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      “Organic dog treats are easy to make at home unless you’re stupid,” the cooking instructor groaned as he dumped pumpkin purée into a mixing bowl. “Sadly for humanity, most people are real dumb.”

      Granny and I exchanged confused glances. We were at the California Cooking Institute, a cooking school renowned for world-class instruction, but the guy teaching at the front of the room was far from world-class.

      “This guy needs to quit his job, move to Alaska, and find himself. He’s clearly not happy at CCI.” Granny opened her can of pumpkin purée and poured it into a mixing bowl, just as the instructor had.

      “He’s probably bitter that he has to teach a class on making dog treats,” I said. “All the instructors of these classes are students at the school. I don’t think most people come here and pay such high tuition to teach strangers how to cook for dogs.”

      “The guy thinks people are dumber than dogs,” said Granny. “I’m pretty sure that’s a direct quote from earlier in the class. I’ll give him credit, he has a lot of creative ways to say people are dumb. Since the beginning of class, he’s compared people to stumps, rocks, and logs.”

      I glanced back up at the instructor, who was at that point stirring his pumpkin purée like it had killed his mother. His name tag said “Brian,” although he’d told us to call him “Professor Lee.” Thick-rimmed glasses were perched on his nose, and he wore a white chef’s coat and puffy chef’s hat.

      “Alright. So only a few more steps to make this gross mush into adorbs little doggie bones. Woo. Hoo. OK. When you’re done mixing this pumpkin, toss in half a cup of organic peanut butter. I’m not sure why dogs need to eat organic peanut butter, but you people paid a hundred and fifty dollars each to learn how to cook this junk, so maybe you can tell me.”

      A chubby, older lady perked up in the front row. “My Harold deserves the best dog treats, made with love. He’s the cutest little Cocker Spaniel, and he’s been my companion for ten years. When I get sad, Harold – ”

      The instructor held up his hand. “I’m sorry I asked. Dog people are nuts. Not as bad as cat people but close.”

      A disgruntled murmur swept across the room. Every single one of us was a dog person or a cat person, or both. Although I wanted to empathize with the grumpy chef, I agreed with the woman up front. Animals deserved delicious treats just as much as humans deserved delicious people treats.

      “I agree with that nice woman up front,” I said, projecting confidence in my voice. “Dogs are great, and they deserve nice things.”

      The woman looked back and smiled at me. “Thank you.”

      I smiled back. “You’re welcome.”

      The woman perked up a little. “Hold on a second. You own that incredible pet salon, Creature Comforts, don’t you? I read about your shop in the Toluca Tribune, and I’ve been meaning to stop by. I heard you pamper pets perfectly.”

      Granny chuckled. “That’s our motto.”

      A sullen teaching assistant cleared her throat from her spot at the back of the room. “Let’s not get distracted, people. Professor Lee is only part way through his instruction.” The woman walked down the center aisle peering in the mixing bowls of each student as she passed. “From the looks of the sloppy work among the student body, you only seem to be paying half-attention.”

      The woman wore chef’s whites like Professor Lee. But she had a much more alternative vibe than he did, complete with a nose ring and a large tattoo peeking up from her collar and climbing onto her neck. The woman’s energy was that of pure, unbridled apathy, if apathy is something that can be unbridled in the first place.

      Granny nudged me. “I’m beginning to think this doggie treats cooking class might have been a waste of money.”

      “At least it wasn’t our money,” I said. “The people of Toluca Lake pooled their funds to give us this gift after we solved our last mystery. It would’ve been rude if we didn’t attend.”

      “Why couldn’t they have pooled some more substantial funds and gifted us a trip to Mexico?” Granny dumped some peanut butter into her mixing bowl. “Cheapskates. My, my, my. You’ve never truly danced until you’ve danced salsa with a hot, young Mexican man.”

      “Granny.” My eyes widened, as did my smile. “Have you danced salsa with a hot, young Mexican man?”

      “Not yet. That’s why I need this trip.”

      The conversation with Granny had distracted me from my baking, so I hurried to catch up to the rest of the class. I plopped some pumpkin into the bowl. It was human grade and organic but didn’t look quite appetizing, all mushy and brownish-orange down there. Despite some hiccups, I truly was grateful for the opportunity to take the class, and I was glad to have the support of my community.

      See, I grew up in Toluca Lake, but I spent the past few years living over on the East Coast in a little town called Pine Grove. Pine Grove was nice, and the people there are wonderful, especially the local amateur sleuths, Chelsea, Teeny, and Miss May. But I’d gotten my heart broken there, and I was a Southern California girl at heart, so I never quite felt at home in New York.

      Once Granny and I moved back to Toluca Lake and opened up the pet salon, my life felt a bit more complete, like I was where I was supposed to be. Then we started solving mysteries. And we were good at it. It felt nice to bring justice to my hometown, and like I mentioned, I enjoyed all the community support.

      I was shaken from my memories when a burly man with a big, red beard entered the classroom. The guy was in his forties, wearing nice jeans and a crisp button-down shirt embroidered with the CCI logo. “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “I just wanted to stop in and personally welcome each of you to the California Culinary Institute. My name is Chuck, and I’m the owner here. Are we having fun today or what?”

      The pudgy woman in the front row raised her hand and spoke without waiting to be acknowledged. “Nothing much fun at all. Professor Lee here is rude and condescending toward dogs and people. I feel worse now than I did this morning, and I had a headache then.”

      A few other ladies piped up in agreement. Professor Lee rolled his eyes. “These animal people are ridiculous, Chuck. They’re all so particular and weird, and they have a strange smell about them. Plus, half of them are covered in dog hair. I came to the school to cook for humans, not animals.”

      An insulted din of conversation rose among the women in the room. Granny chuckled. “This guy really needs that trip to Alaska.”

      Chuck took a big step into the room and crossed his arms. “Professor Lee. That is no way to speak to your students. Can you please step out into the hall with me?”

      Brian pulled his chef’s hat off, tossed it on the ground, and stormed into the hallway. Chuck gave us a placating smile. “Everything is going to be fine, I promise.”
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      Brian and Chuck argued for several minutes. Their entire conversation was plainly audible, and the classroom was as still as a sculpture garden as we all listened.

