklace from the display case in front of him.   
 
    Luke grabbed his wallet and paid for the necklace.  He then took the necklace with him and left the store.   
 
    I was about thirty feet away, but even from that distance, the necklace looked beautiful.  It would make a great Christmas gift.  The question became, who was the gift for? 
 
    Had he bought that jewelry for Michelle?  Or for another woman? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once Luke left the jewelry store, he headed out to the parking lot.  I got into my car and prepared to follow him. 
 
    I could take a guess about where he was headed, but I decided to go into this situation with no expectations.  If Luke went home, it would be a big relief.  If he stopped over at someone else’s house, it wouldn’t surprise me either. 
 
    Michelle definitely wasn’t out of the clear yet.  The night had been filled with surprises.  Why not one more? 
 
    The nightmare scenario was that Luke had bought that necklace for a mistress.  I prayed about that not being the case.  That would be heartbreaking news to report to Michelle at any time of year, but especially during the holiday season. 
 
    Luke lived south of the mall.  So, when he began driving south after leaving the parking lot, it seemed like a good sign.   
 
    Until he turned right on Euclid Drive.  If he was headed home, he would have kept going straight down Park Boulevard.   
 
    The question became, where was he going exactly? 
 
    His car began to slow down as he approached Euclid Motel.  The motor lodge was a low-rent establishment.  The exact kind of place that someone would use to have an affair.  My muscles tensed up a little.  Was he going to pull into the parking lot of the motel? 
 
    No.   
 
    Instead, he turned right and pulled into a gas station.  I parked across the street and watched Luke fill up his gas tank.   
 
    Of course, maybe this was just a brief stop before heading next door to the motel.  That was absolutely still a possibility.   
 
    I would get answers soon enough.  Once Luke finished filling up his tank, he left the gas station.   
 
    Much to my relief, he didn’t drive over to the motel.  He went left and headed back to Park Boulevard.   
 
    What a pleasant development that was.   
 
    When Luke reached Park Boulevard, he turned right and continued on toward his house on Locust Avenue.   
 
    Within five minutes, he had arrived back home.  By that point, I felt like I had taken an emotional rollercoaster ride.  Things could have definitely turned out much differently. 
 
    All in all, this was the best case scenario.  I wasn’t going to start celebrating yet, however.   
 
    Why not? 
 
    Because this was just the first night.  If Luke really was having an affair, maybe he just hadn’t planned on meeting up with his mistress that evening.  Perhaps he had different plans the following evening.  Or the night after that. 
 
    I was hired to do a job.  And I planned on being thorough.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The following evening, I staked out in front of Luke’s workplace.  I was going to follow his every move until I got conclusive answers.   
 
    Just like with the previous evening, Luke left his job shortly after five o’clock.  He then drove over to the mall, got changed into a Santa suit, and played the part of St. Nick for a few hours.   
 
    When he was done asking dozens of children what they wanted for Christmas, he changed back into his street clothes and went home. 
 
    At that point, it sure seemed like the only secret that he was hiding from his wife was his second job.   
 
    I wasn’t going to go overboard, but I did want to conduct surveillance for at least one more night.  If Luke was going to misbehave, it felt like it would either happen right then or not at all. 
 
    The third evening of following Luke began the same as the previous two had.  He exited his workplace a few minutes after five.  Just like before, he headed to the mall.  From there, he changed into his Santa costume and headed over to the Christmas display in the middle of the mall.  When he finished up his shift, he drove straight home. 
 
    In my mind, I felt like I had all of the information that I needed.  The following morning, I called Michelle into my office to tell her what I had discovered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Whenever I sat a client down to share my findings with them, they always looked so nervous.  Normally, they had a good reason to be.  Over the years, I had shared a lot of bad news in my office.  This case represented a refreshing change of pace.   
 
    I told Michelle exactly what I had seen.  Everything, but the detail about the necklace being purchased.  I didn’t want to spoil that surprise.  I wanted her face to light up when Luke gave her that jewelry.  I assumed that would happen on Christmas day.  What a great gift that would be to receive.   
 
    As for the bit about working as a mall Santa, Michelle looked completely shocked when I revealed that detail.  As a matter of fact, she was speechless.   
 
    I gave her a few seconds to let the news sink in.  When she didn’t say a word, I spoke up. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  I just didn’t expect that…at all,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Trust me.  I was just as surprised as you were.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this is what he’s been doing with his time.” 
 
    “It turns out he was telling you the truth all along.  He has been working late.  Just at a different job.” 
 
    “Not just any job.” 
 
    “No, there’s nothing quite like being a mall Santa.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.  That’s about as unique of a job as you’re going to find.” 
 
    “A little too unique for my taste.  I wouldn’t want to do that for a living.  Too much stress for me.” 
 
    “You know what’s crazy?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Everything about this case?” I joked. 
 
    “Well yeah, but also this detail.  I’ve actually been to the mall a couple of times in the last few weeks.  Which means I have walked by my husband a few times without even realizing it.  I wonder if he saw me out shopping for him.” 
 
    “I doubt it.  From what I could tell, his job keeps him really busy.  He barely has time to catch his breath, much less look around at other shoppers.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Talk about a stressful holiday job to take.” 
 
    “Especially when he already has a nine-to-five job.” 
 
    “So true.” 
 
    “Which leads me to an important question.  Do you have any idea why he would keep a night job like this hidden from you?” 
 
    “There is a couple of possibilities.” 
 
    “Really?  Like what?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Money has been a really sore subject in our marriage.  There never seems to be enough of it to go around.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  Money is something that you can never seem to have too much of.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  That said, I hate to admit it, but we’ve had a number of fights about our finances.  Things get even stickier around the holidays.  Like a lot of people, we have a tendency to overspend.”  
 
    “I know what that’s like.” 
 
    “I guess Luke just felt like getting a second job would alleviate some of those money problems.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    “Not to change the subject, but let’s get away from the mall Santa job for a minute.  You really didn’t find any evidence that he was cheating on me?” 
 
    “None whatsoever.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair.  “Wow.  I really read this situation wrong, didn’t I?” 
 
    “In your defense, all of the typical signs of an affair were present.  If I was in your position, I would have had the same suspicions.” 
 
    “It’s good to know that I’m not crazy.” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    She stared out into the distance.  “What a wild way for this case to end.” 
 
    “Hey, look at it this way.  This was one time when being wrong isn’t such a bad thing.”   
 
    “You’re not kidding.  This might be the happiest mistake that I’ve ever made.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair.  “I’ll bet you didn’t think you’d be leaving my office today with a smile on your face, did you?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  Not at all.  I figured that my heart would be broken.  And that I’d be hiring a divorce lawyer.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to worry about that now.” 
 
    “What a relief.  This has been quite an emotional week for me.  I’m glad it’s going to end on a good note.” 
 
    “Now you can just focus on Christmas.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, this good news is like a little Christmas gift in itself.” 
 
    “It really is.  Although, I hope you get a bunch of great presents under the tree when the big day arrives.” 
 
    “That would be nice.  I guess I’ll find out soon enough.  In the meantime, thanks again for discovering the truth.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    A few days later 
 
      
 
    It was safe to say that my mother’s holiday party was a big hit.  She really knew how to take care of her guests.  Some people would crumble under the pressure of having to entertain thirty people in their house, but my mom seemed to thrive in that environment.  She just loved mingling and bringing a smile to people’s faces.   
 
    Meanwhile, I loved parking myself beside the table where the food was.  I spent a majority of the evening nibbling on snacks.  I did plenty of socializing too.  In fact, I probably did more chattering than normal since the food table was a magnet for people.   
 
    Party guests would come up to grab some cookies and strike up a conversation with me.  That was fine by me.  I could talk a person’s ear off if they let me.  I could also devour Christmas cookies while hanging out with Scott.  I was pretty flexible.  I just wanted to have a good time. 
 
    Luckily, there was plenty of reverie to go around.  Everyone seemed to be in a festive mood.  With no exceptions.  That was refreshing.  All it took was one person in a sour mood to cause problems. 
 
    Even my mother’s cats had a good time.  Although, Mischief and Mayhem were having their fun in my mom’s bedroom.  Sure they didn’t appreciate being locked up, but they did love the gift bags, tissue paper, and wrapping paper that I brought them to play with. 
 
    Despite my mother’s complaints about their behavior, the cats sure were cute.  They were quite photogenic as well.  I was able to snap a few photos before I left the room.  I also recorded a cute video of the cats jumping in and out of gift bags. 
 
    All in all, it was a magical evening.  The kind of night that felt like a Christmas gift in itself.  The fact that I got to spend my time with family and friends was an absolute blessing.  I was well aware of how lucky I was.   
 
    When the party ended, Scott dropped me off at home and gave me a big kiss.  Talk about a way to end Christmas Eve.  Which made me wonder, if December 24th was this fantastic, how amazing would Christmas day be?  Right then, I didn’t have answers.  But I was sure anxious to find out. 
 
    The End. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Christmas Chocolate, Caution, and Crazy Consequences 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    As a police detective, everything can change in an instant.  I certainly never expected to have a gun pointed at me today.  Yet, there I was, staring down the barrel of a pistol.  Right before Christmas.  So much for being able to enjoy the holidays.  At this point, I’d be lucky to still be alive when the holiday arrived.   
 
    The crazy thing was that things had started innocently enough.  Then, out of nowhere, everything spiraled dangerously out of control.  Before I continue, I realize that I’m getting ahead of myself.  Let me give you a little background on the situation.  I’ll take you back to earlier that day.   
 
    My name is Scott Webster.  I’m a police detective.  And my morning had started off on a much different note.  After rolling out of bed and getting dressed for work, I headed over to Majestic Cove Bakery.  Not only were the pastries great there, but it gave me a chance to hang out with my girlfriend, Melody Clue, before I started my work shift.  We were both in the investigative business.  Melody was a private eye in Majestic Cove.  Meanwhile, I’m a police detective.  Although, that particular morning, police work was the last thing on my mind.   
 
    When I set foot in the bakery, it was hard not to get wrapped up in the season.  The place was completely decked out.  There was a tree in the corner.  Mistletoe also hung from the ceiling.  In addition, there were lights, wreaths, and tinsel everywhere.  Talk about a festive environment. 
 
    “There’s nothing like the Christmas season, is there?” I said. 
 
    “Scott, it is the only season that you can get away with eating cookies for breakfast,” Melody joked. 
 
    Kristina Fowler, the owner of the bakery, cut in. 
 
    “That’s not true,” Kristina said. 
 
    Melody threw out her arms.  “Oh really?” 
 
    “You can eat cookies for breakfast right after Halloween too.  When you’re not busy snacking on candy,” Kristina said. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Melody said. 
 
    “But Christmas and Halloween are the only times in the year when it’s socially acceptable to eat a crazy amount of sweets for breakfast.” 
 
    “In my mind, the important thing is that this is a delicious time of year.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Who has time to argue right now with all of this good food to eat?” 
 
    “That’s a fair point.” 
 
    Kristina and Melody both laughed. 
 
    “You know, if you two were really rebels, you’d ignore society’s rules and eat sweets whenever you feel like.  After all, we’re adults.  We can make up our own rules,” I said. 
 
    “True.  But eating sweets for breakfast is a slippery slope,” Melody said. 
 
    “Very slippery,” Kristina added. 
 
    “It’s so dangerous, in fact, that if you go a little too crazy, you won’t be able to slip into most of your clothes,” Melody said. 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” Kristina replied.  “I’m definitely going to have to go on a diet in the new year.” 
 
    “Please don’t bring up the word diet.  I’m trying to enjoy the holidays here,” Melody said. 
 
    “Sorry.  I don’t want to kill your buzz.” 
 
    “That’s okay.  It’s just that there will be plenty of time to think about getting back into shape later.  Meanwhile, the holidays are only here for a short amount of time.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.  Christmas is actually racing toward me a little too quickly.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I’m going to get all of my shopping done in time.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You’re not done with all of your shopping yet?” 
 
    Kristina shook her head. 
 
    “That’s rough,” Melody said.   
 
    “It’s far from ideal.  But it’s also just part of life as a small business owner.  It isn’t easy sneaking away from the bakery.  Especially since it has been so busy lately.” 
 
    “Even though it has been hectic for you, it’s better that your business is busy rather than too slow.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “At the same time, I hope you’re able to get your shopping done.  If you need help, I can e-mail you some great online deals.” 
 
    “That would be fantastic.” 
 
    “Consider it done then.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I owe you one.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what.  You can pay me back in delicious pastries,” Melody said. 
 
    “It sounds like a deal,” Kristina replied. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, it was time for me to head off to work.  Which meant it was also time to say good-bye to Melody.  Usually, I just gave her a hug and a kiss and then went on my way.  That morning, she didn’t seem to want to let me go.  Something was definitely going on with her.  Whatever it was had really hit her in a hurry.  In the course of a few seconds, her entire mood had completely changed.   
 
    In addition, when I went in to kiss her, I saw a distant look in her eyes.  She seemed to be in an absolute daze.  How strange. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose it’s too late for you to call in sick, isn’t it?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Why?  Are you looking to take the day off of work and maybe heading out to the beach or something?” 
 
    “No.  Not at all.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “I need you to be really careful.” 
 
    “You know I’m always careful.” 
 
    “Yes, but today, you have to be extra careful.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m really worried about you.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “I just have this bad feeling in my gut.  My instincts are telling me that something awful might happen to you today.” 
 
    “Please tell me that you’re kidding.” 
 
    “Why would I joke about something like this?” 
 
    “How strong of a feeling are you getting?” 
 
    “It’s pretty substantial.” 
 
    “Wow.  That isn’t what I wanted to hear.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I don’t like my gut being so torn up inside.  But that’s just how I feel.” 
 
    “All right.  Let’s assume that your instincts are spot-on.  What kind of trouble are we talking about here?”  
 
    “The worst kind.” 
 
    “You mean, the deadly kind?” 
 
    She reluctantly nodded.   
 
    I became quiet as I tried to process the news.   
 
    “You really need to watch your back,” Melody said. 
 
    “I will.  That said, do you have any idea what I should be looking out for?  Or, are you just experiencing a general sense of dread?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t have any specifics for you.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “I do know this, though.  It’s going to be really bad.” 
 
    “That’s not what you want to hear right before Christmas.” 
 
    “I know.  It isn’t the most festive way to ring in the season.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  If anything, you’d think that life could take it easy on us.  It could be like an early Christmas gift.” 
 
    “There’s a fat chance of that happening.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  When was the last time that life took it easy on us?” 
 
    “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “In my mind, that means we’re overdue.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get any argument from me.  It’s a shame that life never asks for our opinion, huh?” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” 
 
    “All kidding aside, watch your back.” 
 
    “Will do.  Love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    When I left the bakery, I headed over to the police station to begin my shift.  Melody’s warning acted as a grey storm cloud that followed me around everywhere.  I couldn’t help but wonder if a deluge would break out at any moment.  That was quite an ominous way to start my morning. 
 
    As I made my way to my desk, my co-worker and good friend, Deputy Gabe Kitteridge, approached me.  His eyes widened as he stared at the muffin that was on my desk.   
 
    As I ate my breakfast, Gabe and I made some small talk.  It wasn’t just the usual morning chatter, however.  And not just because of my girlfriend’s warning.  While I explained what was on my mind, I kept seeing Gabe looking at my food.  
 
    After a while, I couldn’t resist making a comment about it.   
 
    “Didn’t anyone ever teach you that it’s impolite to stare?” I asked.  
 
    “Can you blame me?” Gabe asked.  “I mean, would it kill you to bring me a snack every once in a while?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I was in charge of bringing you snacks,” I joked.   
 
    “You’re not.  But you were just at the bakery.” 
 
    “Hey, if you would have asked me to hook you up with a muffin, I would have been happy to pick something up for you.”  
 
    “Let’s be honest.  At this stage in the game, I just figured it would be a given that I’m always up for a snack.”  
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know where you got that idea.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  I’m just busting your chops.  I’ll make do with the donuts from the break room.” 
 
    I grimaced.  “I’m not sure that I’d call that making do.  Are you really that desperate?” 
 
    “Are break room snacks my first choice?  No.  But any donut is better than nothing.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?  Those donuts have been sitting in the break room for a couple of days.” 
 
    “That’s pretty crazy to think about.” 
 
    “Really makes you reconsider eating them, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Not really.  Besides, that wasn’t what I was talking about.” 
 
    “What was your point then?” 
 
    “I can’t believe we work at a police station and a box of donuts managed to survive a couple of days.  Usually, treats like that are gone in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “What can I say?  It’s a crazy time of year.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I’ve been insanely busy.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “Just in time for the holidays, huh?” 
 
    “You know how it is.  Crime doesn’t take a break for Christmas.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    He stared deep into my eyes.   
 
    “Are you all right?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “I’m just a little rattled.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Melody told me that she has a really bad feeling about today.  She’s worried that something terrible is going to happen to me.” 
 
    “Let’s hope she’s wrong.” 
 
    “Come on.  You and I know how rare that is.” 
 
    “True.”  He stared off into the distance.  “Honestly, given how sharp her instincts are, it’s amazing to think that she’s isn’t on the police payroll yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean yet?  I don’t see her ever joining the police force.” 
 
    “Why not?  You don’t like the idea of working with your significant other?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I said. 
 
    “You can be honest with me,” Gabe replied.  “I mean, don’t get me wrong.  I love my wife, but if I had to work with her day-in and day-out, I’d pull my hair out.” 
 
    “Melody and I actually work really well together.” 
 
    “Then why do you seem opposed to her joining the force?” 
 
    “I want her to stay safe.  It would break my heart if something bad happened to her.” 
 
    “I hear you.  That would be devastating.” 
 
    I bit the corner of my lip and then replied, “I actually think she’s in the perfect position as a private investigator.  She gets to use her instincts to solve cases, but she also spends the majority of her time out of the line of fire.  She tells me all the time that an ideal case to her is one where she sets up a stakeout, does a little reconnaissance, and gets the information that she needs without getting into any trouble.”  
 
    “That does sound like the best of both worlds.  It certainly isn’t how things work as a police deputy.” 
 
    “It sure isn’t.  We’re constantly staring down trouble.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I should get to work.” 
 
    “Stay safe out there.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    My work days were inherently unpredictable.  That was just the nature of the job as a police detective.  When I clocked in to work, I had to be prepared for anything.  I knew that everything could change at a moment’s notice.   When I explained that to some people, they couldn’t figure out how I lived that way.  It was just way too much uncertainty for them.  While I understood that point of view, this was just par for the course for me. 
 
    Thankfully, my day started off without trouble.  I loved it when my shift just breezed on by.  I actually ended up clearing some paperwork off of my desk.  Don’t get me wrong.  I wasn’t a fan of the administrative side of my job, but I preferred to wrestle with some papers on my desk than to stare down some kind of criminal threat.  Especially during the holidays.   
 
    That brought up an interesting point.  Christmas was an interesting time at the police station.  Normally, as a detective, I solved mysteries on a day-to-day basis.  Which meant that I didn’t handle traffic stops or other matters that deputies usually tended to.   
 
    During the holidays, the police chief needed all hands to be on deck.  That meant I had some added responsibility.  I was asked to chip in with any and all emergency calls that I could handle. 
 
    An hour into my shift, no calls had come in.  To me, that was a wonderful development.  As far as I was concerned, things could stay that way all afternoon. 
 
    For a moment, I actually got a little bored.  I took a step outside to get some air.  I was feeling really loose and grateful.  It seemed like a good time to start counting my blessings. 
 
    I’d like to tell you that my string of good luck continued.  However, it did not.  In fact, just when it seemed like things were going my way, a call came in over the police radio. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emergency calls came in all different forms.  This particular call involved some shoplifting that had taken place at the mall.  Yikes.  Like most people I knew, I tried to avoid going to the mall.  Particularly around Christmas.   
 
    At the same time, there were a lot worse emergency calls to get that handling a shoplifter.  If anything, the emotional side of a call like this was a bigger pain than the physical demands of hauling someone off to jail. 
 
    I knew just as well as anyone did that crime didn’t take the holidays off.  Even so, there was something especially disturbing about people stealing during Christmas.  After all, one of the cornerstones of this holiday was giving.   
 
    When I arrived at the mall, I fully expected the perpetrator to be a juvenile.  Most likely male.  The majority of shoplifters were.  Of course, there was always a chance that life might throw a curveball my way.  For example, what if the crime had been committed by a single mom who couldn’t afford presents for her kids?  Or some other sad situation like this.  That didn’t happen very often, but when it did occur, it was heartbreaking. 
 
    It was a weird thing to feel relieved about, but as I met with a mall security guard and saw that the perpetrator was a young punk, I didn’t feel emotionally conflicted about hauling the sixteen-year-old back to the police station. 
 
    Other than mouthing off to me, the teenager didn’t give me any trouble.  After being placed in a holding cell, I contacted the boy’s parents.  A deputy at the station would handle the rest of the case.  Given the fact that the boy had stolen less than six-hundred dollar’s worth of goods, he would be able to get out on bail and probably slapped with a misdemeanor charge.  In addition to a fine, he would also most likely be assigned a fair amount of community service. 
 
    With the shoplifter taken care of, I went out on the beat again.  As much as I wanted that brief stop at the mall to be the biggest call that I dealt with all day, things only heated up from there.  A few minutes later, I received a different call.   
 
    This one probably wouldn’t be quite as easy of a situation to resolve.  According to the dispatcher, a drunk and disorderly man was causing a scene in front of a local bar. 
 
    Jerry Finncroft, the man in question, had gotten himself incredibly inebriated that afternoon.  To the point where the bartender at Eli’s Tavern refused to serve Jerry another drink.  The bartender offered to call a cab for Jerry.  Or contact a ride-share service. 
 
    Jerry responded by yelling at the bartender.  He also got physical with the barkeep.  In response, the bartender threw Jerry out of the tavern.  Rather than just walking away peacefully, Jerry kept yelling from the sidewalk.  So, the bartender called 9-1-1. 
 
    I showed up at Eli’s Tavern about ten minutes later.  Drunks were usually terrible to deal with.  They were wildly unpredictable.  It was one of those situations were anything could happen.  Although, I was pretty sure that a struggle would ensue.  In my experience, drunks never gave in easily.  They always put up a fight.  A few years ago, a drunk man outside of a bar even tried to steal my gun from my holster.   
 
    Was that what was in store for me this time around as well?  Was this call the danger that Melody had warned me about?  I would definitely approach Jerry with my guard up. 
 
    “You should boycott this place,” Jerry yelled.  “Everyone should boycott it.  What kind of a business doesn’t want customers?” 
 
    “Will you please calm down?” I said. 
 
    He flailed his arms around.  “Why should I?” 
 
    “To start, you’re causing a scene.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, I’m not.  I’m just expressing my opinion.” 
 
    “Rather loudly—” 
 
    “What’s the big deal anyway?  This is still a free country, isn’t it?” 
 
    I pointed at my car.  “Why don’t you come with me and we can discuss it privately?” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.  You’re not going to silence me.  I have a right to my opinion.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.  But you don’t have a right to disrupt someone else’s business.” 
 
    “This is a lousy business.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?  Or are you just saying that because the bartender kicked you out?” 
 
    “Let me tell you something.  That guy has a lot of nerve.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about that privately?” 
 
    “I’m not going with you.  Like I said before, you’re not going to silence me.” 
 
    “Calm down.  I’m not the enemy here.  I’m just trying to keep the peace.” 
 
    He threw out his arms.  “Who do you think you’re fooling?  You’re trying to get me to drop this?” 
 
    “Would that really be so bad?” 
 
    “Yes.  Who does that guy think he is, kicking me out of his place?  And calling the police on me?  It’s absolutely ridiculous.” 
 
    “I disagree.  The man is just trying to run a business.” 
 
    “And I’m just expressing my opinion.  Now, leave me alone.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “That’s not going to happen.  You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Nice try, but I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Sure you have.  Which brings me to my next point.  We can either do this the easy way, or the hard way.  It’s your call.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Are you arresting me?  Because I know my rights.” 
 
    “Clearly, you don’t.  Otherwise, you’d realize that drunk and disorderly conduct is a crime.” 
 
    “So, you are arresting me then?” 
 
    “That depends.  If you come peacefully, perhaps you could avoid time in the drunk tank.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be out arresting real criminals?” 
 
    “Stop trying to change the subject.  Why don’t you just come with me?  You can call a cab, head home, and sober up.” 
 
    “How about this?  Beat it.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “You can’t force me to go with you.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  You’re coming with me.  The only question is whether you’re going to do it willingly.  So, which is it going to be?” 
 
    We had reached the moment of truth.  Unlike with most subjects that I encountered, I had taken it pretty easy on Jerry.  Mostly because he didn’t appear to be harmful to himself or others.  He was just a loudmouth with a little too much alcohol in his system.  That said, there was still the possibility that he could get violent.  He certainly didn’t seem to have any interest in following orders.  Perhaps he would come to his senses.   
 
    With any luck, he would make the right decision.  I wasn’t counting on that.  If my instincts were correct, things were about to get much hairier.  After all, he hadn’t followed any of my orders up until that point.  So, why would he suddenly change his mind and get with the program? 
 
    I realized how pessimistic my outlook was, but optimism rarely survived in a work environment like this.  When I was out on a call, nine times out of ten, the worst-case scenario became a reality.  That was just the nature of the beast.   
 
    Jerry’s belligerence didn’t work in my favor.  People made some crazy decisions while drunk.  Like getting into an altercation with a police detective.  It had happened to me before.  Would it take place again? 
 
    One thing was clear.  Jerry didn’t seem to be in any rush to respond to me.  He just kept staring at me without saying a word.   
 
    After a few seconds, I grew tired of waiting for him to make up his mind.  I decided to force the issue.   
 
    “What’s it going to be?” I asked. 
 
    Jerry let out a sigh and said, “Fine.  I’ll come with you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I had to admit, I did not expect him to answer that way.  It sure seemed like a struggle was inevitable.  It turned out that I was wrong.  That was fine by me.  If it meant that more situations would be resolved in a peaceful manner, I would be fine with my instincts being incorrect.  I could swallow my pride.   
 
    When it came to this case in particular, I was incredibly relieved that my gut was off.  The fact that Jerry didn’t completely lose his temper was a great relief.  If things had gotten out of hand, I would have had no choice but to bring him to the drunk tank to let him cool off for a while.  Once he sobered up, I could have let him out. 
 
    As it was, I still had the ability to drag him back to the station if I wanted to.  Not only was he drunk, but he had also been disorderly when I first arrived.  Rather than arresting him, I decided to go in a different direction.   
 
    Although, I did load him in the back of my squad car.  That made him tremble with fear.  From there, I shook things up.  Instead of setting course for the police station, I drove Jerry back to his apartment.  It was safe to say that he couldn’t believe his eyes when I pulled up in front of his place.  He was convinced that he was headed for the slammer. 
 
    Before I let Jerry go, I had one more thing to say to him.   
 
    “Don’t make me regret this decision,” I remarked. 
 
    “You won’t,” Jerry replied. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    From there, I let Jerry go.  He then stammered into his apartment and closed the door behind him.   
 
    At that point, I could have driven away.   
 
    I wasn’t about to do that. 
 
    I waited a couple of minutes to see if Jerry came out again.  There was a possibility that he would head right back out again and do something stupid.  If that happened, I wanted to be there to catch him in the act. 
 
    When fifteen minutes went by without incident, I elected to carry on with my day.   
 
    I also counted my blessings that the call had not completely spiraled out of control.  It was a refreshing change to see a peaceful resolution to a potentially explosive situation.  
 
    With any luck, that would be a sign of good things to come. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, despite things briefly going my way, it didn’t take long for my luck to dry up.  What a shame too.  I really enjoyed peace.   
 
    The next call that came over my police radio had trouble written all over it.  As a matter of fact, my heart sank as the dispatcher explained the situation to me.   
 
    Domestic disturbance calls were always unpleasant.  Going in, I knew that this one could turn into a beast.  It was one thing for my stomach to turn.  It was another for things to get explosive.  This call certainly had the potential to get violent. 
 
    I prayed that it wouldn’t.  Especially since Melody had warned me that serious trouble was afoot.  I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the moment that her instincts had warned her about. 
 
    One thing was already a little different about this particular call.  Most of the domestic disturbance calls in town originated from the south side of Majestic Cove.  Then again, that was where the majority of all the 9-1-1 calls came from.  The south side was a rough neighborhood.  At least, by small town standards.  It didn’t compare to some of the sketchy areas that I policed when I was a big-city cop, but it was still home to some shady characters.   
 
    When the 9-1-1 dispatcher gave me the address of the domestic disturbance call, I fully expected to be heading to the south side of town.  Instead, I found myself driving to Plum Avenue.  That was a wealthier area.  Generally speaking, it was a much safer area of Majestic Cove.  
 
    Over the years, I had learned just how deceiving appearances could be.  I wasn’t about to let my guard down for a minute.  Criminals came in all shapes and sizes.   
 
    In this case, the couple in question lived in a green mid-century modern home that had a blue door.  When I pulled into the driveway, I could hear a man and a woman screaming at each other. 
 
    Keep in mind that none of the windows were open.  In my car.  Or in the couple’s house.  So, for the volume of their argument to be that loud with the windows closed meant that they were really going at it.   
 
    As I got out of the car, it was no surprise why one of the neighbors had called 9-1-1.  If a couple was willing to be this loud and disruptive, there was no telling what might happen behind closed doors.   
 
    I darted to the front door.  I wanted to diffuse the situation before it spiraled any further out of control. 
 
    I rang the doorbell, but the couple just kept arguing.  I waited a few seconds and then pounded on the door with my fist.  That didn’t stop the couple from bickering either.   
 
    I pressed the doorbell again and pounded on the door a second time.   
 
    I followed that up by yelling, “This is the police.” 
 
    That caught the couple’s attention.  Suddenly, things got really quiet.   
 
    I heard footsteps approaching.  From there, the door swung open. 
 
    For a brief moment, I held my hand really close to the holster where I kept my pistol.  There was no way of predicting what would be on the other side of that door.  All I knew for certain was that there was a man and a woman inside that home.  I had no clue if they were armed or not.  There was a chance that the man had a weapon.  And that the woman had a weapon as well.  I couldn’t take any chances.  I had to go in with my guard up. 
 
    As the door opened, I was relieved to see a balding man in his mid-forties standing in the doorway.  The man wasn’t holding a weapon of any kind.  Behind him in the hallway was a full-figured, black-haired woman.  The woman also appeared to be unarmed.  That was a good start.  That said, it didn’t mean that things wouldn’t go downhill in a hurry. 
 
    “You’re with the police?” the man asked. 
 
    I pulled out my badge and flashed it at him.  “I’m a detective.  Now, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Tim,” he said. 
 
    “And what’s her name?” I asked. 
 
    “Isabel,” Tim said.  “Why?  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “There have been complaints from the neighbors—” 
 
    Tim looked to the left, and then to the right.  “Which ones?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does to me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to reveal that information to you.” 
 
    Tim looked disgusted.  “People should really learn to mind their own business.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d be happy to.  It’s difficult to do that when a heated fight is going on in their neighborhood.” 
 
    “What happens in here is none of their business.” 
 
    “Normally, I’d agree.  The exception is matters of safety.” 
 
    Tim threw out his arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I looked at Tim and then at Isabel.  “You two were having quite a fight.” 
 
    “So what if we were?  That’s our own business.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but it’s not true.  Once your arguing began disrupting the lives of your neighbors, it became my job to step in.” 
 
    “Look.  If this is just about the noise level, we’ll keep it down.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “This isn’t just about how loud you were yelling.  It’s also about what you were saying.  I have a responsibility to keep the peace.  If someone’s safety is threatened, it is my duty to step in.” 
 
    “Who says anyone’s safety is at risk?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here to determine.” 
 
    “We were just arguing.  That’s all.  No one is in any danger.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.  What were you arguing about?” 
 
    “It’s a personal matter.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to give me more information than that.” 
 
    “What if I don’t?” 
 
    “You can answer my questions here, or at the police station.  It’s your call.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  The police station?  Are you serious?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m joking?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “No.  It’s incredibly serious.  Now, answer my question,” I said. 
 
    Tim hesitated. 
 
    “Or, even better, why doesn’t the lady answer that?” I suggested. 
 
    Tim snickered.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s not going to say a word to you.” 
 
    “How come?  Is she afraid of speaking up?  Is she worried that you’re going to retaliate against her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then let her talk.” 
 
    “Fine.”  Tim stepped aside and turned to Isabel.  “Go ahead.  Answer her question.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Isabel said. 
 
    “Someone better answer me.  And fast.  What was your argument all about?” 
 
    “I just found out that Isabel has been cheating on me,” Tim said. 
 
    Talk about a bombshell.  If that was true 
 
    I looked at Isabel.  “Is that right?” 
 
    She lowered her head. 
 
    “Now, you can understand why things got a little heated.  So, why don’t you leave us alone?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Haven’t you already dragged this conversation out enough?  This is a really awful time for us.  Why don’t you just let us work things out in our own way?” 
 
    “That’s not how this works.  Especially after what you just told me.  If anything, I’m very happy that I stepped in.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this is such an emotionally charged time for you.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen here?” 
 
    “Honestly, there’s a lot of ways this could go.  None of them are good.  Some of them are downright awful.  Especially if things turn violent.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Because I won’t let it.” 
 
    “I meant that things weren’t going to get out of hand even before you showed up.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that.” 
 
    “No one is stopping you.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong.  This isn’t the first domestic disturbance call that I’ve ever taken.” 
 
    “The only major disturbance going on is the one you’re causing.  Everything was totally under control.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “Naturally, you’d say that.  It’s exactly what someone would say to get rid of me.” 
 
    “I just can’t win with you, can I?  What’s the point of answering your questions if you’re not going to believe any of my answers?” 
 
    “Why don’t we ask Isabel how she feels about all of this?”  I turned my attention to Isabel.  “Are you worried about your safety?” 
 
    Tim spoke up.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  Of course, she isn’t.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you.  I was speaking to her.”  I looked at Isabel again.  “Are you worried about your safety?” 
 
    Isabel gave Tim a quick glance before answering.  “A little.” 
 
    Tim groaned.  “What?  Are you serious?” 
 
    “Calm down,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down,” Tim replied.  “This is insane.  She cheated on me.  Right now, you should be asking how I’m feeling.” 
 
    “Oh, I already know how you’re feeling.  Which is why you two need to be separated.” 
 
    “Separated?” 
 
    “You heard me.”   
 
    “But I’m not done with her.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.  Right now, you’re an emotional powder keg.  There’s no telling if or when you might explode.  Getting some time apart to cool off would benefit both of you.” 
 
    “That’s what you say.” 
 
    “Whether you are willing to admit it or not, it is what’s best for this entire situation.”  I looked at Isabel.  “Why don’t you come with me?” 
 
    “All right,” Isabel said. 
 
    The moment Isabel started walking toward me, I saw Tim getting a fire in his eyes.  That was when I realized that things were far from over.  There was a chance that Tim would erupt.   
 
    If he did get violent, I would be ready.  But just because I was prepared for the worst didn’t mean that things wouldn’t get out of hand.      
 
    Thankfully, Tim didn’t get physical with Isabel.  At the same time, he didn’t remain quiet either.   
 
    “Wait a minute.  Where are you taking her?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” I said. 
 
    “I have a right to know.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “This isn’t right.  We were in the middle of a conversation.” 
 
    “One that was going downhill in a hurry.  You’ll be able to finish that conversation another day.  Hopefully, at that point, cooler heads will prevail.” 
 
    In my mind, there was no reason to continue our conversation.  We would just be rehashing the same points over and over.  In the process, Tim might blow his top.   
 
    I escorted Isabel out of the house.  Once she was on the front lawn, I backed away from the door. 
 
    Even though I was making my way back to my car, I wasn’t about to turn my back to Tim.  If I didn’t keep an eye on him every step of the way until I reached my vehicle, there was no telling what he might do. 
 
    “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “Do yourself a favor.  Go back inside.” 
 
    “You’re just trying to get rid of me.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.  Now, back off.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Tim didn’t go back inside his house.  Instead, he stood in the doorway and stared daggers at me.   
 
    I didn’t feel comfortable taking my eyes off of him until I drove away.  Once I had driven out of view, I could finally breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    I then turned my attention to Isabel, who was in the backseat of the car.  I asked her if she had anyone that she could stay with temporarily.  She told me that her mother lived on the other side of town.  I drove her to her mother’s place. 
 
    Before I dropped her off, I did have a few questions for her.  Namely, whether Tim had put his hands on her.  According to Isabel, Tim hadn’t gotten physical with her at all.   
 
    I pulled my car into the driveway of her mother’s home.  From there, I walked Isabel to the front door.  Once she went inside the ranch-style home, I headed back to my car.  I then went about the rest of my day. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Talk about a surprising way for a call to end.  I fully expected fireworks back there.  I couldn’t tell you how relieved I felt.  At least, for a few moments.  My anxiety didn’t stay away for long. 
 
    Less than half an hour later, it returned with a vengeance.  Why?  Did something crazy happen?  Nope.   
 
    So, why couldn’t I just take it easy?   
 
    Simple. 
 
    It all went back to what Melody had told me.  In my experience, my girlfriend didn’t get a bad feeling in her gut out of nowhere.  It always happened for a reason.  As much as it would be nice if she was wrong, I had every reason to believe that she was right.  Which meant that I still had to keep an eye out for trouble. 
 
    That wasn’t all.  With each call that ended peacefully, it meant that I was getting closer to my showdown with trouble.  On the flip side, I only had so much time left on my work shift. 
 