      Brian complained that he hated both dogs and people and never wanted to teach the class in the first place. Chuck responded to the complaints by demanding that Brian do as he was told. Apparently, teaching was part of the course curriculum at the CCI, and Chuck was sick of Brian trying to worm his way out of his duties. The argument escalated to petty name-calling, then the teacher’s assistant with the neck tattoo took Brian’s place in front of the class. “Why don’t we break early for lunch today?” Her nervous smile was telling. “Our human food is even better than our dog food, and I believe corn chowder is on the menu.”

      Twenty minutes later, Granny and I were sitting in a grand hall, each with a bowl of corn chowder before us. The cafeteria at the California Culinary Institute was legendary, and for good reason. The ceilings were fifty feet high, the windows were stained glass, and the long, wooden tables were stately and appeared handmade. The place seemed like it belonged at Harvard or Hogwarts.

      “This place is incredible. I would pay a hundred and fifty dollars just to eat in this room.”

      Granny shrugged. “The corn chowder is too salty. Have you tried yours?”

      I shook my head and sipped my soup. “I like it. It must just be too plebeian for your refined palate.”

      “My palate’s no elegant lady. But she knows when something’s too salty, and I’m saying this is too salty. You can’t tell? Are your taste buds taking the day off or something? Maybe you just burnt them off by trying this slop while it was too hot. Hey! Amy’s taste buds! You in there?”

      Granny’s eyes met mine, a split second passed, then we both broke into laughter. “Feeling a little honest there?” I said.

      “Seems like it, right?” Granny said. “Sorry, kid. Because I feel like I’m wasting my entire Saturday learning to make doggie treats.”

      “The people of Toluca Lake—”

      Granny held up a hand. “I know, I know. They appreciate it so much. Blah blah blah. Where is my hot little Mexican lad?”

      I craned my neck, pretending to look around. “I’m not sure, but I don’t see one for me, either.”

      “You’ve got enough men to last you a while,” said Granny. “What’s going on with that Jacob guy, anyhow?”

      Jacob was my new neighbor. My cat Fluffy and Jacob’s cat Queen Elizabeth had made friends after the conclusion of our previous mystery investigation. Jacob and I had become friends, too, kind of… sort of. He had asked me if Granny and I would look into the disappearance of his aunt, which was a cold case the police had given up on years ago. I’d said yes because I felt bad for the guy. Also, he was kind of cute, but don’t tell Granny I admitted that.

      “I haven’t really spoken to him since I met him while he was walking Queen Elizabeth, shortly after we finished our last investigation,” I said. “But we need to figure out how we’re going to find that missing woman. Imagine if your aunt just up and disappeared like that? It must be hard.”

      Granny shrugged. “I was never close with any of my aunts.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. I feel bad for the guy.”

      Granny pushed her soup away with a look of disgust. “You feel bad for him, plus you think he’s cute. But you also kissed Detective Mike Fine for the first time after our last investigation.”

      I looked down and muttered, “yeah, Mike Fine kissed me less than an hour before I met Jacob. Talk about timing.”

      “So is this some kind of love triangle, Amy? You haven’t had good luck with men before. Don’t let things get complicated. Or, do. Maybe your love life was too simple before.”

      “You wish. There’s no love triangle happening, Granny.”

      Granny smirked. “It would be fun. Which guy’s cuter?”

      “They’re cute in different ways,” I said. “Mike has those dark eyes and that beautiful caramel skin, and he’s goofy and funny. Jacob is confident, and he seems successful and… Hold on a second. You’re trying to draw me into a love triangle. My relationship with Jacob is purely professional. You and I are going to find his missing aunt. That’s final.”

      “Fine. Then what’s the update with Mike? Are you going to take that relationship to the next level?”

      “I told him I wasn’t going to kiss him again until we’ve gone on a proper date. Which, somehow, we still haven’t really managed.”

      Granny pulled her soup bowl back toward her and took another bite. “How old-fashioned of you.”

      “I thought you hated that soup, but now you’re eating it again,” I said.

      Granny shrugged. “I’m hungry. I can deal with a little saltiness.” She opened a package of crackers and crumbled them into the soup. “If we’re going to find your hunky neighbor’s missing aunt, we need a plan.”

      “I know,” I said, opening my own package of crackers. “But I’ve barely caught my breath since we solved this last investigation. Can we save planning until after the cooking class?”

      Granny shrugged and kept eating her soup. “Sure.”

      Suddenly, loud, fast footsteps charged into the cafeteria. “Brian Lee! Professor Lee! Are you in here?”

      I turned toward the sound of the voice to find the owner of the school, Chuck, standing in the doorway. “Has anyone seen Professor Lee? That guy drives me nuts, man.” Chuck stood on a chair. “Lee! Are you in here?”

      The teaching assistant, who I had since learned was named Jenna, stood on her chair. She scanned the room. “I don’t see him, Chuck.”

      Chuck put his hand to his forehead and scanned the room like a pirate ship's captain. Jenna did the same. Tittering laughter rose among the soup eaters. Chuck’s face reddened. “Everyone quiet down. Stop laughing!”

      The laughter got louder. Chuck, in a fury, climbed down off his chair and charged out of the room, once again calling for Professor Lee. Jenna followed him out of the room. Before I realized what I was doing, I, too, was following Chuck out of the room with Granny close behind me.

      Outside, the grass on the quad was bright green, the California sky was bright blue, and the birds sang what sounded like a happy song. Chuck ruined all that with his bellowing and screaming, barking out Brian’s name like a cartoon dog as he bounded across the quad toward a small, brick building. As we neared the building, I noticed air-conditioning units perched in every windowsill and assumed the structure was used for student housing. Jenna trotted to try to keep up with Chuck. “I’m sure he’s just taking a nap or something,” she said.

      “The second session starts in ninety seconds,” said Chuck. “No napping on the job.”

      I quickened my pace, eager to keep up with Chuck so I could slip into the dormitory behind him when he entered.

      Chuck cursed under his breath as he unlocked the door to the student housing building and entered. I broke into a run and reached the door just as it was about to close behind Chuck and propped it open with the toe of my New Balance sneaker. Granny caught up to me shortly thereafter, and the two of us slipped inside.