    As the seconds ticked by, I had mixed feelings.  My emotions only became more muddled when I was able to finish out my entire work shift without catastrophe striking.   
 
    While I made my way to the time clock at the police station to call it quits for the day, I was in a state of disbelief.  Melody was wrong.  I guess there really was a first time for everything.  What a thing to be incorrect about.  Then again, it was the holidays.  I knew it was an incredibly stressful time for her, as it was for so many people.  People weren’t their sharpest when they were under duress.  
 
    As I approached the time clock at work, I ran into Deputy Kitteridge.  Gabe looked a little worse for wear.   
 
    “Another boring shift?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Not quite,” Gabe replied. 
 
    “I know what that’s like.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, it’s nice to see you in one piece,” Gabe said. 
 
    “I know what you mean.  I’ve been counting my blessings all day.” 
 
    “By the looks of it, you don’t even have a scratch on you.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I guess your girlfriend was wrong, after all.” 
 
    “Apparently, she was.” 
 
    “That has to make you feel good.” 
 
    “I’m not going to complain about it, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “So, what now?” 
 
    “I’m going to clock out and head over to a Christmas party.” 
 
    “That sounds fun.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’m looking forward to it.  How about you?  What are your plans?” 
 
    “I’m heading home.  My wife and I are going to have a nice low-key night.  Eat some dinner, watch some TV, and then open one Christmas present each.” 
 
    “That sounds nice.” 
 
    “It will definitely be relaxing.  Which I can use after this beast of a week.  Speaking of which, I need a snack right now to take the edge off.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a candy bar that I had never seen before.  It had a red and green wrapper. 
 
    My eyes widened.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a Sweetzish Bar.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Have you never seen this before?” Gabe asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.” 
 
    “It’s this new caramel and chocolate bar that the Sweetzish Company just rolled out for the holidays.” 
 
    “Is it any good?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  It’s chocolate and caramel.  How can you go wrong with that?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you.  It’s completely out of this world.” 
 
    “Really?  It’s that good?” 
 
    “This is actually the second Sweetzish bar that I’ve had today.  That should tell you all that you need to know.” 
 
    “Wow, save some for the rest of us.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” he joked. 
 
    I laughed.  “You’re right.  I guess I was asking a little too much.” 
 
    “You certainly were.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have another bar on you.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “Hey, if you would have asked, I could have bought one for you when I was at the mini-mart.” 
 
    “When it comes to chocolate and caramel, you should just assume that I’m always up for a bar.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for next time.  Just like you’re going to keep me in mind when you’re buying treats at the bakery.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “Although, I think I might have done you a favor by not having an extra Sweetzish bar on me.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “This is seriously addictive stuff.  If you get a taste of it, I think you’re going to have a hard time stopping yourself from going overboard.” 
 
    My eyes widened.  “I know you’re trying to save me from going crazy, but when you describe the bar that way, it only makes me want to try it more.  Even if it’s just to see if it lives up to the hype.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d better believe that it does.” 
 
    “In that case, it’s settled then.  I’m going to pick one up.” 
 
    “All right.  But you’ve been warned.” 
 
    “Hey, I can take care of myself.  I do have some restraint, you know.  I’m not going to become some degenerate chocolate bar addict.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “On that note, have a good night.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Originally, I had planned on just going straight home.  After my conversation with Gabe, my plans changed.  I wanted to try out this new chocolate bar.  Thankfully, there was a mini-mart on the way home.   
 
    I headed over there and entered the candy aisle.  Little did I realize that my life was about to be turned upside down.  It took a lot to make me stop thinking about chocolate.  And caramel.  But when life threw a curveball at me, it didn’t hold anything back. 
 
    So, what happened exactly? 
 
    It turned out that my girlfriend wasn’t wrong after all.  I did have something to worry about.  I just wrongfully assumed that disaster would strike while I was at work.  Instead, it happened when I was off the clock.   
 
    Even more, the entire complexion of my evening changed in a hurry.  One second, I was feeling excited about trying out a new chocolate bar.  The next moment, I was staring down a gunman.  That’s right, as I made my way out of the candy aisle and headed toward the counter, a masked man with a pistol entered the mini-mart and stormed up to the register.   
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  I had definitely spoken too soon.  Just as Melody had predicted, trouble had found me.  In a mini-mart, no less.  That was pretty insane to think about.  Of course, I didn’t have time to stand there and speculate about the weird twists and turns that life took sometimes.  There was a much more pressing matter at hand.   
 
    With the gunman wearing a ski mask, I had no way of knowing who he was.  The masked man pointed his gun at a scrawny male clerk who stood behind the counter.  The clerk’s face got really pale.  The twenty-four-year-old began to tremble.  He looked like he wanted to crawl into a hole right then.   
 
    “Open the register,” the gunman demanded.  “Grab all the cash and put it inside this bag.” 
 
    The clerk stared at the barrel of the gun that was pointed at him.  He was paralyzed with fear. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” the gunman asked.  “Give me the cash right now?” 
 
    The clerk started fumbling as he opened up the register.  “Please don’t shoot me,” he said. 
 
    “Just do what I told you to.  And be quick,” the gunman said. 
 
    Even though I was in a tough spot, I did have one thing working in my favor.   
 
    The masked man was almost entirely focused on the clerk who was standing behind the counter.  While the gunman stared at the clerk at the register, I was able to reach down and pull my police pistol from its holster.   
 
    If I got lucky, I’d be able to pull my gun on the masked man without him noticing me.  Then, I could hopefully diffuse this situation before things went downhill any further. 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. 
 
    As I was drawing my gun, the scrawny clerk behind the counter looked over at me. 
 
    That drew the gunman’s attention. 
 
    The masked man then turned to me. 
 
    Just as I pointed my gun at him, he pointed his pistol at me. 
 
    Suddenly, we were in the middle of a standoff. 
 
    “Put your gun down,” the masked man said. 
 
    “I was just about to say the same thing to you,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m not joking, man.  Don’t mess with me.” 
 
    “I don’t know who you think you are, but I’m a police detective.  I’m not going to be lowering my gun under any circumstances.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You’re with the police?” 
 
    “You heard me.  Now, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll put your gun down.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Don’t make me shoot you.” 
 
    “You think you can scare me?” 
 
    “Honestly, if I were you, I’d be terrified right now.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because I’m a great shot.  I don’t miss.  If I pull the trigger, the only way you’ll be leaving here is in a body bag.” 
 
    “You sure talk a big game, but if you haven’t noticed, I have a gun too.  If you fire at me, I’m firing right back.” 
 
    “If you can get a shot off in time, you mean.  But what if you can’t?  And what if your aim is off?  But more importantly, what does it even matter if you’re able to get a shot off?  Like I said before, I’m a trained marksman.  Your only hope of surviving this is by putting your gun down.” 
 
    “So what, you can arrest me?  I’m not going to jail.” 
 
    “Going to jail is a lot better than being carted off to the morgue, isn’t it?” 
 
    The gunman didn’t respond.  He just stared at me.   
 
    I repeated myself.  “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “This was supposed to be a simple cash grab.  Just come in and get the money from the register.  That’s it.  No hassle.  No complications.” 
 
    “Forget about the cash.  It’s your life that you should be worried about.  Now, this is the last time that I’m going to say it.  Put the gun down.” 
 
    Once again, he didn’t follow my orders. 
 
    Of course, he had to be stubborn.  That was just my luck.  Did he really believe that he was going to avoid jail time?  That he’d be able to shoot me and not end up with a bullet in his chest?  If so, he was crazier than I thought.   
 
    That being said, it was hard to ignore the amount of desperation that was in his eyes.  When people were at the end of their rope, they were as unpredictable as could be.   
 
    I just wanted him to listen to reason.  To follow orders.  To end this standoff without anyone getting hurt.   
 
    It appeared that he needed a little more convincing. 
 
    “I’m going to give you until the count of three to drop your gun.  If you’re smart, you’ll put the gun down right now,” I said. 
 
    He kept his pistol pointed at me.   
 
    “One, two…” 
 
    Just before I was about to say three, he finally dropped his gun. 
 
    “Now, put your hands above your head.” 
 
    I then reached for the pair of handcuffs that I always kept on me.  From there, I rushed over to him and cuffed him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    After calling for backup, I took a moment to reflect on what had just taken place.  The series of events was absolutely insane.  It could have ended in disaster.   
 
    Thankfully, a number of deputies booked it over to the mini-mart.  The deputies then hauled the masked punk to jail. 
 
    At that point, the shock of the situation had finally worn off.  It was then that reality set in.  Specifically, how lucky I was to be alive.  And in one piece.  As a matter of fact, I didn’t even have a scratch on me.  That was an absolute blessing. 
 
    God was clearly looking out for me.  I was so thankful for that.  I would definitely spend some time praying to the Lord after what he had done for me.  Moments like that definitely made me appreciate what I had.   
 
    Once the gunman was in jail, I took a step outside the police station.  I really wanted to talk to my girlfriend.  There was something I needed to tell her. 
 
    “I know I probably don’t say this enough, but I love you so much,” I gushed. 
 
    “That’s so sweet.  But you tell me that you love me all the time,” Melody replied. 
 
    “It never hurts to say it again.  I just want you to know how much you mean to me.” 
 
    “Scott, don’t get me wrong.  I love you too.  But I can’t help but wonder.  Is everything all right?  Did something happen to you?” 
 
    I told her about the close call at the mini-mart.  She was absolutely horrified.  
 
    “No wonder you sound so shaken up.  What an absolute nightmare,” she said. 
 
    “I’d say that it came out of nowhere, but that’s not true.  You were right.  Again.” 
 
    “I suppose I was.  Which is a shame, because I was really hoping I would be wrong about this.” 
 
    “Maybe next time.” 
 
    “I’m hoping that there won’t be a next time.” 
 
    “That’s a good call.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to this time for a moment,” she said.  “I still can’t believe what happened to you.” 
 
    “I’m in shock myself.  I’ll say this, though.  There’s nothing like a near-death experience to make you appreciate your life more.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  It’s also one of those moments when it’s really important to count your blessings.” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’ve been doing a lot of that tonight.” 
 
    “God was certainly looking out for you this evening.” 
 
    “I’m incredibly grateful for that.  Just like I’m incredibly grateful to have you in my life.” 
 
    “I’m grateful as well.  For that and more.  Like the fact that you don’t have to work again until after Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m with you.  Now that this is behind me, we can enjoy the holiday.” 
 
    “I’m hoping to enjoy more than that.  It would be great if things would finally settle down around here.” 
 
    “What do you think the chances are of that happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Why do you sound so surprised?” Melody asked. 
 
    “You’re the one who has the strong instincts.  What are they telling you right now?” 
 
    “They’re not warning me about anything else.” 
 
    “That’s a start.  At this point, you have to take the small victories where you can get them.” 
 
    “I can’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    A few days later 
 
      
 
    It was safe to say that Christmas day couldn’t come soon enough.  And not just because of the presents that I would be receiving.  Although, who doesn’t love a great gift?  Melody certainly took care of me.  When she gave me her gift, I was actually momentarily speechless. 
 
    “I know it’s only one present, but you told me this is exactly what you wanted,” Melody said. 
 
    “What are you apologizing for?  This is amazing.  I love the tickets,” I said. 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I couldn’t have asked for a better gift.  I don’t need a bunch of random extra gifts.  I’d rather have one that I really love.” 
 
    “Who knew that a pair of football tickets could make you so happy?” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m a simple guy.” 
 
    “That works for me.  Complexity is overrated.  I’ve dated complex men in the past.  And let me tell you something, some of them were a little too complex for their own good.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying that they were pieces of work?” 
 
    She laughed.  “Something like that.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m glad I’m simple.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    “Now, let’s get back to presents,” I said.  “It’s your turn.  Are you ready to see what I got you?” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Now, remember, you didn’t make it easy on me.” 
 
    “You’re a smart guy.  And a caring one.  I’m sure you bought something wonderful.” 
 
    “I sure hope you like it.  It’s not easy to buy a gift for someone when they don’t give you a list.  I can’t tell you the last time someone asked me to just surprise them.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I’m a unique woman.” 
 
    “You certainly are.  And a fantastic one.” 
 
    “You’re pretty amazing yourself.  Which is why I just asked you to surprise me.  Being with you truly is a gift in its own right.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    “Wow.  Nothing like the holidays to make me all emotional,” Melody said. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?  The holiday season makes you take stock of what you have.  And in this case, it’s magic,” I said. 
 
    “As much as I like to get mushy, I’m getting a little antsy to see what you got me.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “You know me.  Patience isn’t my strong suit.” 
 
    “What a crazy thing to hear from a private investigator.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s that wild.” 
 
    “You spend a vast majority of your work day staked out quietly, conducting surveillance.  Patience is almost part of your job description.” 
 
    “True.  But it’s something I have to work at.  Something I struggle with.  It definitely doesn’t come naturally to me.” 
 
    “Well then, without further ado, here’s your present.” 
 
    I pulled out an envelope and handed it to her. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Melody didn’t immediately open it.  Instead, she just kind of stared at it. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe I surprised you a little too much.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Melody, I know you.  Something is up.  You probably thought I was going to give you a big box.  Or a little box.  But definitely a box of some kind.  Am I right?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, you’re probably wondering what kind of gift would come in an envelope.” 
 
    “All right.  You got me.  I’m absolutely stumped.” 
 
    “I know you can’t resist trying to solve mysteries.”  
 
    “I admit it.  I can’t help myself.  My mind is just spinning.  I keep asking myself, what could this be?  I mean, it’s so small.” 
 
    I put my hand up.  “Let me just remind you that good things often come in small packages.” 
 
    “Now you’ve really got me worked up.  I’m chomping at the bit here.” 
 
    “Well, get to it then.  Rather than wasting time speculating, why don’t you just open the envelope?” 
 
    Melody took my advice and ripped the envelope open.  She then reached inside it.   
 
    Her eyes widened as she stared at my gift. 
 
    “No way,” she said. 
 
    “I guess it’s safe to say that I surprised you, huh?” 
 
    “You did more than that.  This is insane.” 
 
    “Does that mean you like it?” 
 
    “I have to be honest, I can’t believe you got me this.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Scott, you went above and beyond.  A plane ticket to Hawaii.  That’s not just a Christmas present.  It’s the trip of a lifetime.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  I’ve never been to Hawaii, but I’ve heard great things about it.” 
 
    “I think we’re going to have an amazing time.  I still can’t believe this is really happening.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s happening, all right.  Not only have the plane tickets been booked, but I also made us a hotel reservation.” 
 
    “Wow.  You really went all-out.” 
 
    “Why not?  You only live once, right?  So, you should enjoy the time that you’re given.” 
 
    She leaned in and gave me a hug. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” she said. 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” I replied. 
 
    “You know, after opening up your gift, I feel like I should have gotten you more.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “No.  I love what you got me.” 
 
    “All right.  Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    “I just want you to go on this trip with me and have the time of your life.” 
 
    “Consider it done.  I can’t imagine doing anything but having a fantastic time.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    She stared at the plane ticket again.  “This is the best Christmas gift that I’ve ever received.” 
 
    “You don’t know how happy I am to hear that.” 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christmas Desserts and Devious Deeds 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “We sure got lucky today, didn’t we?” Melody Clue said. 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  I feel like I should buy a lottery ticket,” I replied.  Then again, as a private investigator, I always felt lucky when a day didn’t end in disaster.  My name is Lisa Williamson.  I have been a private eye for over two decades.  During that time, I have seen a lot.  But some weeks were crazier than others.  This last week, in particular, was really wild.  Which is why I’m glad that it’s over.   
 
    “Maybe you should be a lotto ticket.  You never know.  You might hit the jackpot.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hold my breath.” 
 
    “That’s a good call.  When it comes to the lottery.  Or life in general.” 
 
    “Yeah.  When has it ever been a good idea for someone to hold their breath?” 
 
    Melody shrugged.  “I have no clue.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Nothing like stumping a private investigator.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re an investigator too and I don’t see you coming up with a good answer.” 
 
    “I admit it.  There are some things that I don’t know the first thing about.  This is one of them.” 
 
    “Let’s get back to the important issue.  As in, are you going to buy a lottery ticket?” 
 
    “Why not?  It’s only a buck.” 
 
    “In that case, I wish you luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Let’s be honest, though.  Making it through today completely unscathed felt like a victory in itself.” 
 
    “I wish you were exaggerating, but life has kept us busy lately.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?  I feel like I’ve constantly been on my toes.” 
 
    “For a while, I was wondering if things were ever going to let up.” 
 
    “I’m glad they have.  The last thing I need right now is a really hectic holiday season.” 
 
    “Of course.  The holidays are already stressful enough.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, do you have big plans tonight?” 
 
    “Nope.  In fact, my plans are incredibly small.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re not going to the mall then?” 
 
    Melody laughed.  “Are you crazy?  The mall is a zoo this time of year.” 
 
    “I can’t disagree with that.” 
 
    “I hope you’re not planning on fighting off crowds.  Talk about testing your luck.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I have zero plans to go shopping.” 
 
    “Good.  I wouldn’t want shoppers to eat you alive while fighting over coffee makers.” 
 
    “I wish you were exaggerating.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not.” 
 
    “You’re right.  It is incredibly unfortunate how crazy people get during December.” 
 
    “It’s nice to know that you and I don’t do that.” 
 
    “Nope.  I don’t care about coffee that much.” 
 
    “Cookies are a different story.” 
 
    “Don’t even get me started on cookies.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m just having a big craving for sweets.” 
 
    “What else is new?”  
 
    “Wait a minute.  Are you telling me that you’re not going to have any cookies tonight?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Then again, maybe not.  I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “Other than making an important decision about cookies, what are your other plans for the evening?” 
 
    “I’ll probably just watch some Christmas movies at home.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club.  You know, it’s amazing.  Usually, I don’t like watching the same movies over and over.  But when it comes to Christmas films, I make an exception.  Even though I’ve seen them all before, it’s really comforting watching them again.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Anyway, I hope you have a good evening,” Melody said.  “See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Melody sounded like she was going to have a blast that evening.  Good for her.  She deserved to have a good time.  She worked hard.  She had also been through a lot in her life.  Both personally and professionally.  Any break that came her way was well deserved.   
 
    At the same time, life had handed me plenty of lumps over the years as well.  So many that I was wondering when life would start taking it easy on me.  Maybe that would never happen.  It was hard to tell.  All I could really do was keep holding out hope. 
 
    Ironically, when I was younger, it felt like everything went my way.  It was amazing how many breaks I caught.  Looking back, I had no clue how lucky I really was.  One thing was sure.  If I knew my good fortune wasn’t going to last, I would have appreciated it more.  Wasn’t that always the way?  True appreciation didn’t tend to come along until something was gone. 
 
    Let me tell you, those carefree days were long gone.  Honestly, in the last few years, I barely felt like I could buy a break. 
 
    For some people, change was a slow process.  For me, the opposite was the case.  I could actually pinpoint the exact moment when everything went south for me.  It was when I discovered that my husband was cheating on me.   
 
    After I made that discovery, I was devastated.  I was also livid beyond belief.  I couldn’t believe Brock would do something like that to me.  I kicked him out of the house.  I then filed for divorce.   
 
    Brock didn’t take it easy on me in divorce court.  Instead, he fought me tooth and nail.  Over everything.  At some point, it felt like he was just doing it out of spite.   
 
    Once I was finally free of Brock. I tried my best to cobble my life back together.  That was easier said than done.  To start, my heart was broken.  It couldn’t be repaired overnight.  Or even in a few months. 
 
    But as time went on, I knew that it was time to pick up the pieces.  I rejoined the singles scene.  Much to my chagrin, finding a good man proved to be harder than ever.  It was actually so difficult that Mr. Right still eluded me to this day.   
 
    It had been ten years since my divorce.  With each passing moment, it felt like my window to find love again was closing.   
 
    The fact that I was hopelessly single made the holidays a tough time for me.  While other people were spending time with loved ones, I was reminded of how alone I was.   
 
    You might be wondering, what about my family?  Couldn’t I spend time with them?  I would love to.  There’s just one problem.  Over the course of the last few years, I had lost both of my parents.  My father had a heart attack.  Meanwhile, my mother died of ovarian cancer.  Talk about two crushing blows.  Especially since they both died within a few years of each other.   
 
    In addition, I was an only child.  So, not only was I without a parent, but I also didn’t have any siblings to commiserate with.   
 
    The other thing that nagged at me during the holidays was my job.  Granted, there were more stressful professions than private investigation.  That said, being a private eye wasn’t a cakewalk.  I saw all sorts of crazy things while on the job.  The type of stuff that could make a person lose their holiday spirit.  There were a lot of morally bankrupt people in the world.   
 
    At this point, you might be wondering why I was telling you all of this.  It wasn’t to get sympathy.  It was more to give you perspective on everything that I was wrestling with in my head.  While a lot of other people were focused on shopping and parties, I found myself questioning when things would turn around for me. 
 
    With everything that was on my mind, it was no surprise that my drive home was a quiet one.  Relatively speaking.  I heard Christmas music playing from other cars as I drove by them.  In addition, carolers were out singing on a street corner.  More festive music played over an intercom system at a nearby store as I waited at a red stoplight.   
 
    Even though I was having trouble getting in a festive mood, the town of Majestic Cove had no such difficulty.  Everywhere I turned, I saw decorations.  There were bright lights, tinsel, wreaths, Santa Clause lawn ornaments, and Christmas trees lit up in living room windows.  That was just a small sampling of the décor that was on display.   
 
    The holiday season was certainly in full swing.  There was no denying that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I pulled into the driveway of my mid-century modern home, I started thinking about food.  By that point, my stomach was rumbling.  I wanted some dinner.  And fast. 
 
    If I had thought ahead, I would have stopped somewhere on the way home and grabbed something to-go.  It was too late for that.  I was home now.  It seemed silly to turn around and head all the way back into town. 
 
    When I entered my kitchen and opened up my fridge, my opinion changed rapidly.  It turned out that I was in dire need of groceries.  My refrigerator was mostly filled with condiment bottles.  What a sad sight that was. 
 
    Unfortunately, my freezer wasn’t much better.  There was just one unappetizing TV dinner sitting there, looking like a sad little orphan.  Normally, I wouldn’t dare say that I wasn’t in the mood for macaroni and cheese, but for some reason, my stomach was craving something else. 
 
    I immediately reached for my phone.  It felt like one of those times when calling for delivery was the best option.  Pizza had come to the rescue before.  So had Chinese food.  The problem was that it would take half an hour for the food to get here.  At the minimum.  I was too hungry to wait that long.   
 
    Rather than just heating up the TV dinner from the freezer, I opened up my pantry and discovered a bag of chips staring back at me.  If I had any level of restraint at all, I would have just closed the pantry right then and there. 
 
    Instead, my cravings got the best of me.  I cracked open the bag and absolutely went to town.  I didn’t even bother pouring the chips into a bowl.  I just ate them straight from the bag. 
 
    Normally, I’d be too embarrassed to admit to doing something like that.  If I was in mixed company, I would have definitely poured the chips into a bowl first.  Eating directly from the bag was the equivalent of drinking milk from the carton.   
 
    I’m not quite sure why I just told you my weird eating mannerisms.  I certainly didn’t have to spill the beans on that.  No one was putting a gun to my head and forcing me to give up that information.  As a matter of fact, I could have easily omitted that part of the story.  Or outright lied to you and pretended like I heated up the TV dinner. 
 
    I guess what it comes down to is that I’m a trustworthy person.  An honest woman.  And since I’m taking the time to tell you this story, I want you to realize what a weird headspace I was in that night.   
 
    When I told you that the holidays did a number on me, I wasn’t kidding.  Throughout the entire month of December, I was out of sorts.     
 
    For example, after I was done gorging on chips, I plopped down on the couch and turned on the TV.  While I usually loved zonking out in front of the television, it wasn’t nearly as relaxing for me as usual.   
 
    Perhaps that was because festive content seemed to be on every single channel.  And I got a lot of different channels.  Over three hundred.  Yet, no matter where I flipped, Christmas episodes were everywhere.   
 
    There was a Christmas cookie baking competition.  A holiday light decorating show.  A festive holiday game night program.  Even my favorite detective show was airing a holiday episode.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  In addition, old Christmas movies were being played on half a dozen channels.  It didn’t seem to matter how obscure the network was, they were going Christmas crazy.  Don’t get me wrong.  It wasn’t a mystery to me why they were doing that.  Most people were probably eating these shows up.   
 
    Then again, most people probably didn’t have the holiday blues like I did.  Rather than putting me in the holiday spirit, the programs just made me miss my parents even more. 
 
    After twenty minutes of flipping around, I turned off the television.  Suddenly, I had no plans for the evening.   
 
    The moment the TV was off, I was struck by how quiet my house was.  As a matter of fact, it was a little too quiet.  My mind took that opportunity to start wandering.  I did my best to reel in my thoughts, but it didn’t work.   
 
    My brain began going down a dark rabbit hole.  I started to wonder if I’d ever meet someone special.  Or would I grow old alone?  If I didn’t stop right there, I could find myself spiraling out of control. 
 
    Before things got too out of hand, I got up from my couch and went outside.  In my experience, it never hurt to get some fresh air.  I didn’t stop on my front step, however.  I kept walking to my car. 
 
    Talk about doing a complete one-eighty.  So much for not wanting to go out.  After getting so wrapped up in my thoughts, I wanted to find a suitable distraction.  The easiest way to do that was to head out on the town. 
 
    Don’t worry.  I wasn’t crazy enough to drive over to the mall.  I wanted to improve my emotional state, not make things worse.  I took a quick drive out to the boardwalk.  Being near the water often did wonders to clear my head.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    While it seemed like a good idea at the time, heading to the ocean didn’t pan out nearly how I expected it to.  The scenery was definitely gorgeous.  Watching ocean waves crash against the beach always had a hypnotic effect on me.  The problem was that my thoughts began to wander again.   
 
    Ten minutes after I arrived at the boardwalk, my head was lost in the clouds.  It was then that I realized this idea wasn’t going to work.  I had to try something different. 
 
    I walked back to my car.  That was when I received an interesting phone call.  It came from my friend, Jackie O’Halloran.   
 
    I took the call.  “Hey there.” 
 
    “You won’t believe what just happened,” Jackie said. 
 
    My heart sank as I feared the worst.  “What is it?  Are you okay?” 
 
    “Derek just called me.” 
 
    “Oh no.  Please tell me you didn’t pick up the phone.” 
 
    “I probably shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “But you did?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was just curious to see what he wanted.  I mean, I haven’t heard from him in over a year.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing.  You two broke up for a reason.  Remember?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I’m well-aware of why we broke up.” 
 
    “Then how come you let your curiosity get the best of you?” 
 
    “Look.  Do you want to know why he called me or not?” 
 
    “I’m not going to like this, am I?” 
 
    “He thinks we should get back together.” 
 
    “My instincts were right to warn me.  Please tell me you just hung up on him.” 
 
    “No.  I heard him out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to hear what he had to say.” 
 
    “Jackie, are you sure you’re feeling all right?  After he cheated on you, it seemed like you were determined to never speak to him again.” 
 
    “Things change sometimes.  And people can change, right?” 
 
    “That hasn’t been my experience with cheating ex-boyfriends.” 
 
    “He sure sounded different on the phone.” 
 
    “I’ll bet he did.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It’s the holidays.  He was probably feeling lonely.  And regretful.  And nostalgic.” 
 
    “I definitely know that feeling.” 
 
    “So do I.  Which is why you can trust me when I tell you that it’s a dangerous combination.  You should never make big life decisions when you’re lonely.  Or desperate.  And especially not if you’re feeling both at once.” 
 
    Jackie sighed.  “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “It’s more than just a guess.  It’s a fact.  Look.  I just want you to be happy.  And I remember your relationship with Derek.  You were definitely not happy back then.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Good.  Arguing is overrated anyway.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that I should definitely not get back together with him then?” 
 
    “I think you should get as far away from him as possible.” 
 
    “Wow.  There’s no hesitation in your voice, is there?” 
 
    “Nope.  Derek is bad news.” 
 
    “Thanks for being so truthful with me.  Even if your honesty was a little brutal to hear.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I know.  And I really appreciate that.” 
 
    “Just hang in there.  Eventually, you’ll find the right man.  But Derek isn’t him.” 
 
    “I hear you.  Well, I guess it’s back to watching old Christmas movies then.  At least in those films, there’s always a happy ending.” 
 
    “Your story is going to have a happy ending as well.  You just need to be patient.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Loneliness made people do strange things.  Sometimes that involved taking a phone call from their ex-boyfriend.  Other times, it involved stopping in at Liam McPhee’s Bar rather than heading home to a lonely house.  Once I got off the phone with my cousin, I found myself drawn to Majestic Cove’s oldest dive bar.   
 
    The sign out front was old and decaying.  Meanwhile, the interior of the bar wasn’t in much better shape.  There were generally two types of dive bars in the world.  The kind that were a little rough around the edges, and the type that had razor-sharp edges.   
 
    Liam McPhee was toeing the line with his bar.  Some nights, the place was more welcoming than others.   
 
    One thing never changed at McPhee’s, however.  Namely, the décor.  The place had not been updated in years.  In fact, when I walked in there, I felt like I was in the middle of a time warp.  If I just looked at the bar itself and I ignored the patrons with smart phones, it was hard to tell what year it even was.   
 
    For example, there was no flat screen TV in the joint.  Instead, there was just an older TV hanging in the corner.  The television appeared to be on its last legs.  It was practically begging to be sent to an electronics scrap yard.  That said, it still worked.  It was currently broadcasting a hockey game.  That kept a few of the barflies happy. 
 
    Meanwhile, I nursed a beer in the corner. 
 
    In retrospect, if I was looking to meet a good man, I should have gone somewhere else.  Anywhere else, actually.  Mr. Right wasn’t here.  He wouldn’t set foot in a place like this unless his car had broken down out front. 
 
    That being said, I hadn’t come here to meet a man.  I just wanted to take the edge off.  In my defense, I needed to be in a better head space to flirt with a guy.  I needed to clear my head first.  Then I could go from there. 
 
    Even though I was convinced that this was the wrong place for romance, some people felt differently than I did.  For example, there was a man and a woman who had been sitting at the bar flirting with each other like crazy.   
 
    It was safe to say that their evening was going a lot better than mine was.  Good for them.  Even though I was having a lousy night, I could still wish the best for others.   
 
    In a way, it was actually refreshing to see two people having such a good time in a bar like this.  During the years that I had been coming to McPhee’s, I had always known the place as a bar where loners went to drink off a bad day.  People here tended to mind their own business.  There were plenty of other bars in town for drinkers who were feeling social.  
 
    Normally, I tried to avoid staring at people.  I realized how rude it was.  But that evening felt like the ultimate exception to all of my normal rules.   
 
    It just felt good to watch sparks fly between a man and a woman.  It gave me hope.  Especially since they both seemed to be around my age.  It was one thing to see people in their twenties getting together.  Or even people in their thirties.  Love was a lot harder to find for people in their forties.  It almost felt like you were trying to chase down a unicorn or some other kind of mythical beast. 
 
    The woman was a brunette.  She was in good shape.  Her long curly hair was tied back into a ponytail.  She had green eyes and freckles on her oval face. 
 
    Meanwhile, the man had a goatee, blue eyes, and short black hair.  He was muscular and was wearing a flannel shirt with some blue jeans.   
 
    I had no idea what the man and the woman were talking about, but they were having a blast.   
 
    A few minutes into observing them, I finished drinking my beer.  At that point, I had a decision to make.  I could order a second one, or head out.  If I doubled up with another drink, I knew I would be too buzzed to drive home later.  That meant I would have to stick around the bar a lot longer to sober up before getting back into my car. 
 
    I didn’t want to spend the rest of my evening at McPhee’s.  So, I figured it would be a good time to head out.  What I failed to realize was that a situation was developing in front of me. 
 
    While I had been busy trying to figure out if I wanted to order a second drink, the woman had gotten up from the bar and headed over to the ladies room. 
 
    The goateed man then did something very shady.  What was it exactly? 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small round pill.  It almost looked a bit like an antacid tablet.  The man then plopped the pill into the woman’s drink.  The pill quickly dissolved.  The man then grabbed a straw and stirred the drink.   
 
    Talk about some nasty behavior.  Mostly because I recognized that pill.  Let me tell you, it was not an antacid.  It was something far more sinister.  The pill was a roofy.  It was a drug that knocked out anyone who ingested it.  The drug was designed to dissolve seamlessly into a drink so it wouldn’t be detected. 
 
    So much for romance blooming.  The goateed man clearly had much more devious things on his mind.  Honestly, I didn’t even want to think about what he planned on doing.  It sickened me to even consider the possibilities. 
 
    For a moment, I did a double-take.  I couldn’t believe my eyes.  Was this really happening?  It was one thing to hear about people getting drugged.  It was another to witness it in action.  And out in the open.  What a bold move to make in public.  I realized that the bar wasn’t terribly crowded.  And that most of the barflies were drunk or busy watching TV.  But you’d think that the goateed man would try to make his move in private. 
 
    Then again, he was a tough-looking guy.  Perhaps he figured he could intimidate anyone he came across.  Or maybe he thought that he was being so slick that he wouldn’t get caught. 
 
    Either way, it was a major miscalculation on his part.  I knew what I had just seen.  Even more importantly, I couldn’t just stand off to the side.  There was no way that I was going to let him go ahead with his plans.     
 
    How could I?  He was committing a crime.  He couldn’t be allowed to get away with this.  He needed to be stopped.  And I had to be the one to do it.   
 
    You might be asking yourself, why was I so determined to step in?  To start, inactivity was not an option for me.  I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t try to stop this guy. 
 
    That wasn’t all.  From the outside, this seemed like a job for the police.  If I called the cops, it would certainly make my life easier.  There was just one problem.  This situation was very time sensitive.  Even if I could get the 9-1-1 operator to rush a deputy over here, it would still take a good ten minutes for one to arrive.   
 
    A lot could happen in six-hundred seconds.  In order to prevent disaster from striking, I had to stop that poor woman from taking a sip of the drink.  If the roofy got into her system, it could take effect before the police showed up.   
 
    My instincts were telling me that the goateed man was probably smart enough not to let the woman pass out right there in the middle of the bar.  His plan was most likely to get her to take a drink and then leave the bar before she was out cold.   
 
    If they were out in the parking lot when she got woozy, or even in her car, it would be really easy to drive away without anyone suspecting foul play.   
 
    It was one thing to know that I had to take action.  It was another to be able to diffuse the situation without things spiraling dangerously out of control.  If I went over there all blustery and told the woman what was going on, it could send the goateed man into a rage.  
 
    What if he blew his top and got violent, right there in the middle of the bar?  Granted, I always kept a can of pepper spray in my purse, but I didn’t want to use it unless I absolutely had to.  Also, if I wasn’t quick enough, the goateed man might be able to strike me before I was able to spray him in the face. 
 
    Let’s say I was quick with the spray.  Dealing with a violent confrontation during the holidays was an absolute nightmare, no matter how it ended.  I wanted to avoid trouble as much as possible. 
 
    Thankfully, I was able to come up with a plan of attack that could resolve things in a peaceful manner.  Then again, there was also a chance that it could blow up in my face.  In my mind, that was a risk that I had to take. 
 
    When the brunette returned from the ladies room, I approached the bar and put my plan into action. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    What was my plan exactly?  It was simple.  I was just going to walk up to the brunette and start talking like we were old friends.  When I got the opportunity, I would then lean in and whisper a warning to her.   
 
    For the plan to work, I just needed her to play along with my act a little bit.   
 
    I made my way over to the brunette and began speaking to her like we were chums.   
 
    “Wow, what a coincidence,” I said. 
 
    The brunette turned away from the goateed man and gave me a confused look.   
 
    “Huh?” she replied.   
 
    I kept up my act.  “It’s funny running into you here.” 
 
    The brunette had a blank stare on her face as she responded, “I’m sorry.  What?” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Do you not recognize me?” I said. 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  Should I?” 
 
    “Of course, you should.  You really don’t know who I am?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    She sure wasn’t getting the hint.  I had to keep powering on.  “Well, I remember you.  We went to school together.” 
 
    She threw out her arms.  “Is that so?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Uh-huh.  That said, it was a long time ago.  It’s good to see you again, though.  How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m hanging in there.” 
 
    “Yeah.  The world is a little crazy right now.  But we’re all doing our best.” 
 
    “Look.  I’m really sorry that I don’t remember you…”  She looked like she was straining to think of my name.   
 
    “Lisa,” I said.  “Lisa Williamson.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “It’s okay that you don’t remember me.  A lot has changed since then.  But I’m sure that some things are exactly the same.” 
 
    “You might be right.”   
 
    “I’m curious to hear about all of the new developments in your life.  Do you mind if I join you?”  
 
    Up until that moment, the goateed man had remained quiet.  He couldn’t resist speaking up right then, however.   
 
    “Actually, we’re kind of in the middle of something,” he said. 
 
    I completely ignored the man and focused on the brunette. 
 
    “If we’re going to have a nice long chat, I should order another drink,” I said.   
 
    I leaned forward and stuck my hand out to wave at the bartender.  Or, at least that was what I wanted the goateed man to think.   
 
    In reality, I wasn’t interested in waving at the bartender at all.  My goal was to knock over the glass that had the roofy in it.  And that was exactly what I did.   
 
    As I flailed my arm out, I hit the brunette’s glass.  The contact led to her glass falling on the ground.  The glass then promptly shattered.  Most importantly, her drink spilled on the floor.   
 
    As the glass crashed down on the ground, I actually completely surprised.   
 