      We found Chuck on the second floor of the building, pounding on the door of Room 205. The guy had a big, commanding presence, and I swear his fist was the size of my head. Bang, bang, bang. “Wake up, you idiot. Your second session starts now. Get out here, or you’re expelled!”

      Jenna backed up from the door a few feet and bit her nails. I felt bad for the girl. How was she supposed to learn or thrive in such a tumultuous environment?

      Chuck kept banging on the door. “Open up, or I’m breaking this door down!”

      Granny and I exchanged nervous glances. I was rooting for Brian, even though he was a jerk and a bad teacher. I didn’t want him to get expelled or lose his prospects as a chef just because of a quick cat nap. I silently prayed that Brian would open the door and have a good excuse for his absence. If I had to bet, I’d say Granny was hoping for the opposite, willing Chuck to kick the door down and increase the tension even more.

      Granny got her wish.

      Chuck kicked above the doorknob with his massive foot, and the flimsy door cracked in half. He then pushed the door open and charged inside the room, with Granny and I lingering a few feet behind. In less than a second, I smelled the smoke. Then I heard Chuck coughing from inside the room. I tried to get a better look, but I couldn’t see through the thick cloud of smoke. Jenna rushed to the doorway. “Brian? Chuck! Is he OK?”

      I put my hand on Granny’s shoulder. “What’s going on? Can you see anything? Should we try to help?”

      Granny bit her bottom lip. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do.” She pulled her shirt up over her mouth. “Don’t breathe the smoke.”

      Jenna had her phone to her ear at that point. “There’s a fire. At least there was a fire. There’s a lot of smoke. Send someone…” She hurried down the hallway to continue the conversation. Then Chuck emerged from Room 205, dragging Brian’s limp body from under the arms. Once Chuck made it into the hallway, he collapsed onto the ground with Brian in his arms. Jenna came running back down the hall, eyes frantic and wide. “Is he OK?”

      Chuck coughed and then took a minute to gather himself. “He’s not OK.” He coughed again. “Brian’s dead.”
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      Since my return to Toluca Lake, I’d encountered a number of dead bodies. And I’d noticed, each time I… ran into a corpse, as it were, time felt like it almost slowed to a complete halt. Suddenly, anything I had previously been worried about, or thinking about, drifted away like a balloon on a windy day. I was left only with the unshakable reminder that we’re all mortal. Nothing matters more than being happy, loving the people who love you… and living your life like each day is important and beautiful.

      I suppose that’s not a unique way to feel. What starker reminder of mortality could there be than a direct confrontation with a dead body? But for me, it was both a physical and spiritual sensation, where I almost felt like I was thinking more clearly than normal.

      Chuck was still collapsed on the ground, Brian in his arms and Jenna beside him, when I turned to Granny with an idea. “Let’s go search the room.”

      Granny blinked a few times and looked over at me. “It’s filled with smoke, kid. Plus, the paramedics are already on their way.”

      “That’s why we need to get in there now.”

      Granny shoved a hand in her pocket. “You think this was a murder.”

      “No offense to the deceased, but he had an abrasive personality. Something tells me the guy had enemies. Also, this may sound corny, but I think you and I are here for the discovery of this dead body for a reason. Everyone deserves justice, and this might be our only chance to get in that room without the police or paramedics around.”

      I glanced over at Chuck, who at that point had Jenna’s phone pressed against his ear. From the sound of it, Chuck was corroborating the report she’d made to the paramedics, providing additional details of his own. His voice was shaky, and his face was even redder than before.

      Granny cast her eyes back toward the room. “There was a fire in there. What if —”

      “Chuck put it out. We both saw that. Just keep your shirt up over your nose, and let’s see what we can find.”

      Granny twisted up her mouth as she thought. “I’ve got a better idea. I’m going to stand out here to keep watch and create a distraction if you need it. You slip into the room and see if you can spot any clues. If this guy was murdered, there’s bound to be something notable in there.”

      I gave Granny an affirmative nod, pulled my shirt up over my nose and mouth, and slipped into the smoky room. As soon as I entered, I felt as though I’d stepped onto an alien planet. It was so small I could barely see. My eyes stung like I’d squirted lemon juice in them, and my throat, lungs, and chest ached from all the smoke in the air. Remembering my elementary school lessons to stop, drop, and roll in case of fire or smoke, I got down on my belly. In the elementary school instructional videos, there was always less smoke on the ground than above, and the same was true in Brian’s room. Down on the ground, I could breathe and see more easily, but my access to clues was limited.

      The first thing I did was get my bearings. The room was very small, maybe twelve feet long and twelve feet wide. There was a twin bed in the back left corner. I also spotted what looked to be the bottom of a mini-fridge and the legs of a desk.

      I started my search by dragging myself on my elbows over toward the bed. Beneath the bed, I found a few scattered books and papers, a suitcase packed with winter clothes, and a spare set of sheets and pillowcases. I closed my eyes for a few seconds to try to relieve the sting from the smoke. When I opened them, I spotted something I’d missed on my first glance beneath the bed… There was an inhaler on the floor near the head of the bed. I grabbed it and took a closer look, observing that the device had been prescribed by a doctor. It was hefty and official-looking, which gave me the impression Brian had breathing problems. I wondered if perhaps he had knocked the inhaler to the floor as he lay there in the smoky air. Could that inhaler have saved his life?

      I put my elbows on the bed and dragged myself to my knees to try to get a better look around the rest of the room. I spotted an ashtray on the windowsill, piled high with cigarettes. My imagination sprang to life with images of Brian sneaking cigarettes out the window of his dorm room in spite of Chuck’s rules and regulations. Perhaps that had something to do with how the fire started.

      A sharp whistle pulled me from my imagination and back to the present moment. Granny had used a similar whistle to alert me of coming danger ever since I was a kid. I’d lost my mom a long time ago, and my dad had always been in and out of my life. He was a restless wanderer who had often been too busy adventuring and exploring the California desert to whistle for me. So I’d spent a lot of time with Granny growing up. And I knew her whistle well.