    “Oh no.  I’m so sorry.  I’m such a klutz,” I said. 
 
    The brunette got up from her chair.  “It’s okay.  Accidents happen.” 
 
    The goateed man wasn’t nearly as forgiving.  He stared me down.  “You really should be more careful.” 
 
    “You’re right.  I should.  But what can I say?  I’m a little buzzed,” I replied. 
 
    At that point, the bartender came by with napkins, a broom, and a dust pan to clean up the mess.   
 
    “Again, I’m really sorry,” I said. 
 
    The bartender muttered to himself.  “It happens all the time.” 
 
    While the goateed man watched the bartender clean up the mess on the floor, I saw the perfect opportunity to warn the brunette. 
 
    I leaned in and whispered in the brunette’s ear.  “That drink was drugged.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    I continued.  “I need to talk to you privately.  It’s urgent.  Your safety is at risk.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped.   
 
    I expected her to step aside with me, but instead, she just stood there in shock.   
 
    I knew it was a lot of information to process, but standing around wasn’t going to help the situation.  I had to get her to join me.   
 
    I stared her down with a look of great concern in my eyes.  “Let’s give the bartender a little more space.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” the brunette said. 
 
    “Actually, I’m going to go freshen up my makeup.  Will you join me in the ladies room?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The goateed man’s nose scrunched.  “You just came back from the ladies room.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt to check on my makeup,” the brunette said. 
 
    The goateed man looked annoyed to see the brunette join me, but I didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once the brunette and I entered the ladies room, I felt like I was free to speak openly.  Meanwhile, the brunette looked like she was desperate for an explanation.   
 
    “I’m so confused right now.  Will you tell me what’s going on?” the brunette said. 
 
    “Like I told you before, my name is Lisa Williamson.  I don’t know you from school, though.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    “I’m a private investigator.  Although, that’s not really important at the moment.  The reason I came over to you at the bar is because the man you were with drugged your drink.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “When you went to the restroom, I saw him pull a pill out of his pocket.  He plopped it into your drink.  If you had taken a sip, you would have passed out a short time later.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “It is pretty shocking.  Not to mention, appalling.  That man is scumbag.” 
 
    “Jeff is definitely not the man I thought he was.”  She shook her head.  “I’m so disgusted right now.” 
 
    “As you should be.” 
 
    “Thanks for stepping in and averting disaster.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  I’m sure you would have done the same thing for me.” 
 
    “By the way, my name is Alice.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said.  “I just wish the circumstances behind our meeting were a little better.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Speaking of which, what am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “I’d suggest leaving here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good call.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    When Alice and I left the restroom, Jeff had an eager look on his face.  He offered to buy Alice another drink.  She turned him down.  She then told him that she was feeling tired and was going to head home. 
 
    Jeff offered to give her a ride.  She said no.   
 
    He didn’t seem to be taking the rejection well.  He made one last plea to her.  This time, he asked for her phone number.   
 
    She declined to give it to him and then walked out of the bar with me.   
 
    As we left the bar, Jeff looked like he was about to blow his top.  That only made me walk faster.   
 
    Once Alice and I reached the parking lot, I didn’t just breathe a sigh of relief.  I was on high-alert.  Jeff was clearly incredibly angry.  Would he follow us out to the parking lot?  Would he try to cause a scene?  I couldn’t rule anything out.  After all, I had thwarted his plans.   
 
    While I was on the lookout for trouble, Alice walked toward her car quietly. 
 
    “I have to say, you were far more tactful with Jeff back there than I would have been,” I remarked.  
 
    “Trust me.  It wasn’t easy holding my tongue.  If you hadn’t have spilled my drink, I would have thrown it in his face on the way out of there.” 
 
    “I’m sure that would have made you feel good.  But I’m glad you didn’t do that.” 
 
    Alice threw out her arms.  “How come?” 
 
    “It could have led to more problems.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “In what way?” 
 
    “Think of things like this.  If someone is bold enough to drug someone’s drink, it’s not crazy to think that they might get violent over a drink being thrown in their face.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “In my mind, it’s not worth taking chances with your safety.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Alice became reflective.  “Wow.  Talk about a crazy experience.” 
 
    “It’s definitely not a typical night out at the bar.” 
 
    “Make no mistake.  This is a night that I will never forget.” 
 
    “At least it’s over now.” 
 
    “Which brings up a good point.  You really don’t have to walk me all the way to my car.” 
 
    “The way I see it, you’re better off being safe than sorry.  Besides, it never hurts to have someone watching your back.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.”   
 
    We then reached her car.   
 
    “Well, here we are.  Thanks again,” she said.   
 
    “You’re quite welcome,” I replied.  “Take care of yourself.  And drive home safely.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Alice then got into her car and drove away.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    At that point, it only seemed natural to breathe a sigh of relief.  At the same time, I couldn’t help but think about everything that had just taken place. 
 
    Talk about a crazy evening.  In a way, I completely regretted leaving my house.  If I would have stayed home, I could have avoided all of this insanity.  On the flip side, without my intervention, Alice would have been roofied.  So, despite how stressful my night had become, I was thankful that I had been able to help Alice out. 
 
    With that being said, I couldn’t wait to get home.  I just wanted to put this evening behind me.  I didn’t want to think about it again.  Instead, I would like to pretend like it never happened. 
 
    I didn’t think I was asking too much.  Apparently, life disagreed with me.  When I reached my car, another curveball awaited me. 
 
    As I reached for my car door, I heard footsteps.  They were coming from behind me.  Whoever was back there was coming my way fast.   
 
    I immediately whirled around to see who it was.  That was when I spotted Jeff approaching me.  He looked irate.  My stomach began to turn.  This situation had danger written all over it. 
 
    It was pretty clear from his demeanor that he was looking for trouble. 
 
    I put my hand out.  “Stop right there,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head and kept coming my way.  “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    It was pretty clear that I would need to take action.  If I didn’t defend myself, things could easily spiral out of control. 
 
    I reached into my purse and replied, “Stay back.  I’m warning you.” 
 
    Once again, Jeff refused to keep his distance.   
 
    He snarled at me.  “Do you have any idea what you did?” 
 
    I pulled out the can of pepper spray that I always kept in my purse.  I then pointed the spray bottle directly at Jeff’s face.   
 
    When he saw the can, he stopped dead in his tracks.  The question became, would Jeff keep his distance?  Or had I just stunned him briefly? 
 
    “What I did was save that poor woman from an unspeakable horror,” I said.  “Now, don’t take another step.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something.  You picked the wrong person to mess with.” 
 
    “Jeff, I’m warning you to back off.  Don’t take one more step.”  
 
    “Why not?  What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?  I’m going to spray you in the face.” 
 
    “You really think I’m afraid of a little bit of pepper spray?” 
 
    “If you’re not, you should be.  Besides, this isn’t a little bit of spray.  I’ll empty the can if I have to.  I’ll spray you so much that your eyes will start to burn like crazy.” 
 
    “Go ahead and threaten me all you want.  You’re not going to stop me.  I’m going to get my revenge on you.” 
 
    “Jeff, this spray isn’t the only thing you need to worry about.  I’m well-trained in self-defense.  Between this pepper spray and the moves that I learned in defense class, I can do some serious damage to you.  So, the question is, are you going to back off, or push your luck?  I know what I would do.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you would do.” 
 
    “I’m giving you the chance to walk away.  I would take it if I were you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gotten involved.” 
 
    “You’re a scumbag.  You should be heading to jail right now.  Don’t go making things worse for yourself.” 
 
    When confronted with a situation like this, a person’s fight or flight instinct eventually kicked in.   
 
    I fully expected there to be a fight between Jeff and I.  But if elected to back down and take off, I wouldn’t complain in the least.  As a matter of fact, that would be a refreshing change of pace.    
 
    The question became, what would he do? 
 
    Much to my surprise, he actually backed off.   
 
    “Forget you,” he said.  “You’re not worth the trouble.” 
 
    Jeff then ran off. 
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  What a break.   
 
    Rather than just standing around, thinking about how lucky I was that the situation didn’t end in violence, I immediately jumped in my car and drove away. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate to peel out.  I wanted to put some distance between myself and Jeff.   
 
    At the same time, I didn’t head directly home.  There was a chance that he could follow me there.   
 
    I decided to take a little bit of a detour.   
 
    Once I felt like I had driven around enough to throw Jeff off of my scent, I headed home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    What a way for my evening to end.  So much for a night on the town cheering me up.  That was some seriously twisted stuff.  If things had played out even a little bit differently, my time at the bar could have been a total catastrophe.  All things considered, I had actually gotten off easy.  The important thing was that no harm had come to me. 
 
    At least, in the physical sense.  Even though I didn’t have any scratches or scrapes on me, some emotional damage had definitely been done.  I’m not going to lie.  I felt scarred by the experience.  Not to mention my faith in humanity was incredibly shaken.   
 
    The drive home was an adrenaline-fueled mess.  Despite the fact that I had narrowly averted disaster, my thoughts were racing and my pulse pounded.  It was going to take a little while to calm myself down.   
 
    By the time I pulled into my driveway, my heart rate was relatively back to normal.  That was when I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me.  The events of the evening had really caught up with me.   
 
    I got out of my car and approached my front door.  While I reached for my house keys, my thoughts turned to getting some sleep.  Forget about turning on the TV.  I just wanted to plop down in bed and crash out. 
 
    As I opened up my front door, I entered my foyer and slipped off my shoes.  From there, I pressed on the door to shut it. 
 
    The door didn’t close, however. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Because before the door had a chance to swing shut, it hit some resistance.  I had been so busy thinking about sleep that I didn’t notice I had been followed home.   
 
    Now, you might be assuming that Jeff had decided to tail me back here.  That certainly seemed like a logical conclusion to make.  It wasn’t the truth, though.  Much to my surprise, Alice was the one who was at my door.  When I saw her in the doorway, I almost couldn’t believe my eyes.  I couldn’t figure out what she was doing there. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to get an answer.  Alice pushed the door open and came barreling at me.  She ended up tackling me.   
 
    As we both fell on the ground, my purse hit the floor.   
 
    “What are you doing?  Are you crazy?” I yelled. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I bothered saying that aloud.  Alice obviously had a screw loose.  She clearly had it out for me.  I didn’t have time to analyze why.   
 
    I had to try and stop her before she had a chance to hurt me.   
 
    “You ruined everything,” Alice yelled back.  “You’re going to pay for that.” 
 
    Alice threw a punch at me, but I narrowly dodged it.  I then rolled away as she tried to pin her body on top of mine.   
 
    While I attempted to scramble away on the floor, I noticed that the contents of my purse had fallen out when my bag had hit the floor. 
 
    My can of pepper spray was in plain view.  With any luck, I would be able to reach it and spray Alice in the face.   
 
    Before I had the chance to grab the pepper spray, Alice came up behind me and grabbed me.   
 
    I then swung my elbow back, desperately hoping to hit her. 
 
    It was then that I got lucky.   
 
    My elbow connected with her face.   
 
    The blow was enough to knock Alice back.   
 
    That gave me just enough time to grab the can.  I then sprayed Alice directly in the face.   
 
    Not once.  But twice.  I wanted to leave nothing up to chance.   
 
    When the spray got into Alice’s eyes, she began screaming in pain.   
 
    I couldn’t stop there.  This situation was far from diffused.  Even though the pepper spray burned, its effects were only temporary.  If I didn’t take further action, Alice would keep coming at me. 
 
    While Alice was disoriented, I spotted a nearby lamp on a stand in my living room beside my couch.  I picked it up, ripped the cord from the electrical outlet, and used the lamp as a weapon.  I swung the lamp at Alice, hit her in the head with it, and knocked her out.   
 
    When Alice’s body fell to the ground, I could have let out a sigh of relief.   
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    Instead, I waited a few seconds to see if she moved at all.  I wasn’t about to let my guard down until I knew that she was out cold. 
 
    Once it was clear that Alice was unconscious, I quickly darted into my bedroom.  I had a handgun that I kept in my nightstand beside my bed.   
 
    When I finished grabbing the gun, I went back out to my foyer.  If Alice woke up before I was able to get the police over here, I would be able to use my gun to protect myself. 
 
    Thankfully, when I returned to the foyer, Alice was still unconscious.   
 
    At that point, I grabbed my cell phone and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    It took a police officer a little less than fifteen minutes to arrive at my house.  When the deputy arrived, he handcuffed Alice.  He then dragged her to the back of his squad car.   
 
    Before he hauled her away to the police department, I wanted to have a few words with her.  As the deputy loaded Alice into his squad car, she didn’t look very talkative.   
 
    I didn’t care.  I deserve answers.  And I was going to do whatever I could to get them. 
 
    While I felt incredibly relieved to make it through that situation alive, I couldn’t make sense of why things had gone so horribly wrong.  Why had Alice come after me?  How come she was trying to kill me?  It didn’t add up in my mind.  It just seemed so nonsensical. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” I said.  “Why would you do something like that to me after I helped you out?”  
 
    “You just don’t get it,” Alice replied. 
 
    “No.  I don’t.  Explain it to me.  Back there, you said I ruined everything.  That’s ridiculous.  I saved you at the bar.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    I threw out my arms.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You have it all wrong.  You didn’t help me out at all,” Kristina said.   “Instead, you just ruined my plans.”  
 
    “I hope you realize that you’re not making any sense.” 
 
    “Earlier tonight, I had everything planned out.  I was going to seduce Jeff.  Get him to bring me back to his place.  And when we got there, I was going to tie him to a bedpost and rob him blind.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    Alice nodded.  “Jeff had some plans of his own, though.  When I got up and headed to the restroom, I saw him drug my drink.  That was when I realized that he wanted to knock me out and have his way with me.  I wasn’t about to let him do that.  So, I devised my own alternate plan before I came back to the bar.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “I was going to distract him.  That would give me enough time to switch our glasses.  Jeff would then chug down the whiskey that had the drugs in it.  Once the drugs were in his system, I was going to ask him if we could go back to his place.  By the time we reached his car, he would already be feeling woozy.  It would be really easy to take his keys and his wallet.  After he passed out, I could easily head over to his place and steal anything that I wanted from him.  But before I had the chance to set my plan into action, you stepped in and ruined everything.” 
 
    “You’re seriously twisted, you know that?” 
 
    “No.  I just have bills to pay.  And this holiday season, I have far more bills than ever.” 
 
    “So what, you came here to rob me then?” I asked.  “Is that why you followed me back here?” 
 
    “Like I said, you ruined my plan with Jeff.  So, I had to improvise.  You seemed like the perfect person to rob.  I knew you’d never expect me to show up on your doorstep.” 
 
    “You’re right about that.  At the same time, you’re completely insane.” 
 
    “No.  I’m just desperate.  After all, my bills aren’t going to pay themselves.” 
 
    “Right now, the last thing you should be worrying about are bills.  After what you just pulled, you’re going to be going to jail for a very long time.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Once I had gotten answers from Alice, the deputy hauled her back to the police station.  Meanwhile, I went back inside my house.  Talk about a mess.  And I wasn’t just referring to the broken lamp that needed cleaning up on my floor.   
 
    The entire evening had been an absolute disaster.  All I wanted was a decent night on the town.  Why couldn’t I have had a little bit of fun to help me forget how lonely I was? 
 
    Instead, I would be spending the rest of my night counting my blessings.  I was lucky to even be alive.  If it wasn’t for a little bit of luck and that can of pepper spray, I could have ended up in a body bag.   
 
    It was rare for my life to be threatened twice in the span of one evening, but that was exactly what had taken place.  All because I had tried to help someone out.  Talk about the best intentions going astray.  I had been punished pretty harshly for my good deed. 
 
    Right then, it would be easy to feel bad for myself.  To ask myself a bunch of what if questions.  To stay up late going over the events of the evening in my head.   
 
    I decided to call it a night.  My body didn’t put up much of an argument.  After plopping my head down on my pillow, I crashed out in a hurry. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before I knew it, morning arrived.  I rolled over in bed and saw sun streaking in my window.  Normally, I didn’t spend any time tossing and turning.  I wasn’t the type of person who slept in very often.  That said, if ever there was a day to grab more shuteye, it was that one.   
 
    Frankly, some people wouldn’t have gotten out of bed at all on a morning like that.  I wouldn’t blame them.  It was tempting not to go into work.  Trauma was not something to be messed with. 
 
    That said, despite briefly flirting with the idea of staying in bed all morning, I opted to get up.  It wasn’t because I wanted to get ready for work.  It was more out of a sense of obligation.  If it was up to me, I would have taken the rest of the week off.  I certainly deserved a break. 
 
    Here’s the thing.  The day before, I promised Melody that I would come into the office.  We were going to exchange gifts.  I was a woman of my word. 
 
    As you can expect, when I was driving to the office, I wasn’t feeling the Christmas spirit.  At all.   
 
    Frankly, I just wanted the holiday to be over with.  In my mind, the sooner that I could put this all behind me, the better.  I realized that it wasn’t the best attitude to have, but I was still in a state of shock.  After all, last night had been an utter disaster.   
 
    That said, even though life hadn’t been kind to me, I didn’t want to spoil Melody’s holiday.  She hadn’t done anything wrong.  None of this was her fault.  So, there was no reason for her holiday to be tainted. 
 
    For that reason, I wanted to put on a good face when I reached work.  I could keep up appearances for a couple of minutes while we gave each other presents. 
 
    When I showed up to the detective agency a few minutes later, Melody was just bursting with excitement.  Deep down, I felt pretty jealous.  But I wasn’t about to let my true feelings show.  I decided to keep my emotions to myself.  I also elected not to share details about my shocking evening with her.  If I did, the entire conversation would revolve around my night.  I could always tell her about it after Christmas was over.   
 
    Even though I kept my mouth shut, I was a little surprised that Melody had not already received word about the incident from her boyfriend.  She was dating a police detective.  And this was a small town.  Normally, when something wild happened in a town this small, the news traveled like wildfire.   
 
    For whatever reason, that didn’t happen.  Maybe because it was the holidays and everyone was so busy getting ready for Christmas.  Either way, I felt incredibly relieved that Melody was in the dark. 
 
    It meant that we could get straight to exchanging gifts.  When it came to buying presents for my friends, Melody was the easiest person to shop for.  Why?  Because the woman loved her sweets.  So, what better present was there for her than an entire gift basket of dessert items?  At least, that’s what I hoped. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I love it,” Melody said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Absolutely.  This is some seriously delicious stuff.  What a treat.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    “Talk about a fantastic present.”  Melody switched gears.  “I hope you like my present as much as I like yours.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    “It’s sweet of you to say that, but why don’t you open it first?” 
 
    Melody handed me a gift that was wrapped really nicely.  There was a bow on top of it.  I tore the wrapping off of the present, revealing a medium-sized box.  It was safe to say that I had no clue what was inside.  I was certainly curious to find out.   
 
    I lifted the lid of the box.  From there, I eyed a digital photo frame inside.  As I pulled the frame out of the box, I saw a series of photos flash up on the frame.  Each of the photographs featured me and Melody.   
 