      I hurried out into the hall to find Granny all by herself waiting for me. I coughed for a few seconds, clearing my lungs. Granny patted me on the back. “You’re OK. You’re alright, kid.” She gulped. “Are you alright?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine. Why’d you whistle for me? No one is out here.”

      “Cops and paramedics just pulled up outside, and Chuck and the girl ran down to meet them. No one knows you were in there. What did you learn?”

      I was about to respond to Granny when the sound of police boots on the nearby stairwell interrupted me. That was when I saw my almost-maybe boyfriend, Detective Mike Fine, leading the charge toward Room 205. Behind him was the aptly named Detective Gerard Rotund. Neither man looked happy to see me. Gerard narrowed his eyes and looked suspicious, but Mike looked more concerned. He hurried toward me and put a reassuring arm around my shoulders. “Amy? What are you doing here? Are you OK?”

      I gave him a feeble nod. “The dog treat baking class was today. The dead guy, Brian… He was the instructor.”

      Detective Rotund edged his way between me and Mike. When he looked down at me, his double chin turned into a quadruple chin. “You need to leave this scene. Now.”
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      The sound felt like it was coming from between my temples. No matter what I did, no matter how hard I pressed my paws over my fluffy white ears, I could not drown out the rhythmic trill of the little menace in my home. 

      Jiminy, it was a cricket. And boy, did this cricket talk. He jabbered. He bloviated. He was a garrulous, gabby, good-for-nothing six-legged nuisance. 

      Now, listen, I’m a cat of some refinement. Yes, I lived on the streets for a short stint. Yes, I’d been through hard times. But never, in all my years, did I doubt that someday I would end up living in a nice house where the furniture and food met my taste. I always had standards, always. Some people would say I’m… fussy. Difficult, even. But I know what I like, and I don’t back down. 

      How would I describe my standards for living? Well, I keep a tidy litter box. I clean myself regularly, so my fur is shiny and untangled. I eat well, but moderately. And I stay active. I’m a fastidious individual, and I like for my environment to reflect my personality. 

      That’s why I keep all my toys in a nice pile, unlike some cats who leave their fake mice and little balls under sofas and in forgotten, dusty corners. It’s also why I crave at least fourteen to seventeen hours of peace and quiet each day. I like to sleep, of course, which is most pleasant in the near-silent hum of a still, empty house. 

      But I also like to think. I like to ponder life’s big questions like any cat worth his weight in milk. Who made the house cat? How did we come to be wild creatures living within the walled boundaries of human homes? Who made the catnip for us to enjoy? And what, in the end, was the point of it all? For years, I’d been certain of my place in the world — I was a predator, a savvy hunter who pounced on small mammals and the truth. However, a small creature named Mouse had shifted my perspective on the great wide world and reminded me how little I know of life and its secrets. 

      Mouse had been an irritant, a fly in my ointment, but while I’d sought her out to destroy her, I’d found myself charmed by her persistence, her intelligence, and OK, fine, her cuteness. Now Mouse and I were good friends, and I’d been forced to take a harder look at whom I was. Some days, I felt happy just to have good friends and a safe home. But other days, I felt purposeless and lost. 

      On that particular day, as the cricket’s song drilled into my head, I was feeling exceptionally directionless and heavy with malaise. Yes, even Lucky the dog seemed vexed by the cricket’s music, so I knew I wasn’t wrong to be annoyed. Yet… this cricket had a song in its heart. The cricket had a voice and a raison d’être, and what did I have? Nothing but an inability to drown out the unwanted noises affronting my senses. 

      So, I made a decision. Perhaps I didn’t have all the answers at the tips of my claws, but I did know one thing: This garrulous, gabby, good-for-nothing cricket had to shut up. And it wasn’t going to unless I made it happen. 

      Step 1: Find the cricket.

      Easy, right? 

      So you’d think. But of course, as anyone who’s ever tried to catch a cricket knows, they’re sneaky little musicians with the ability to sense an outside presence. As soon as a cricket knows you’re getting close to its hiding place, it falls silent. 

      I tried to recruit Mouse to help in my search since she had a better chance of searching the baseboards and between the walls and other nooks and crannies in which a cricket might hide. But Mouse had found some old cheese in a neighbor’s garage, and I couldn’t pull her away from her new score, no matter how much I begged. 

      It seemed I was on my own for the moment. And not to sound creepy, but I had a fair amount of confidence in my personal stalking abilities. I would’ve liked the help of my small, nimble rodent friend, sure. Why not recruit an expert when you can? But in Mouse’s absence, I was certain I could still locate and quell the source of this infernal sound. Cricket, be still! 

      Ah, but the best-laid plans of cats and men… sometimes find themselves faced with a tricky cricket, determined to remain secreted away. 

      I won’t bog you down with the intricate details of my hunt. The frustrations I suffered, the indignities! They were almost too much to bear in a single day. So I won’t make you relive them with me. 

      Instead, I will say this. Without hyperbole, I listened, approached, and thought I’d cornered the cricket twenty-seven times. Each time, just as I approached, my soft paws making nary a sound on Amy’s floors, the cricket’s harsh music would quiet, then disappear. I’d wait, patiently, still as a statue, for the sound to resume. 

      And resume it did, each of the twenty-seven times. Yet never, ever did it resume in the same location. How this cricket managed to travel the distances it did between its grating songs, I couldn’t understand. Was it not a cricket at all, but some sort of magical sprite? Was it an insect from some future time, capable of teleporting at will? I could not understand the means of this cricket’s movements. 

      After this day of purgatorial strife, my malaise deepened. My mood grew bluer. Even if the cricket had departed of its own volition, I still would’ve felt the tug of an empty life on my tail. 

      But the cricket did not depart. It sang intermittently throughout the night. Quiet, then loud, then soft and gentle, then with great fervor. All through the quiet, dark hours, I listened. I plotted. I fell into a sorrowful hopelessness, and eventually, a troubled slumber. 

      For a time, I’d felt bleak. Without meaning. The mocking melody of the cricket reminded me of its steadiness, its timelessness, and its fervent joy at the very notion of being alive. Song for the sake of the song. Would I ever know such boundless, such… unconditional happiness as this exoskeletal being? 

      I worried for my future. But, as daybreak spilled its light through the muslin curtains of Amy’s living room, I arose like a new feline. The cricket had fallen into a dull morning hum. And I could, at last, hear the voice in my head. That voice was telling me not to give up. I could find my raison d’être. And on my way, I could find that cricket and ask it to kindly shut up and leave me alone. 

      To do this, I had a lot of work to do.

      Step 2: Commence with an in-depth study of the habits and behaviors of the common cricket.
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      Betsy lit up like the Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree when Granny and I entered the pet salon. She had her hair in her signature topknot, and her ruddy cheeks were propped up by a big, toothy smile. “Hey! My little baker girls are back finally. I had a big bash while the two of you were gone and didn’t do any of the work you asked me to handle. First, a group of wild friends came over, and we played naked Twister, and then we got drunk on Bud Light Lime and Jell-O shots. Kidding, I’m kidding. You should see the look on your faces. It’s like someone died.”

      “Someone did die,” I said.

      “In all seriousness, though, I’ve had a wonderful day here at the renowned pet salon, Creature Comforts. Working alone suits me, and I’m not jealous at all that the two of you got to spend the morning baking delicious, human-grade dog food while I worked. My favorite client of the day was this Dachshund named Dottie. First, I brushed her and untangled her, then I tossed her in the sink and shampooed her real nice. Then I used that amazing new blow dryer you two purchased, dried her up nice, and brushed her again. Then I gave her the most elegant haircut heretofore seen on a Dachshund. Here, I took pictures on my iPhone. Look at how docile she is. She’s so docile.”

      Betsy hurried out from behind the counter, shoving her phone in my face. She described the pictures as she flicked through them. “There’s docile Dottie the Dachshund getting shampooed. Here she is during her haircut, still docile. Here she is, probably daydreaming about those delicious dog treats you baked. And here’s one last picture of her just napping. Dogs napping just bring me so much peace.”

      As Betsy went on and on and on, I remembered Brian’s hateful words about dog and cat lovers. Whatever, some of us were strange. But all people are strange, and anyone who doesn’t think so is the weirdest one of all.

      Nevertheless, it took me a good five minutes to get Betsy to slow down enough for me to tell her the story of what happened to Brian. She was rapt with attention the whole time, and when we were finished with the story, she had one important question. “Did the police declare Brian’s death a murder?”

      I turned up my hands. “Well, like I said, as soon as he got there, Detective Rotund asked us to leave.”

      Betsy waved my words away. “But you’re Amy and Petunia. You don’t take orders from no cops.”

      Granny snorted with laughter. “Our reputation proceeds us.”

      “We left the building, but we didn’t leave the campus for a while,” I said.

      As the police and paramedics had processed what happened with Brian and carted off the body, Granny and I had hung out on the quad, taking it all in.

      “Did you notice Rotund giving us the French evil eye?” Granny asked.

      “Is a French eye like a French kiss?” Betsy said. “Is there tongue involved?”

      “No, gross,” I said. “He’s French, and he gave us the evil eye.”

      Betsy nodded. “OK. Continue.”

      “So Rotund stared us down a bunch, but we didn’t leave,” said Granny. “Then Mike came over and gave us the scoop. I guess it pays when you’re dating one of the detectives.”

      “They’re not dating. They just had one kiss,” said Betsy. “Was it French, by the way?”

      I threw back my head. “Why do I tell both of you anything that happens in my life?”

      “Because we love you, and we support you, and you love the feeling you get from gossiping,” Betsy said. “So? Was the kiss French?”

      “I don’t French and tell,” I said with a smirk.

      Betsy winked at me with an exaggerated motion, like one of her eyes was having a seizure. Then she got serious again. “So what did Detective Handsome say about Brian’s death?”

      “They think his death was accidental. Apparently, Brian was smoking a cigarette in bed, he fell asleep, the place caught on fire, and he died of smoke inhalation.”

      “Amy found an unused prescription-strength inhaler on the floor under the bed,” said Granny. “He was probably reaching for that when he died.”

      Betsy crossed her arms. “No.” She said the word like an insolent little toddler. “No, no, no. I simply don’t accept that someone so contrarian died of natural causes in Toluca Lake. What are the chances that this angry little chef would die of smoke inhalation basically right in front of the two best sleuths in Southern California? And that’s not even counting what I bring to the team, which is enthusiasm, moral support, and the occasional strong observation. The three of us combined are unbeatable amateur detectives. We can’t just sit around and accept when the police decide a suspicious death is an accident. That’s weak.”

      I rounded the counter and straightened up a few loose items in one of the display cases. “Granny and I already went through this on the drive home. Coincidences are possible, you know. And that’s what this death was. A coincidence.”

      “When you think about it, all of life is a series of coincidences,” said Betsy. “But if we get into that conversation right now, we’re going to have to investigate the concept of free will versus fate, and I don’t have that kind of time on my hands right now. I’ve been working all morning, and I’m tired, and a philosophical debate is just not something I can muster up the strength for right now. So, don’t pressure me!”

      Granny and I exchanged a confused look. Betsy’s energy was all over the map, which wasn’t that unusual for her. But her snappiness was unwonted, and neither of us were sure what to make of it. Luckily, Betsy explained before we had to ask.

      Betsy crossed to the window where my cat, Fluffy, was perched. Betsy picked up Fluffy and stroked his chin as she spoke, almost to no one. “I’m sorry, girls. My screenplay got rejected by another agent this morning. I just read the email before you entered the shop. My favorite screenwriting blog says that rejection is part of the game, so I tried to put on a happy face and go with it, but I’m feeling the sting.” Betsy set Fluffy down on the floor, and he jumped right back up to his perch, looking a little annoyed at the brief disturbance. “If the two of you say Brian’s death was an accident, then Brian’s death was an accident.” She turned back to us with big, vulnerable eyes. “You forgive me?”

      Granny rolled her eyes, but Betsy’s heartfelt plea made me feel all warm in my chest. I couldn’t help it. Sometimes I was a sucker for sentimentality. I crossed over to Betsy and hugged her. “Your screenplay is really good. Hollywood agents are cowards, that’s all.”

      “I heard they’re sharks,” said Granny. “Which is it?”