    As I stared at the frame, I felt like I was looking at a time capsule that represented our entire friendship.  In total, the frame probably held a hundred different photos.  Each one brought up a very distinct memory.  And what wonderful photographs they were.   
 
    I have to be honest with you.  I’m not the most emotional woman in the world.  If anything, after all of the heartbreak that I have endured over the years, I had a tendency to wall off my feelings.   
 
    So, it was a little surprising how emotional I became.  I actually felt like I was going to get a little misty-eyed.  In the end, I managed to keep myself from crying, but just barely. 
 
    While I was trying to hold myself together, Melody just stared at me.  My silence seemed to be unnerving to her.   
 
    “I know it’s not the craziest gift.  Or the most expensive,” Melody said. 
 
    “Melody, forget about money,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t care how much you spent.  Sometimes, the thought really is what counts.  And you clearly put a lot of thought into this.” 
 
    “It did take some time to assemble all of the pictures I had.” 
 
    “I can tell.  This obviously involved a lot of work.  And all that work is greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “You like the present then?” 
 
    “I absolutely love it.” 
 
    “I’m really glad to hear that.” 
 
    “I actually like it so much that I’m going to put it on my desk so I can look at it whenever I need cheering up.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” Melody said.  “Do you want to hear something wild?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I actually had to leave out a handful of really good photos.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Melody nodded.  “The frame can only hold so many pictures.  So, I had to narrow it down to the absolute best ones.” 
 
    “I think it says a lot about our friendship that you couldn’t fit all of the good memories into one digital frame.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.  As a matter of fact, you’re such a good friend that I want to share something with you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Melody reached into the gift basket I gave her.  She then handed me a cookie. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  You’re actually willing to share your Christmas treats with me?” 
 
    “If I am going to share a cookie, I’m happy that it’s with you.” 
 
    “In that case, what a delicious little bonus.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    Melody and I both took a bite of a cookie.  Talk about a taste explosion.  The cookies were absolutely amazing.   
 
    Normally, with treats that good, the sweets would be the centerpiece of the conversation.  But to me, what mattered more was the fact that Melody had raised my spirits.  Suddenly, I didn’t feel down anymore.  I wasn’t looking to just race through the holiday.  I felt like celebrating.  I was happy about Christmas again.  And after everything that had taken place, feeling joyous again was a gift in itself. 
 
    The End. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Private Eye and a Craving for Pie 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe my eyes.  I’ve seen a lot on the job during my time as a private eye.  Some of those things have been too unpleasant to repeat.  As a matter of fact, I’ve tried to block out a number of those memories entirely.  With varying degrees of success.  But that’s a different matter.   
 
    The point is that the investigative business can really keep a person on their toes.  Especially when you’ve been at it as long as I have.  When I look back, it’s kind of hard to believe that I’ve been doing this for almost twenty years.  That’s nearly half of my life, give or take a few years.   
 
    Wow, when I say stuff like that, it really makes me feel old.  Which I’m not, by the way.  Sure, I’m middle-aged, but I don’t consider myself to be over the hill.  Not by a longshot.  After all, forty-eight is the new twenty-eight, right? 
 
    Even if that’s not the truth, I’ll just keep telling myself that because it makes me feel better.  I definitely have a lot of life left in me.  That’s for sure.  Besides, there’s plenty of life goals left that I haven’t come close to achieving.   
 
    The first would be getting married…and having it last.  You see, I’ve been married once before.  That ended in a nasty divorce.  If I ever get hitched again, I would want it to last forever.  You know, the old until death do us part type of deal.  Not until I catch my husband cheating on me with his secretary.  Or receptionist.  Or administrative assistant.  Whatever they are calling that position these days. 
 
    The terminology might have changed a number of times over the years, but the job description had not.  To my knowledge, nowhere in the list of terms of employment did it say, sleep with your boss and destroy his marriage.   
 
    Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t entirely blame that voluptuous blond for the downfall of my marriage.  It takes two to do the horizontal tango between the sheets, and my ex was a more than willing participant.  No one put a gun to his head. 
 
    Unfortunately, I’ve seen the expression on a person’s face when a pistol is pointed at them.  An unmistakable fear enters their eyes.  My ex had a much different expression on his face when I caught him cheating.   
 
    You might be wondering why I’m bringing any of this up now.  By this point in my life, my divorce should be nothing more than water under a burnt bridge, right?  Yes and no.  On a personal level, Justin Feldrick is completely out of my life.  I can’t tell you the last time I even spoke with him.   
 
    Actually, let me revise that statement.  The last time I saw Justin was at Tolliver’s Diner on Main Street about a year ago.  In a small town like Majestic Cove, a place like Tolliver’s Diner was a favorite stomping ground.  It didn’t matter what walk of life you were from, a trip to Tolliver’s was probably a part of your weekly, or even daily routine.  With good reason.  The food was absolutely delicious and the prices were fantastic. 
 
    In my opinion, Tim Tolliver could get away with charging significantly more for his omelets and sandwiches and still be giving his customers a solid deal.  At the same time, I wasn’t about to tell him that.  First off, I wasn’t in the business of telling someone how to run their establishment.  In addition, I wanted to keep paying low prices for as long as I could get away with it.   
 
    Wow.   
 
    Just when I think I can’t get even more sidetracked than normal, I find a way.  Ha.  My apologies.  That happened frequently when the topic of food came up.  Can you blame me?  Who doesn’t love eating?  Particularly dessert.  By the way, Tolliver’s serves this amazing apple pie with the best ingredients.  They are made fresh daily and have a crust that is second to none. 
 
    Remind me to get back to that.  Right now, I have a story to tell you about my ex.  On that crisp October afternoon, I was just coming in to get a grilled cheese sandwich.  Meanwhile, Justin was getting up from a booth to leave.  He wasn’t alone.  His wife and his young son were with him.  I’ll get to them in a minute.  All I had to do was take one look at Justin and it was clear to me that the last few years had not been kind to him.  Frankly, it looked like life had taken him out back behind the woodshed and smacked him around. 
 
    It had given him a serious hurting.  His hair had thinned while his waistline had thickened.  There was a weary look in his eyes.  Wrinkles had made an unwelcome appearance on his face.  He looked like he had aged a good ten years.  Or a bad ten, for that matter.   
 
    Rachel Kitteridge, the voluptuous blond that he was now married to, was looking like she had woken up on the wrong side of a broken water bed.  There weren’t any form-fitting dresses in her future.  She was wearing mom jeans, a worn sweater, and a pair of running shoes that she would probably like to use to sprint away in.   
 
    If there was a time machine handy, she would have jumped into it without hesitation.  I have often thought about what I would do with a time travel device.  In movies, characters always talked about visiting famous historical figures and time periods.  I would go in a different direction.  Finding out some winning lottery number and becoming a millionaire would be the top priority.  Second on the list would be never marrying my ex-husband in the first place. 
 
    Rachel’s choice was definitely clear.  Erasing this portion of her life from existence.  If you’re worried that you’ve stumbled into a science fiction story, fear not.  You haven’t.  There wasn’t a time machine handy.  There wasn’t any relief in sight either.  Not when you consider the fact that Justin’s and Rachel’s four-year-old son was throwing a temper tantrum right in the middle of the diner.   
 
    Little Bobby was embarrassing his parents so much that Justin and Rachel didn’t even stop to talk to me when they saw me.  Instead, they grimaced at me as they dragged their son out to the parking lot.  That worked for me.  I didn’t have anything to say to them anyway.  I was perfectly happy smiling to myself and counting my blessings that I wasn’t in their situation.   
 
    At this point, I’ve gone really deep into the weeds.  Please forgive my rambling.  My thoughts enjoy going out for a random stroll every now and then.  But I always get back to my point eventually. 
 
    Whenever I’m working on a case involving suspected infidelity, it’s hard not to draw comparisons to what happened with my ex-husband.  Unfortunately, infidelity cases were the most common type of case in my line of work.  They were always so unpleasant.  Mostly because they typically ended with me making a startling discovery.  In addition, they could also turn dangerous.   
 
    Have you ever been chased by a man who has everything to lose?  I have.  And let me tell you, it’s terrifying.  Not just the first time that it happened either.  Each and every time that it has occurred has been an absolute nightmare.  That’s right.  It had taken place more than once.  Guess what?  All of those times were during infidelity investigations.  I had caught a spouse cheating and had been spotted by the subject that I was investigating.  From there, the race was on.  I bolted back to my car and prayed that I was able to pull away before the subject caught up with me.  Over the years, there had been some close calls.  Too close. 
 
    Infidelity cases weren’t the only ones that had given me trouble.  My hands had been full with a number of other investigations as well.  Honestly, when I took a case, I never knew what might happen.  Things could change in an instant.  My entire world could be turned upside down. 
 
    The crazy part was that I could do everything right during the course of an investigation and still have things blow up in my face.   
 
    One time, I was taking all of the necessary precautions to avoid being spotted, only for a neighbor’s dog to start barking and draw unnecessary attention to me.  Another time, I stepped on a crinkly leaf that crunched a little too loudly under my shoe.   
 
    Right now, you might be asking yourself, why I am bragging about my glamorous private eye life?  Just kidding.  Being an investigator often involved getting my hands dirty.  That was why I relied on humor so heavily.  It helped me cope with the unsavory parts of my job.   
 
    You’d be surprised how helpful peppering in some jokes into daily life could be.  The harsh realities of the world suddenly became easier to swallow.  One of those realities was seeing Jeff Strange cheating on his wife.   
 
    If you’re thinking that Strange is a very odd name for a dude named Jeff, I’m not exactly one to talk.  My last name is Clue.  Names aside, dirty deeds were taking place.  Jeff’s wife, Belinda Strange, had hired me to tail her husband.  She was worried that he might be running around behind her back.   
 
    It turned out that her suspicions were correct.  Jeff was doing the old horizontal mambo with a waitress named Sally Jefferson.  That said, her name and her occupation were sort of irrelevant. All that truly mattered was the fact that she was sleeping with Jeff.  On the flip side, it didn’t hurt to have some extra details.  My clients often asked me a flurry of questions when I followed up with them about a case. 
 
    As I crouched in a bush outside of Sally’s window, I slid my phone out of my pocket.  I then hit the camera icon on my phone and snapped a few photos of the romantic rendezvous that was going on in the bedroom. 
 
    A few photos were all I needed to wrap this case up.  I was then free to head back to my car and drive home.  There was just one problem.  The hundred feet that were between myself and my car were often the hardest to navigate.  I could be spotted.  Either by Jeff or Sally.  Perhaps a neighbor would see me and say something.  Or a dog might start barking.  There was no telling what might happen.   
 
    I made sure to tread carefully.  That proved to be a smart decision.  I was thankfully able to make it back to my car without being spotted.  Or chased.   
 
    As I drove away, I counted my blessings.  I always felt it was important to acknowledge whatever lucky breaks came my way. 
 
    A few minutes later, I arrived back home.  Normally, I turned on the TV for a little while before heading off to bed.  Not that evening.  I wanted some rest.  I had a stressful day ahead of me.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    During the two decades that I had been a private investigator, I had learned a lot of things.  Yet, despite all of my experience, one thing continued to elude me.  I still hadn’t figured out a good way to break bad news to a client.  Maybe that was because all of the options were inherently lousy.  If you have any tips, feel free to share them with me.  It is brutal being the bearer of bad news.  Even so, it was also part of the job.   
 
    Since we were living in the digital age, it was definitely possible to go over all of my discoveries with my client on the phone.  I could have just e-mailed her the photos I had taken.  I also could have just called her rather than meeting with her in person.  Maybe it was my old school mentality, but that sort of interaction felt really unprofessional.   
 
    Regardless of the news that I had to share, I wanted to do it in my office.  Part of that was due to my own personal experience.  I had received a fair share of bad news over the phone.  It always rubbed me the wrong way.   
 
    With all of that in mind, I called Belinda Strange into my office in the morning.  She looked very nervous as she entered my office.  To the point where she didn’t even want to take a seat.  Her fidgeting only made things worse for me.  This meeting was going to be heart wrenching.   
 
    I did my best to break the news to her as gently as possible, but I could only do so much to soften the blow.  There was no way around it.  Her life would never be the same again.  Not only was her marriage over, but a nasty divorce proceeding was ahead of her.  It was going to take a while to cobble her life back together.  There was also a chance that her heart would never be the same again.  A lot of that depended on how strong her spirit was.  And if she was able to ever find love again.   
 
    Having been through a nasty divorce, I felt for her.  Talk about a bumpy road.  I would go over everything that was said during the meeting, but I’d rather not share that with you.  It isn’t because I don’t think you could handle it.  On the contrary, it was more that it just stirred up too many emotions in me to give you a blow by blow.   
 
    After breaking the bad news to Belinda about her husband, I tried to comfort her.  Let’s just say that the results were mixed.  A few minutes later, my client left my office to confront her husband.   
 
    I then leaned back in my chair and took a deep breath.  What a rough start to the morning.  Right then, I couldn’t help but wonder how the rest of my day would play out.  I didn’t have any open cases.  In my mind, that was a good thing.  I could really use a breather.   
 
    Just as I was about to stare out the window, my friend and co-worker, Lisa Williamson, entered my office.  Lisa had been in the business even longer than I had.  In fact, she was my mentor.  We actually shared very similar stories.  Both professionally and personally.  In addition to both being private eyes, we had also suffered through a divorce.   
 
    When Lisa spoke with me, it came from a place of experience.  
 
    “Wow.  You look like you’re the one who is about to go through a divorce, not your client,” Lisa said. 
 
    “You know how it goes sometimes.  You try not to let the cases get to you, but some just end up getting under your skin anyway.  There’s not much you can do about it.” 
 
    “Is it time to bust out the emergency chocolate from my desk?” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    Lisa shrugged.  “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Have you looked at the time?” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s not chocolate o’clock?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  It’s not even nine yet.  If I start eating chocolate now, do you have any idea what kind of a slippery slope that might lead me down?” 
 
    “Obviously, the road to ruin.”  Lisa chuckled at her own joke. 
 
    “Laugh all you want, but if I eat chocolate now, what’s to stop me from having ice cream at lunch?  And cake at dinner?” 
 
    “You’re right.  It could turn into absolute pandemonium.” 
 
    “I’m being serious here.  Once you get a taste for sweets, it’s hard to just go back to eating regular food during the rest of the day.” 
 
    “All right.  If you’re going to get this stressed out about it, I’ll drop it.  The whole point of bringing up the chocolate in the first place was to make you feel better.” 
 
    “I understand.  And your heart was in the right place.  I just need a little bit of time.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  If you happen to need anything else, let me know.” 
 
    I stared off into the distance.  “It never gets easier, does it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Working on adultery cases.  And breaking bad news.” 
 
    “It’s never going to be like playing with kittens and puppies, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Oh, what I’d give to pet a puppy right now.” 
 
    “Maybe we should adopt a puppy for the office.  It could help boost morale.  Not just for us, but our clients.  It could be like an unofficial therapy dog.” 
 
    “As cute as puppies are, they are also really high maintenance.  That isn’t a good combination, given how much time we spend out of the office.” 
 
    “True.  How about an office kitten then?  They are a lot more self-sufficient.  Plus, kittens are universally cute.” 
 
    “They sure are.  Speaking of kittens, maybe watching a few cute cat videos will put me in a better mood.” 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “That said, I am getting hungry.  I think I’ll grab a croissant.  Then I’ll come back and watch some cute cat videos.” 
 
    “Sounds like you have quite the morning planned out.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll even do some paperwork later too.” 
 
    “Let’s not get crazy now.” 
 
    “I know.  Talk about ambitious plans for my day.  But if anyone can pull off such a complicated itinerary, it’s me,” I joked. 
 
    “Well, it’s good to know that you still have your sense of humor even when the emotional times are rough.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  The rougher that times get, the more a sense of humor comes in handy.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    I put my hand on my stomach.  “At the same time, a croissant would come in quite handy right now as well.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes lit up.  “I could definitely go for a chocolate croissant.” 
 
    “Who said anything about chocolate?” 
 
    “If you’re going to indulge, you might as well go all-out.” 
 
    “Had anyone ever told you that you’d make a terrible dietician?” 
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing that I’m not planning on quitting my day job anytime soon.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, do you mind holding down the fort while I head over to the bakery to grab a croissant?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “While you’re there, can you pick me up a chocolate croissant?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Awesome.  I really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Going to Majestic Cove Bakery was about more than just grabbing a treat.  It was also about catching up with an old friend.   
 
    Kristina Fowler ran the place.  We had known each other the majority of our lives.   
 
    “You’re late today,” Kristina said. 
 
    I chuckled.  “Are you feeling all right?  Did you just mistake me for one of your employees?  Because I don’t even have a vague resemblance to anyone who is on your payroll.” 
 
    “I never said you did.  It’s just that you usually come in around the same time every day.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “So, what was the hold up today?” 
 
    “Trust me, I wish I could have come in earlier.  That would have made my taste buds happy.  It certainly would have been more enjoyable than the meeting that I just had with my client.” 
 
    “Do I even want to hear about this?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Yikes.  Guess it was a real doozy then.” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with worse.  Then again, I’ve also dealt with better.” 
 
    “It sounds like you need to get something off of your chest.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to hear this?  Because a few seconds ago, you looked like you were in no position to have this conversation.” 
 
    “Do I ever want to hear bad news?  No.  But you’re my best friend.  I’m always going to be here for you when you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it was just an unpleasant meeting.  Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “All right.  If you change your mind about talking, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “What about you?  How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m hanging in there.  Well, as much as an overworked and hopelessly single person can.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.  Since when are you hopeless?  That must be a new thing.  Didn’t you have hope just as recently as yesterday?” 
 
    “As you know, a lot can happen in a day.” 
 
    “Oh, I hear you.  In the private eye business, a lot can happen in the blink of an eye.  A day can be an eternity.  Especially during a stakeout.  Surveillance time seems to go by in slow motion.” 
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for that.” 
 
    “Forget about me.  We were talking about you.  Did something crazy happen last night?” 
 
    “Crazy?  No.  Sobering?  Yes.  Which is saying a lot, given the fact that I had a couple of drinks last night.” 
 
    “Kristina, what aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “You know that dating site that I signed up for?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, they weren’t able to find me a perfect match.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “How do you think I feel?  I mean, the entire gimmick behind that site is their claim that they can find a perfect match for anyone.  Yet, they drew a blank when it came to me.” 
 
    “Hey, keep your chin up.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that at a time like this?” 
 
    “It’s just a website. 
 
    “Yes, a dating website.” 
 
    “Just because they claim to be experts doesn’t mean that they are.   
 
    “I get that you’re trying to cheer me up, but it’s going to take more than that.” 
 
    “There’s a chance that you might be looking at this the wrong way.” 
 
    “What’s the right way to think about it?” 
 