      I stood tall. “Sharks can be cowards. They swim around, preying on the little guys. Agents do that too. And they’re cowards because they’re afraid to put their stamp of approval on something until someone else already has. They aren’t willing to stand behind their own taste because they’re too concerned about what other people think. The truth is, none of them have their own taste at all. Sharks just eat whatever the other sharks are eating.”

      Betsy gave me a little smile. “That’s nice of you to say,” she said. “Maybe I’m taking the rejections personally because my script, ‘Betsy McGill: The Story of my Wrongful Imprisonment and Eventual Exoneration,’ is so personal.”

      Granny groaned. “I forgot. Your script is about how you got locked up on our last investigation. Was it really that hard?”

      “It was sad, it was scary, it was funny at times… It was a metaphor for the human condition.” Betsy got a faraway look in her eye. “The script is going to connect with people. I’m determined to see it through.”

      I gave Betsy a quick squeeze and released her from the hug to look her in the eye. “I believe in you, and so does Granny. Right, Granny?”

      I looked over at Granny, but she was distracted by something out on the sidewalk. “Who’s that lady?”

      When I turned to look, I saw a slender Asian woman coming toward the shop wearing black jeans and a black, hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled up.

      Seconds later, the woman entered the pet salon and claimed to have an urgent problem only Granny and I could solve.
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      When the mysterious woman first entered Creature Comforts, my heart jumped into my throat and stayed there, pulsing faster than a greyhound chasing a rabbit. The lady appeared to be somewhere in her early- to mid-thirties. She had a few acne scars on her forehead and several visible gray hairs. Although those traits might typically be seen as negative to most women, this woman’s beauty was somehow accentuated by her so-called flaws.

      Isn’t it interesting how “flaws” like that work? Starting when we’re little girls, women are trained to pluck every stray hair and smooth every wrinkle and lose every pound. But the older I get, the more I realize the attitude itself is flawed. People say beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but I don’t think the beholders should get to decide what’s beautiful or what’s not. I think it’s up to everyone to make their own beauty, from the inside out.

      Although I spent much of my childhood scrambling around desert rocks with my dad, living largely off the grid, I still didn’t manage to avoid the pervasive “beauty” messaging targeted at young women. But I conquered all those insecurities in my teens and early twenties, and now I’m proud to say I feel good about my body and the way I look. I think we should also feel good about ourselves, no matter where we are on that emotional or physical journey.

      Anyway, as far as I was concerned, the woman in front of me was objectively beautiful, but she had an uneasy quality about her, too. Her weight shifted from one foot to the other, and she repeatedly rubbed her thumb into her pointer finger with nervous energy. She spoke at just above a whisper.

      “Is this the pet salon owned by a woman named Amy Stewart?”

      “That’s me.” I smiled and reached out my hand to shake hers. “Amy Stewart, nice to meet you. I notice you don’t have an animal with you today. Are you here to inquire about a future appointment?”

      The woman had a gentle grip, and her hands were soft and fleshy like an infant. “You solve mysteries, right?”

      Granny stepped forward. “We both do. I’m Amy’s grandmother, Petunia.”

      Betsy put her hands on her hips and jutted her chin out. “Also, I’m their helper. I don’t make it into all the news stories, but I’m an amateur sleuth in my own right.”

      The woman looked down, but then her eyes flitted up to meet mine. “I’m here about my brother, Brian Lee.”

      Betsy gasped and clapped both her hands over her mouth. “I did not see that coming. How did I not see that coming? Sorry! I’ll stop talking.”

      I took a deep breath to steady myself. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” My mind raced with one thought after another. But I tried to connect to my empathy instead of logic and be there for this grieving woman. “We would love to help you with whatever you need.”

      Granny walked around behind the beautiful newcomer and gently guided the woman by the shoulders further into the store. “Come in, come in. No need to stand in the doorway like this.” Granny led our nervous guest into the breakroom and pulled out some chairs. Then Granny locked the door to the shop and turned the sign to closed.

      I arranged the chairs in a little circle and gestured for the woman to sit. Once she was seated, Granny, Betsy, and I also took a seat. Finally, Granny indicated that the woman could speak. “Go ahead. Tell us everything we need to know. My granddaughter and I can’t promise anything, but we’ll try our hardest to solve your brother’s murder.”

      With that, Granny had said the word that had been stomping through my mind like a rabid elephant. Murder. The appearance of Brian’s sister in the shop seemed to confirm that the police were wrong and that the chef-in-training had been killed. I was eager to hear the woman’s reply.

      She shook her head. “No. I’m not here because my brother was killed. As far as that’s concerned, I think the police were correct in their conclusion. My brother was a heavy smoker despite serious asthma. Ever since we were kids, he would smoke cigarettes in bed and drift off with them lit between his fingers. Mother always warned him, and so did I.” She looked down. “We should have forced him to quit smoking when he was young. But he was so stubborn. We should have never let it get this far.”

      I reached out and touched the woman’s arm. “You can’t make people change until they’re ready.”

      A tear formed and glided down the woman’s cheek. Betsy handed her a tissue. “There, there, sister lady. Don’t cry… Madame Brian’s sister. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      The woman blew her nose into the tissue. “Riley. Riley Lee.”

      Granny sat back and crossed her legs. “I’m sorry, but I’m a little confused here, Riley. We solve murders. If you think your brother’s death was an accident, then why are you here?”

      Riley paused for a long second, then leaned forward before speaking again. “I need you to help me locate a missing piece of jewelry.”

      Betsy’s eyes widened. “Fun! I mean, sorry for your loss and everything, but… that sounds fun.”

      The woman’s brows were knit together, and her jaw was set tight. Clearly evident to me was the fact that this missing jewelry was of great importance to her, and although Granny and I had chased down a missing necklace for a previous case, neither of us were interested in a side business hunting family jewels. I had already been feeling overwhelmed by my commitment to help Jacob find his missing aunt, so the idea of taking on Riley’s case made my legs jitter with nervous energy. How could I break this to her gently? “Riley. I’m sorry to hear you’re missing a nice piece of jewelry, but—”

      Riley shook her head vigorously. “It’s not just some piece of jewelry. You don’t understand. Brian was the custodian of a precious family ring, a ruby ring worth a great fortune. But the ring was not found among his possessions at the California Culinary Institute, nor were there any instructions on where the ring might be found. Brian was secretive. I’m sure he had the ring hidden somewhere, or maybe it’s in a mysterious bank vault or something.” The woman sighed and made direct eye contact with me. “You’ve solved so many impossible cases here in Toluca Lake, I’ve read about them… I need that kind of expertise to help me find this ring. It would mean so much to me and to my family.”