    “Just because the website wasn’t able to find a perfect match for you doesn’t mean that Mr. Right isn’t out there somewhere.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “That site tries to match you up with someone else who has signed up for their service.  But what if the right guy for you doesn’t have an account with that site?  What if he doesn’t have an online dating account of any kind?” 
 
    Kristina bit the corner of her lip.  “I never thought of that.” 
 
    “See.  Don’t give up hope.  I’m sure Mr. Right is out there somewhere.  You probably just need to find him some other way.” 
 
    “Any ideas about how I can do that?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.  But when I get some free time, I’ll do some brainstorming.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Kristina stared deep into my eyes and folded her arms.  “Now, are you ready to tell me about this case that’s bothering you?” 
 
    “It’s not worth getting into.  I just finished an infidelity case, and you know how much those cases get me worked up.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they?  We both know how hard it is to find a good guy.  Or, someone who appears to be a good guy.  So, when you find one and he turns out to be a chump, how can it not get under your skin?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I mean, look at me.  I’m here struggling to find a first date.  Can you imagine if I end up falling in love with someone, only for them to turn around and cheat on me?”  
 
    “Kristina, I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “Maybe I am.  Then again, what if that’s my future?” 
 
    “Like I said before, keep your chin up.  Your future is bright.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I can feel it.  And you know that my instincts are usually right.” 
 
    “True.  In the meantime, this is quite the rough patch.” 
 
    “It’s definitely not a time in your life that you’ll look back on fondly, that’s for sure.  That’s why you just need to hang in there.” 
 
    “Isn’t that why chocolate was invented?”  Kristina looked into the display case that was in front of her.  “You in the mood for a chocolate chip muffin?”  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re not serious,” Kristina said. 
 
    “Why do you look so surprised?” I asked. 
 
    “Because this is chocolate we’re talking about.  Does food get any tastier than that?” 
 
    “I said this to Lisa a few minutes ago, and I’ll say the same thing to you now.  It’s way too early in the morning for this.” 
 
    “If that’s true then why do chocolate and muffins go so well together?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “You and Lisa are such bad influences on me.” 
 
    “Hey, if you don’t want the muffin, that just means more chocolate for me.” 
 
    “Fine.  I give in,” I said.  “I only have so much willpower.” 
 
    Kristina smiled and took a muffin out of the display case.  “You can thank me later.” 
 
    “While you’re grabbing stuff, can I have two croissants as well?” 
 
    “Wow.  You’re really indulging now, huh?” 
 
    “In my defense, one of those croissants is for Lisa.” 
 
    “Defense?  You’re not on trial here.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?  I feel like I’m being cross examined.” 
 
    “Do I look like I have time to get a law degree?  This bakery keeps me busy enough as it is.” 
 
    “That’s so true.  Besides, you need to use your spare time to find Mr. Right.” 
 
    “Good call.  Although, Mr. Right is more than welcome to find me if he wants.  Honestly, I wouldn’t be opposed to Mr. Right coming through the front door at this very moment.” 
 
    Kristina stared at the entrance to the bakery and waited a few seconds for a man to make his way in. 
 
    The front door did not swing open, however. 
 
    Instead, Kristina just took a deep breath and turned to me. 
 
    “Apparently, the universe is going to make me wait a little bit longer.” 
 
    “What a bummer.  Hang in there.” 
 
    “I’m trying.  But I can only hang by a thread for so long.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    When I came back from the bakery, I thought I’d be able to lean back in my office chair, savor my croissant, and watch some cat videos before starting on some paperwork.  It turned out that the office was much busier than I thought it would be.   
 
    As I came in the front door, I saw Lisa sitting at her desk talking to someone.   
 
    That wasn’t all.  There was a stranger sitting in my office as well.   
 
    Lisa spotted me and got up from her desk.  She met up with me in the reception area. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” she said. 
 
    I held out a bag for her.  “Here’s your croissant.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but that will have to wait.  While you were gone, two new clients came into the office.  I’m talking one right now in my office.  Can you handle the other one?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Of course.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Lisa grabbed the croissant and headed back to her office. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I said. 
 
    She turned around.  “What is it?” 
 
    “The client in my office.  Do you know what she is here about?” 
 
    Lisa grimaced.  “Suspected infidelity, I believe.” 
 
    My heart sank.  “Oh no.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Talk about knocking the wind out of my sails.  After finishing up one suspected infidelity case, the last thing I wanted to deal with was another one.  Then again, when did life ever ask me what I wanted?  There’s no need to strain trying to come up with an answer to that one.  I’ll just tell you straight up.   
 
    Never.   
 
    Not once.   
 
    That’s right.  I’ve never been consulted.  The universe is pretty selfish like that.  Just kidding.  Can you imagine if people got everything they wanted all of the time?  First of all, no one would ever work, because we’d all be rich from winning the lottery.  All sorts of other different problems would arise.  But I didn’t have time to get into them.   
 
    I had to sit down with this new client.  When I entered my office, I introduced myself to the black-haired woman.  I then got her name.  She was Sarah Whitford.     
 
    Even though Lisa mentioned that Sarah was here about suspected infidelity, she didn’t appear to be a hundred-percent convinced of that.  Perhaps my co-worker had gotten it wrong.  Wouldn’t that be nice?  I could certainly go for a different type of case right about then.  There was only one way to know for sure.     
 
    “How can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it.  I’m worried that my boyfriend might be cheating on me,” Sarah revealed. 
 
    So much for Lisa possibly being wrong.  She had it dead on.  I could feel my stomach beginning to turn.  Suddenly, this had the makings of a very long day. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah.  I’ve been having a really rough time lately,” Sarah said.   
 
    “Do you have any actual evidence that your boyfriend is cheating?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “No.  Well, at least, not yet.  That’s where you come in.  I was hoping you could find out the truth.” 
 
    “I can certainly try.” 
 
    “I need you to do more than try.  I have to know the truth.” 
 
    “Ms. Whitford, I assure you, if I take this case, I will do everything in my power to get answers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if?” 
 
    “Before I agree to work on a case, I like to have as much information as possible.  I want to know exactly what I’m getting into.” 
 
    “Right.  Of course.” 
 
    “With that in mind, why don’t you tell me what makes you suspect your boyfriend is cheating on you?” 
 
    “I have been getting this creeping feeling in the back of my head.  It has really started to nag me.  At first, I tried ignoring it.  But it’s no use.  Have you ever had that happen to you?” 
 
    “More times than I’d like to admit.” 
 
    “I’m glad you know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Some people would call that woman’s intuition.  Whatever you want to refer to it as, you should never ignore it.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.  It’s just hard when your intuition is telling you that something awful might be going on.” 
 
    “It’s definitely far from ideal.  I guess the question becomes, is your intuition right?” 
 
    “If I had an answer to that, I wouldn’t be here right now.” 
 
    “I hear you.  What I meant was, is your intuition the only thing that brought you here?  Or do you have other reasons to believe that your boyfriend is running around behind your back?” 
 
    “The amount of time that he’s been spending with his good friend.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  That doesn’t sound suspicious to me.  Unless this friend happens to be a woman.” 
 
    “It isn’t.  It’s a male friend.” 
 
    “Okay.  What’s the problem then?” 
 
    “When I say they’re hanging out a lot, I mean constantly.  They get together almost every night after work.  Or, at least, they claim to be.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Trevor tells me that he’s hanging out with Mitch the entire time, but I don’t buy it.  I think he just wants me to believe that he’s been spending all of this time at Mitch’s place when in reality he’s been going somewhere else.  With someone else.” 
 
    “As in, a woman?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I see now,” I said.  “Have you ever called Trevor to check up on him when he’s supposedly at Mitch’s place?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He’ll pick up and talk with me briefly, but he always tries to rush me off of the phone.” 
 
    “Have you asked to speak with Mitch, to see what he has to say?” 
 
    “I’ve tried that a couple of times.  Trevor will tell me that Mitch is in the bathroom.  Or that he’s busy in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Does Mitch ever come to the phone?” 
 
    “He has maybe once.  I can’t tell if that’s just a fluke or not.  I mean, what if Trevor does go over and see Mitch for a few minutes before meeting up with a woman later?” 
 
    “That could be a possibility.” 
 
    “Yeah.  A heartbreaking one.” 
 
    “Don’t get too ahead of yourself.  You don’t know anything for sure.” 
 
    “Not yet.  Which is why I want to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible.  Will you take my case?” 
 
    “Yes.  I can get working on it right away.” 
 
    “Good. 
 
    “I just need a little bit of information first.” 
 
    “Of course.  I’ll tell you everything I know.” 
 
    “Great.  I just have a few additional questions for you.”   
 
    She bit her lip.  “Before we get to that, can I ask you one thing first?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Is there any chance that I’m wrong?  Is it possible that I’m just being paranoid?” 
 
    “It’s too early for me to tell in this case.” 
 
    “Forget about this case for a moment.  What about the other investigations that you’ve conducted.  How often do cases like this end poorly?” 
 
    I hesitated before replying, “Do you really want to know the answer to that?” 
 
    “Maybe not.  But I already asked, so just go ahead and tell me.” 
 
    “Most of the time, if someone has enough suspicion to hire me to investigate, there’s something there.” 
 
    Sarah looked completely deflated.  “Oh.” 
 
    “But you never know what might happen.  Each case is different.  There have been times when I’ve been able to deliver surprisingly good news to a client.  Perhaps that will take place this time.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.  I’d love to be wrong.” 
 
    “There’s something you don’t hear from a woman every day.” 
 
    She laughed.  “You sure don’t.  If it means that my relationship will be saved, I would gladly be wrong about this.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    So much for taking it easy.  Watching cute cat videos was out of the question now.  As was paperwork.  I had some serious work to get down to.  I got as much information out of Sarah as I could.  I then went to work.  Part of that involved doing some internet research.  There would also be a lot of surveillance activity out in the field.   
 
    Before I delved into Trevor’s social media profile, I leaned back in my chair and thought about what strange luck I had.  What were the odds that I’d end up going from one case to another so quickly?  And that the new case would be centered around cheating?  As a businesswoman, I hated to admit this, but I just wanted the rest of the day off.  The last thing I wanted right then was a client with a case like this. 
 
    Now, you might be saying to yourself, I work for myself.  I’m my own boss.  I can turn down any case at any time for any reason.  You’d be right.  There was just one problem with that logic.  My bills weren’t going to pay themselves.  If I turned down clients, I was costing myself money. Besides, it was a bad look to be turning down work.  If anything, most of the time I felt like I needed to go out of my way and bring in more clients, not turn walk-ins away. 
 
    On top of that, Sarah seemed like a nice lady.  With a good heart.  She deserved answers.  I was in the best position to discover the truth.  Because of that, I decided to shelve my pity and get to work.   
 
    I never expected much out of internet searches, but they were always worth conducting.  After all, what if the answers that I was looking for were just a few clicks away?  How foolish would I feel if I put in a bunch of hard work when only a little bit of social media scouring was required? 
 
    Ultimately, that wasn’t the case this time.  I didn’t find any evidence of Trevor cheating from his social media accounts.  The next step was to hit the streets.  Just like with most investigations, surveillance was necessary.   
 
    Trevor McDaniel worked as a florist in town.  That put him in contact with a lot of different women throughout the course of his work day.   
 
    According to Sarah, her boyfriend’s suspicious behavior took place at night.  What if the root of the problem was at work, though?  It was worth looking into.  In my experience, it never hurt to put in a little extra work.  Maybe staking out in front of the floral shop where Trevor worked would give me a lead.  There was also a slim possibility that I’d be able to get a quick answer of some sort.   
 
    Don’t get me wrong.  I was rooting for Sarah’s suspicions to be unfounded.  I always prayed for the best outcome in any given case.  With this investigation, that would be to turn up zero evidence that Trevor was cheating.   
 
    I knew that wasn’t up to me, however.  Everything was in Trevor’s hands.   
 
    Regardless of the outcome of this case, I wanted it to be a short one.  In my mind, the quicker the investigation, the better.  Drawn out investigations were excruciating.  There was nothing worse than putting in a lot of time and effort into a case and then getting hit with a shot of bad news. 
 
    I was getting a little ahead of myself.  As I parked across the street from the floral shop, the stake out was just beginning. 
 
    One thing struck me immediately.  I was so happy that the floral shop had big windows.  That allowed me to see a great deal of the action unfolding from the street.  The only exception were the rare times that Trevor stepped into the back for a minute. 
 
    During the early stages of the case, I didn’t even have to leave my car.  Of course, by remaining in my vehicle, I couldn’t hear what was being said inside the shop.  But body language was often very telling. 
 
    If Trevor got flirty with one of the customers, it would be unmistakable.   
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was so focused on what was going on over at the floral shop that I jumped a little bit in my seat when my phone rang.  To be fair, I thought I had put my phone on vibrate.  Clearly, I was wrong.  That was a mistake.  It was a good thing I was sitting in my car.  If I was out in the open, or outside of someone’s window trying to be clandestine, it could blow my cover. 
 
    In my defense, my day had gone differently than I thought it would.  There was always an adjustment period when a client just came into the office at random.  After wrapping up my previous case, I just thought I would end up spending my afternoon doing some paperwork.  
 
    One thing was clear.  I had to get my act together.  The biggest advantage that I had as a private eye was my anonymity.  I can’t tell you how many cases I had worked on when the subject I was tailing never knew I was there.  In that way, I was a lot like a ninja. 
 
    Yes, I did just compare myself to a ninja.  And no, I will not make any apologies for that.  I’m not pretending like I’m a master of martial arts or anything.  Or that I have some crazy awesome mystical powers.  Although, that would be fantastic.  I certainly wouldn’t turn those down.  It was more that in one small way, I had a slight overlapping skill with a ninja 
 
    I won’t belabor that point anymore.  Instead, I’ll say this.  Remaining in the shadows was a very good thing in my line of work.  Honestly, nine times out of ten, when I actually spoke to the subject, it was because something had gone horribly wrong.  Either because the subject was chasing me.  Or some other snafu had taken place.  On the flip side, there were rare occurrences when I had to have a conversation with a subject under an assumed identity to get the job done.  But let me tell you.  I could count on one hand the number of times that had happened in my career.   
 
    As my phone rang for the third time, I realized that I had gotten completely off topic.  I know, shocking, right?  But hey, I can admit my faults.  And one of them was letting my mind wander a little too far afield. 
 
    In my staunch defense, I wasn’t used to my phone ringing very often.  It dinged pretty regularly throughout the day.  For example, when I received a text message.  Which brought up an interesting point.   
 
    I checked the caller identification screen on my phone.  We lived in the age of texting.  I realized that phones were designed for making calls, but the vast majority of the time, I actually used the device to send text messages.  Or to surf the internet.  When I did actually get a phone call, it was either really important, or a telemarketer was calling me.  What a wide spectrum that was, huh? 
 
    When I looked at the caller identification screen on my phone and saw my mother’s name listed, I wasn’t quite sure what to think.  Andrea Clue was a very sweet woman who had a heart of gold.  But when it came to phone calls, she was a hard person to read.  Sometimes, she phoned me with breaking news.  The type of information that could not be ignored.  Other times, she was just interested in casual chatter.  She just wanted to share some gossip from the neighborhood.  That sort of thing. 
 
    That was why I wished she would embrace texting.  It would be a lot easier to figure out what she actually wanted before I became embroiled in a random discussion about her book club.  Of course, maybe the reason that she was so slow to embrace the texting life was because she knew I wasn’t a fan of random chatter in the middle of a work day.  Bless her heart, but as a retiree, the days just sort of blended together.  That was one of the luxuries she had since she no longer had to work for a living. 
 
    As much as my mother did love to chat, I felt like it was important to take her call just in case there was some sort of emergency.  
 
    “Mom, is everything all right?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  Not at all,” she replied. 
 
    My heart sank.  Suddenly, I was really glad that I picked up the phone.  If something crazy had gone down, I wanted to know about it.  Especially if my mother was in danger.  Or if she was having some sort of medical emergency.   
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
    “Mischief threw up on the carpet again,” she replied. 
 
    In case you’re feeling confused right now, let me clarify something.  Mischief was the name of my mother’s cat.  She also had a companion cat called Mayhem.  I know, those were pretty wild names, huh?  Even for a pair of felines.  That being said, with names like that, it shouldn’t be surprising that trouble was a common occurrence at my mother’s house.   
 
    Perhaps you’re wondering which came first, the weird names or the misbehavior.  According to the shelter that my mom adopted them from, the two little furry guys got their names after they started causing shenanigans in the animal shelter.   
 
    My apologies to my mom’s carpet, but when I asked her if everything was all right, I had much bigger worries on my mind than cat vomit.  If an actual emergency had taken place, my mother definitely would have led with that.  Right?  That’s what I wanted to believe.  There was only one way to know for sure. 
 
    Before I had the chance to open my mouth and reply, my mom kept talking.   
 
    “I should probably rip out the carpet and just put down tile.  That would save me a lot of heartache,” she said.   
 
    “Mom, not to downplay your big redecorating decision, but is this all you called about?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    So much for breathing a sigh of relief.  Maybe my mother really did bury the lead.   
 
    “What is it then?” I asked. 
 
    “I just wanted to remind you to bring dessert when you and Scott come over for dinner tonight.”   
 
    Right.  Dinner.  Those plans had completely slipped my mind.  My mother, my boyfriend, and I were supposed to meet up that evening.  Barring some crazy twist in this case, I wouldn’t be able to make it to dinner.   
 
    That made the rest of this conversation quite awkward.  Even though my mom was an understanding woman, I knew she was really looking forward to this dinner.  That was especially true because Scott and I worked a lot of nights.  It wasn’t terribly easy to get our schedules lined up so that both of our evenings were free.   
 
    “Mom, there’s something that I need to tell you about dinner,” I said. 
 
    “Did you forget to make dessert last night?  Because you could always stop by the bakery and pick something up.  I’m not picky.  I just want a treat,” my mom said. 
 
    “I hate to say it, but I have some bad news for you.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.  You know I hate bad news.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of bad news either.  Let’s be honest.  Who is?” 
 
    “No one is.  That’s kind of the point.” 
 
    “Mom, this is already hard enough.  Can you just let me get through this?” 
 
    “You really have me worried now.  What’s going on?” 
 
    “To start, I’m going to have to cancel our dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Why?  What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing crazy.  I’m just in the middle of a case.” 
 
    “I’m confused.  I thought you finished a case.” 
 
    “I did.  This is a new one.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re really keeping busy, huh?” 
 
    “Go figure.  Who knew there were so many suspicious things to investigate in this small town of ours?”  
 
    “I certainly had no clue.  What’s wrong with people?” 
 
    “Mom, I don’t have nearly enough time to answer that.  Like I said, I’m kind of busy right now.” 
 
    “Of course.”  She took a deep breath.  “Drats.  What a shame.  I was really looking forward to our dinner.” 
 
    “I know.  And I’m sorry about that.  But we’ll reschedule.  I promise.” 
 
    “I realize that.  I guess the question is, how many times are we going to have to reschedule?” 
 
    “Mom, don’t get so down.  There’s always a chance that next time everything works out just fine.” 
 
    “Maybe.  That’s not going to help me with dessert tonight.” 
 
    “You can still get dessert.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?  Has the bakery started a delivery service?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m sitting on my couch wearing sweatpants.  And I don’t plan on getting up anytime soon.” 
 
    “Not even for dessert?” 
 
    “Not if I can have it delivered to my front door.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s not an option.” 
 
    “What a shame.  Dessert on demand needs to become a thing.  After all, this is the digital age, not the dessert dark ages.” 
 
    I chuckled.  “Don’t you think you’re going a little overboard?  You’re retired.  What’s stopping you from just driving over to the bakery?” 
 
    “I already told you, I’m busy sitting on my couch.” 
 
    “Wow, you really have gotten spoiled in retirement, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I be?  Isn’t that the entire point of retirement?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.  If you want dessert, you’re just going to have to get up.” 
 
    “You should tell Kristina that she should really start a delivery service.” 
 
    “Maybe she would if she was running some big-city bakery.  You know just as well as I do that small town life is different.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  Although, judging by what you tell me about the cases that you work on, we have plenty of big-city problems.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I need to get back to my current investigation.  Have a good rest of your day.” 
 
    “I’ll try.  Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I felt bad rushing my mother off of the phone, but I really did have to get back to work.  It just wasn’t as urgent as I made things out to be.  My mom just had vastly different priorities than I did.  The woman was retired.  She could get off of her couch if she truly wanted to and drive to the bakery.  She had just gotten lazy.  Or a little too relaxed for her own good.  Whatever way she wanted to phrase it.   
 
    If I had not gotten her off the phone right then, she probably would have kept talking for half an hour.  Oh, to have all the time in the world.  How sweet would that be? 
 
    I didn’t have the luxury of spending my afternoon lounging on my couch, but I did have just enough time to call my detective boyfriend.  This wasn’t going to be as much of a casual chat as I wanted it to be.  He didn’t know about the new case I was working on.  He also didn’t know that I wouldn’t be able to make it to dinner.  I would have to break that news to him.  
 
    I dialed Scott’s number.  His phone only rang twice before he picked up.  It was rare for him to answer that quickly.  His job as a police detective was typically the reason for that.  If he was in the middle of working on a case, he couldn’t exactly drop everything to chat on the phone.  That afternoon was different.  His current work schedule had a ton to do with that.  Either way, it was nice to hear his voice. 
 
    “Melody, I was just thinking about you,” Scott said. 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was going to call you to see if you wanted to grab a bite to eat.” 
 
    “I’d love to—” 
 
    “Awesome.  I’m having this wild cheeseburger craving.” 
 
    “Honey, you didn’t let me finish.  I’d love to grab a cheeseburger with you, but I’m in the middle of a work day.” 
 
    “I know you’re in the middle of your day.  But are you working?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Sorry.  I didn’t realize that.  I thought you had a meeting this morning, but then a wide open schedule after that.” 
 
    “That was the original plan.  You know how things go sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh no.  Did your day get turned upside down?” 
 
    “It’s gone a little sideways on me, but not quite upside down.  I’m just in the middle of a new case.” 
 
    “That’s a shame.” 
 
    “When it comes to getting a cheeseburger, yes.  When it comes to fattening my wallet, no.” 
 
    “Guess I’ll be dining like a king all alone then.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  Did you just refer to eating a cheeseburger as dining like a king?” 
 
    “This isn’t just going to be any old burger.  This is going to be a bacon double cheeseburger.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Right.  That changes everything.  Let me get your crown ready.” 
 
    “Don’t forget my throne too.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re really committing to this bit.” 
 
    “What can I say?  I have the day off.  I have plenty of time on my hands.” 
 
    “Clearly.  Well, good for you.  You’ve earned some downtime.  I just wish I could join you.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.  This impromptu burger run was always going to be a longshot.  But at least we’ll have dinner tonight.” 
 
    “About that—” 
 
    “Uh-oh.  Why am I getting a bad feeling right now?” 
 
    “I hate to say it, but it looks like dinner is going to be canceled for tonight.  Unless you want to go over to my mother’s house all by yourself.” 
 
    “You’re a funny woman, you know that?” 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t want to spend the entire evening sitting at my mother’s kitchen table listening to her ask when we’re going to get married and have kids?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong.  That does sound like an amazing way to spend one of my rare nights off of work, but I think I’m going to pass.” 
 
    “All right.  Just thought I’d throw that option out there.” 
 
    “Look.  Your mother is a great lady, but—” 
 
    “Scott, you don’t have to finish that sentence.  I was just messing with you.  I love my mother with all of my heart.  But when she gets an idea in her mind, she refuses to drop it.  And she’s on a mission to become a grandma.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding.  You know, with her tenacity, she would have made a great detective.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.  Let me tell you something.   Now that she’s retired, work is nothing more than a distant memory.” 
 
    “I’ve heard good things about retirement.  Maybe one day I’ll get a taste of it.  In the meantime, I just need to appreciate the rare days off that come my way.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I won’t take up any more of your time rambling about my mom.  Instead, I’ll let you go out and get that delicious cheeseburger.” 
 
    “I have to admit, it won’t taste quite the same without you.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that.  I’m sorry I’m missing it.  I’m even more bummed about tonight, though.” 
 
    “I get it.  You can’t turn down work.  Your bills aren’t going to pay themselves.” 
 
    “They certainly won’t.  What a shame that is.” 
 
    “Hey, this won’t be my last day off ever.” 
 
    “No.  Still, I’m going to see how this investigation goes.  Maybe I’ll get lucky and be able to wrap it up quickly.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice?  If that happens, you know how to reach me.” 
 
    “Either way, I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.  Stay safe.”    
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Timing could be such a strange beast.  What were the odds that Scott would have all the time in the world just as I was busy working on a case?  Oh well.  That was just how life played out sometimes.  There was no reason to linger on it.  Especially since there was nothing I could do about it.   
 
    I went back to staring at the floral shop.  As much as it would have been nice for some wild twist to take place during the course of Trevor’s work day, that didn’t occur.  I basically spent my afternoon watching Trevor go through a routine work shift.   
 
    It was actually pretty incredible just how unremarkable his afternoon was.  Don’t get me wrong.  Not all jobs were inherently interesting, but I just couldn’t get over the fact that nothing vaguely intriguing took place during the entire time that I watched him. 
 
    By the time he clocked out, I was ready for a change of scenery.  I certainly got one.  He didn’t waste any time leaving the shop.  He then headed out to the parking lot and jumped into his red sedan.  This was where things could really get interesting.  Where would he go? 
 
    According to Sarah, Trevor’s plan was to hang out with one of his friends.  Did he tell his girlfriend the truth?  Or was that just a cover story? 
 
    Unlike with some of my previous cases, the stage was set to get a relatively quick answer.  That worked for me.  Even though I billed by the hour, I also charged an additional flat fee for the completion of a case.  Besides, after jumping from one infidelity case to another, I welcomed a speedy resolution to this investigation. 
 
    I was getting ahead of myself again.  Say Trevor did go over to his friend’s place.  It didn’t mean that he would stay there.  In addition, suppose that Trevor just hung out with a buddy that evening.  That wouldn’t be definitive evidence that he wasn’t cheating.  It would just mean that I would have to follow Trevor around longer in order to discover the truth. 
 
    When Trevor pulled out of the parking lot, he headed north.  Not to a residential area of town, mind you, but to another commercial district.  A few minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot of an Italian restaurant.   
 
    As he parked his car and went inside, I moved to the edge of my seat.  Was he going to meet up with someone here?  His buddy Mitch?  Or possibly a woman? 
 
    Rather than getting a table, Trevor headed over to the front counter and placed a to-go order.  He then stood around stared at his phone for a few minutes while the restaurant staff prepared his food. 
 
    Once his order was ready, Trevor grabbed it and headed out.  So much for a big break.  Although, one thing did stand out about his stop at the restaurant.  He sure seemed to order a bunch of food.  As in, enough grub for two people. 
 
    Trevor returned to his car and drove east.  He arrived at Euclid Road a few minutes later.  The street was lined with midcentury homes.  It was a nice little neighborhood.  There were plenty of trees on the street and well-manicured lawns.   
 
    Trevor pulled into the driveway of a blue house and then went up the walkway with the Italian food in tow.  When he knocked on the front door, I felt like the moment of truth was upon me. 
 
    Would a woman answer the door? 
 
    Surprisingly, no.  A brown-haired man swung open the front door and greeted Trevor with a smile.   
 
    Trevor and the brown-haired man both went inside.  At that point, I had to readjust my expectations a little bit.  After all, just because Trevor truly was meeting up with a friend didn’t mean that he would be at this house for long.  What if he just ate his meal and then headed out again? 
 
    I couldn’t let my guard down.  Apparently, I couldn’t just stay in my car and watch from afar much longer either.  Mysteriously enough, when Trevor and the brown-haired guy went into the living room, they closed the blinds.  How odd.  Generally, people only closed their blinds when they wanted privacy.  Or when they were doing something that they wanted to hide.   
 
    Just a few moments ago, the man’s blinds were wide open.  So, why did he decide to close them all of a sudden?  What was going on in that living room?  Was it innocuous?  Or something suspicious?   
 
    My mind started going a little nuts thinking about all of the possibilities.  What if they were about to do drugs?  Or something else illegal?  Then again, perhaps they just wanted to eat their food in private.  Just because a salacious thought popped into my head didn’t mean there was any validity to it. 
 
    Although, my gut did start acting up on me right then.  My instincts were telling me to get out of my car.  I made my way over to the house’s living room window.  There was a bush just in front of the house.  That could act as a nice hiding place.  Not just from Trevor possibly looking out, but also from one of the neighbor’s spotting me.   
 
    If one of the neighbors took notice of me, it would blow my cover.  I’d also have a lot of explaining to do.  That would make it nearly impossible to do my job.   
 
    At the same time, I hated hiding out in front of a person’s house.  Heading off to the side gave me better cover.  Besides, with the blinds closed, the best I could do was to try and listen for anything suspicious.  Auditory cues were one thing, but nothing quite beat having a good line of sight to a subject I was investigating. 
 
    That was why I decided to head over to the side of the house.  That proved to be a wise decision.  The brown-haired man had closed the blinds slightly, but not entirely.  That was a big mistake.  The blinds were open just enough for me to get a decent look inside. 
 
    Let me tell you, I was in for the surprise of my life.  All I had to do was take one look in the window to realize that my gut wasn’t acting up for nothing.   
 
    It turned out that Trevor hadn’t just come over to meet his buddy.  Or to eat Italian food.  There was something else on his plate as well.   
 
    What was it exactly?   
 
    Kissing.  Yes, you heard me right.  When I looked into the living room, I saw Trevor kissing the brown-haired man.  Not just a light peck on the lips either.  They were really going at it.  I’m talking about a full-on make out session.   
 
    I will spare you all the details, but suffice it to say, things went a lot further than that.  As a matter of fact, they got pretty graphic.  I grabbed my phone to snap a few photos.  I also recorded a little bit of video.  Just enough to show my client what her boyfriend was doing behind her back. 
 
    Talk about a heartbreaking discovery.  Sarah was going to be absolutely shocked.  How could she not?  Even I was briefly at a loss for words.  That was pretty telling.  I had seen all sorts of wild things on the job.  But never something quite as unexpected as this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I called Sarah into my office to share my findings with her.  I was not looking forward to this conversation.  Sharing bad news was already uncomfortable enough.  But the unique nature of my discovery made things infinitely worse.  After twenty years on the job, I thought I had seen almost everything.  I was dead wrong.  This was all-new to me. 
 
    When I broke the bad news to Sarah, she was understandably shaken.  She actually began to tremble a little.  I felt awful for her.   
 
    Normally, when I finished speaking, my client would say something immediately.  Sarah didn’t do that.  She remained quiet.  A little too silent for my liking.  It was one thing to take some time to process her feelings.  It was another to completely shut down.   
 
    It got to the point where I wanted to speak up and say something just to fill the room with some sort of noise.  When a few extra seconds went by, I decided to do that. 
 
    Ironically, just as I opened my mouth to speak, Sarah finally replied.   
 
    “No wonder you didn’t want to give me an update over the phone,” Sarah said. 
 
    I nodded.  “There are some things that just need to be discussed in person.” 
 
    “I’m going to be brutally honest with you.  I don’t know what to say right now.  I was completely unprepared for this.” 
 
    “It took me by surprise too.” 
 
    “I feel like I just got run over by a truck.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  It’s definitely heartbreaking news.” 
 
    Sarah lowered her head and fell silent again.  Oh dear.  Was she going to clam up? 
 
    “Take your time.  You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to,” I remarked.  
 
    After grimacing for a moment, a flurry of emotions poured out of Sarah.  “Actually, I do have a lot to say.  I can’t believe it.  I feel like such a fool.  How did I not see this?” 
 
    I shook my head.  “This isn’t your fault.” 
 
    “You say that, but I feel duped.” 
 
    “Trevor has a lot of explaining to do, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hold my breath.  He’s gone this far to keep the truth from me.” 
 
    “True.  Although, now he’s going to have no choice but to come clean.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe that, but it’s incredible what men are willing to lie about sometimes.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “What I can’t figure out is why Trevor bothered dating me in the first place?  If he’s attracted to men, he should have just come out and told me that.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t realize that he was attracted to men.  Perhaps he’s bi-sexual.” 
 
    “You might be right.  Then again, that part doesn’t really matter.  What’s important is the fact that he’s been cheating on me in the first place.  It’s not like my heart would be any less broken if you had spotted him with a woman rather than a man.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “I just wish he was honest with me.  If our relationship was doomed, if he stopped caring about me, he should have just come out and told me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me.  I’m with you.  Trevor is the problem here.” 
 
    Sarah nodded.  “In more ways than one.  I just wish he had been honest with me from the get-go.  Think of all the heartbreak that he could have spared me.  Instead, he just took a jackhammer to my soul.” 
 
    “That’s so brutal.  I feel for you,” I said.  “I also wish I had answers for you.” 
 
    “Let’s face it.  There are no good answers in this situation.  Every road ends in heartbreak.  Even if Trevor comes clean, what difference will it make?  It’s over between us.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you’re not the one who should be apologizing.” 
 
    “I realize that, but I still feel terrible.  When I took this case, I was rooting for you.  At the start of a new investigation, I always pray for good news.  I was really hoping that Trevor truly was just hanging out with a friend.” 
 
    “Oh, he was hanging out with a friend, all right.  A secret boyfriend.”  Sarah then let out a scream.  “Well, the secret is out now.  And a reckoning is coming.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Months later 
 
      
 
    When you work in the investigative business, every case left a lasting impact on you in its own way.  Some cases only took a few days to get over.  Others left deep scars.  Then there were the cases that were completely unforgettable.  For all the wrong reasons.  I had experience with both ends of the spectrum.   
 
    Thankfully, scars had a way of healing.  Even emotional ones.  It often took time.  And that was just for me.  I could only imagine what my clients went through.   
 
    That brought up an interesting point.  The private eye business was a strange one.  Information that I discovered during the course of a case could often change a person’s life.  Or multiple people’s lives.  But my involvement in their lives ended with the closing of the case.  From there, I moved on to the next investigation.   
 
    My clients had a different journey.  Their stories didn’t end the minute they left my office.  As a matter of fact, what took place when they got back to their cars represented the beginning of an entirely new story in their lives.   
 
    Most of the time, I wasn’t a part of that story.  That wasn’t a conscious decision on my part.  I didn’t try to actively avoid any of my former clients.  We just ran in different circles.  Or our paths didn’t happen to cross.  This was especially common with big city private eyes.  Honestly, if I lived in a metropolitan area, there was a good chance that I could go the rest of my life without running into the majority of my former clients again.   
 
    Majestic Cove was anything but a big city.  It also wasn’t so small that I rubbed elbows with everyone in town whenever I left my house.  It fell into that nice middle ground.  With around twenty-five thousand full-time residents, I did occasionally run into various people from the past.  Just not every day.  Or every week even.   
 
    When the past did creep up on me, it could sometimes get awfully uncomfortable.  Other times, it wasn’t so bad.   
 
    On that particular Tuesday morning in October, I was at the grocery store when a chance encounter came my way.  I had just left the frozen food aisle where I had picked up a quart of ice cream.  It was rocky road, in case you’re curious.   
 
    When I pushed my shopping cart around the corner, I spotted Sarah.  Just in time too.  If my reflexes were a little slower, our carts would have collided.  Thankfully, we narrowly averted that fate.   
 
    I pulled my cart back a little and stared at her.  She looked different.  To start, her hair was now black.  In addition, her demeanor stood out to me.  She didn’t look like she was about to pull her hair out.  That was refreshing.  As a matter of fact, she looked genuinely happy.  How cool was that? 
 
    “Melody.  It’s good to see you,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Wow.  Look at you.  Smiling and everything,” I said. 
 
    “I know, right?  It’s safe to say that I’m in a much better mood than the last time we saw each other.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?  The difference is night and day.” 
 
    “In a good way.” 
 
    “Of course.  I mean, you almost look like a completely different person.” 
 
    “I feel like one.  It’s pretty great.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear that.  Although, I have to admit, I’m a little surprised.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  Honestly, this is a pretty new development.  If you had run into me even a couple of weeks ago, I would be in much different shape.” 
 
    “How different are we talking?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that it took me quite a while to get back on my feet.  The last few months have been pretty dark.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Did you really expect anything different?  Break ups are absolutely gut wrenching.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.  I’ve been there.” 
 
    “For a while, I started to wonder if there was a light at the end of the tunnel.” 
 
    “I’m glad you hung in there.” 
 
    “Hanging in there is one thing.  Having it payoff is another.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, when did things start to change for you?” 
 
    “When I met William.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.  There’s a new man in your life now.” 
 
    “There sure is.  And he’s wonderful.” 
 
    “It’s so good to hear that.” 
 
    “I have some seriously high hopes for this relationship.” 
 
    “I hope everything works out for you.” 
 
    Sarah crossed her fingers.  “So do I.” 
 
    I gave her a smile.   
 
    “Enough about me, though.  How are things going with you?” 
 
    “I can’t complain.  At least, not too much.”  I laughed at my own joke. 
 
    “In all seriousness, are you doing all right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m doing just fine.” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear that.” 
 
    “It sure is.  It’s always a blessing when ice cream is a delicious dessert instead of a requirement to help me get through the day.” 
 
    “Speaking of ice cream, I’d love some caramel swirl right now.” 
 
    “Look at you, giving me a craving.  I was all ready to stick with just rocky road.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something, after everything I’ve been through, I could go the rest of my life without staring down another rocky road,” she joked. 
 
    I laughed.  “I’ll bet you could.  In that case, caramel swirl, for the win.” 
 
    The End. 
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