      An alarm sounded on Granny’s phone. She stood and gathered her purse from behind the counter. “So sorry, Riley. I’m teaching a life skills course to some wayward young men, and that alarm means I need to head over there now.”

      Riley stood. “Will you take the case?”

      Granny looked over at me, and I shrugged. Then she turned back to Riley. “We’re going to talk about it. OK?”
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      To be honest with you, of course I love Granny. I’m grateful that she moved back to California with me and helped me open Creature Comforts and solve all these mysteries. But, and you knew there was a but coming, sometimes she can be so forceful with what she wants, and when she wants it, and how she wants it done. That afternoon at Creature Comforts, when we were talking to Riley Lee, I was engrossed in the conversation and eager to talk to Granny about whether or not we should take on the case of the missing family jewel. Then, almost completely out of nowhere, Granny’s phone alarm rings, and she’s out the door like a whirling dervish.

      Riley left soon after Granny left, and no decision about the case of the missing jewel had been made. Betsy could tell I was a little annoyed, and she pressed me for the reason why. At that moment, I realized I was being silly, and I had lost touch with myself and my inner positivity. So I shook off the tension I felt in my muscles and responded to Betsy with a smile. “I’m not annoyed. Just excited to start working on Riley’s case.”

      “It didn’t seem like Granny was necessarily into that idea,” said Betsy.

      I wiped my hands off on my pants and broadened my smile as wide as it could go. “That’s why you’re going to convince her.”

      When I arrived at Granny’s apartment a little while later, I could see her sitting around her kitchen table with her students, Tommy, Henrique, and Boron. Tommy was our 20-year-old town mayor. He was the world’s biggest pushover, known for delivering sandwiches on demand to anyone who asked for one, and Granny was determined to help him overcome that and find the leader within. Henrique was Granny’s poker protégé, with who she often gambled in the basement of the Toluca Hotel. Boron was the town librarian and part-time movie theater employee who had always seemed proud of his incompetence until Granny got ahold of him.

      I thought it was cool that Granny was trying to help these young men get in touch with their inner greatness. But it would’ve been nice if that endeavor didn’t get in the way of potential investigations. But I was focusing on the positive that night, remember?

      I entered Granny’s apartment and knocked at the same time. Boron jumped out of his chair and ran over to greet me, offering his hand for a shake. “Greetings, Miss Amy. Welcome to the life skills course. Are you here to join us?”

      The guy had a death grip when he shook hands. I winced and pulled my hand out of his. “Granny taught me life skills when she partially raised me, thanks. Let me guess, you recently covered the importance of a strong handshake.”

      Boron stood strong and proud. “That’s right. How did I do?”

      “Way too firm, Boron,” said Granny. “You need to do a better job at reading people’s facial expressions and body language. Amy was repulsed by that handshake, and for good reason. You overdid it.”

      Boron hung his head and slouched back over to the kitchen table. “Sorry, Ms. Petunia.”

      Tommy gave me a little smile. “Can I try shaking your hand, Amy?”

      “You call all have a turn shaking my hand after I have a quick conversation with my Granny. OK?”

      “I’d really rather shake your hand now,” said Tommy.

      “This is an important lesson, Tommy. Now is your chance to practice delayed gratification. All the rewards in the world come to those who wait,” I said, reminding myself of Granny as I spoke. “But don’t wait too long because then you die. Granny, can we talk?”

      Granny groaned and rose slowly from her chair. “I’m in the middle of an important lesson here.”

      “These guys have waited for life skills their entire lives. They can wait another five minutes.”

      “She’s right, Ms. Petunia. We don’t want to take you away from your granddaughter.” Boron looked over at me. “Are you single, by the way? Your hands are so soft, and your eyes are so pretty.”

      “Boron,” Granny shot him a scolding glance. “We are at least six months away from courtship. You haven’t even mastered shaking hands yet, kid. You think you know how to be with a woman?”

      Boron looked away. “I don’t. I really don’t.”

      “Me neither,” said Tommy. “I got kissed at my eighth-grade dance, but our braces got stuck on each other’s faces. It was a medical emergency. That… was a highlight for me.”

      Henrique sat back with a smug grin. “I’ve been kissed plenty of times. Just haven’t found love yet.” He bit his thumbnail. “Am I not lovable?”

      “Everybody quiet.” Granny held out both her palms to placate the guys. “No one talks until I get back. I’m afraid if I leave the three of you alone for five minutes, you’ll have three separate but equally insane nervous breakdowns. No one talks until I get back.”

      The guys silently nodded in agreement, and Granny took my hand and dragged me out to her front step, closing the door with a thud behind us. “Those three have great hearts but such a long way to go in every other part of being a successful human. What’s up? Why are you barging in on my private life?”

      I scoffed. “I’m sorry, I thought that we were a team, are we not? I thought we were business partners and partners in solving crimes.”

      “Sometimes we are, but sometimes I’m off duty.”

      “Granny, I’m going to stay focused on the positive here.”

      Granny rolled her eyes. “Here we go with the positivity again. Go ahead and lay it on me with thick, buttery sunshine.”

      “Positivity is an important life skill. You should teach that to your guys.”

      “I know you’re right. I just express my positivity different than you… like, with a negative spin.”

      I walked over to the pool in the courtyard of the apartment complex and tested the water temperature with my hand. Then I looked back up at Granny. “I want to talk about the case of the missing jewel. You took off on me before we had a chance to settle it.”

      “I don’t know if we should work another case that doesn’t involve murder. Jewels go missing all the time. If we open ourselves up to cases like that, we’re going to be inundated by everyone who forgets where they put their glasses. I think it’s important that we only work murders. And the case of your cute neighbor’s missing aunt.”

      “I tend to agree with that sentiment,” I said. “And I feel overwhelmed by the idea of adding something else to our plate. But there’s too much intrigue and mystery surrounding the death of Brian Lee for us to ignore. Deep down, neither of us is convinced the guy died of natural causes. Can you agree on that?”

      Granny refused to answer the question, which I interpreted as tacit agreement.

      “Exactly,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned now that we know that Brian was in possession of an incredibly rare and valuable jewel, it makes it seem more likely he was murdered. If he was killed, maybe it had something to do with that jewel. So I think we should treat his death as a murder and begin the investigation by trying to locate that jewel.”

      “You think the jewel will lead us to the killer.” Granny crossed to the pool and dipped her bare foot in the water. “The water is nice.”

      “So, what do you think? Should we jump in?”
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      Granny showed up at my house bright and early the next morning, ready to investigate. She was wearing a pink floral shirt, white pants, and dark sunglasses. On her feet was a pair of crisp, clean, white sneakers. On her face? A scowl that I knew meant she was ready for serious business.

      “Let’s hurry up and get this fiesta started,” said Granny, pacing in my living room.

      I poured some food into my dog Lucky’s bowl and snapped my fingers to try to get him to come over and eat. Lucky had formerly been Mayor Tommy’s puppy, but Tommy had no idea how to care for a dog. So, I’d adopted Lucky as my own, and he was growing up fast. “One second. Lucky needs to eat.”

      “Granny needs coffee, and she gets far grumpier when she’s not satisfied.”

      Lucky trotted over to his food bowl like the good boy he was, tail wagging and slobbery-jawed. I rubbed his scruff. “There you go, buddy. Gobble that delicious food right up. Sorry, I don’t have any homemade dog treats for you, but my cooking class got a little interrupted.”

      “You’re just telling the poor pup about the cooking class now?” Granny asked. “I’m sure he’s been wondering about those peanut butter pumpkin doggie treats forever. You need to be an open and honest communicator with your animals, Amy. I mean, really.”

      Fluffy ventured out from the bedroom and rubbed his head against Granny’s ankle. Granny scooped him up and held the cat so the two of them were face-to-face. “You trotted out here because you agree with me, because you’re a good cat, and because we both know Amy is crazy.”

      Fluffy meowed. I laughed. “Will you two stop gossiping about me? I’m right here, and I don’t appreciate being judged like this.”

      Granny set Fluffy down, and he disappeared back to wherever he had been hiding. I gave Lucky a big, hearty squeeze. “Alright, Lucky. We’ve officially begun a new murder investigation, but I don’t want you to worry. You know we always make it out alive.”

      Granny groaned. “Terrific. Now we’re jinxed.”

      Both Granny and I agreed we should start the investigation back at the California Culinary Institute. There had been a lot of drama at the Institute on the day of Brian’s death, so the little cooking school seemed like a logical place to start.

      On the schedule for that morning was, conveniently, a course in how to cook cat food your pet will love every time. I had signed myself and Granny up for the class to give us a cover story for why we were back at the school so soon after Brian’s death. But we headed over to the school two hours before the class was set to begin, hoping to catch some alone time with Chuck, the guy who owned and operated the place. Granny was confident her “confused old lady“ act would explain our early arrival, and I agreed it was a sound strategy.

      I parked the Creature Comforts van right in front of the main building at the CCI, and Granny and I stepped out of the truck into the glorious California sunlight. I turned my head and let the sunshine in my ear with a big smile on my face.

      “I don’t want to know what you’re doing,” said Granny.

      “I’m getting sunlight in my ear. It’s a proven technique to boost happiness and positivity.”

      Granny clasped both hands over her ears. “You don’t feel you’re happy and positive enough already?”

      I shrugged, switching from one ear to another. “That might only be because of all the sunlight I get in my ears. I can’t risk breaking the habit now. I’m surprised you never noticed me doing this before.”

      Granny nodded over at the big CCI building. “Can we get this started already? Is there enough sunlight soaking into your ear canals already? Goodness, are you trying to grow vegetables or something?”

      I chuckled and looked over at the building. It was one sprawling story, tan stucco with a Spanish-style roof. The structure blended into the desert hills behind it in the distance and contrasted nicely with the blue California sky above. “This campus is striking. I’m surprised we didn’t remark on how pretty it was the other day.”

      “Maybe you forgot to get sun in your ears that morning,” said Granny, walking toward the entrance to the building.

      I hurried after her. But before I had a chance to catch up to Granny, Chuck emerged from the building and blocked our path inside.
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      “You two are bad luck. Off my campus.” Chuck squinted toward us as he situated a pair of sunglasses on his face. “I’m serious. I don’t want you here.”

      “Unfortunately, as far as that’s concerned, sir, you’re out of luck.” I urged my smile to melt the burly man’s thick, icy outer layer. “We were disappointed we couldn’t finish your previous class, so we signed up to learn how to make cat food that my cat will want to eat every time. My kitty is named Fluffy, and I think he was royalty in each of his past lives.”

      “He’s a very royal cat,” said Granny.

      Chuck checked the time on his smartphone. “You’re two hours early for the kitty cat class. Look at me, hosting kitty cat classes at the once-renowned CCI. I stooped too low, and it doesn’t feel good. I’m sorry, what were we talking about?”

      “You don’t like hosting cooking classes about dog food and cat food?” I said, taking a step toward Chuck.

      Chuck let out a disdainful chuckle. “These are hallowed grounds, lady. We’ve trained dozens of Michelin star-winning chefs here over the years. I myself was once a star pupil, walking these halls with a sense of purpose, dignity, and pride. I mean, I made it my life’s goal to buy this place. If these walls could talk… Do you know, inside that building is a classroom where Emeril Lagasse first said, ‘Bang!’?”

      “I thought his catchphrase was ‘Bam!’,” said Granny. “Bam shrimp. Bam-bam, french fries. That kind of thing. Bam!”

      Chuck hung his head. “It’s been so long since the glory days, I can’t even remember them. Come back in two hours for the kitty class. I don’t want to see either of you until then.” Chuck walked across the quad toward an adjacent office building with long strides. I trotted to catch up, and Granny stayed a few steps behind me. “Chuck. Mr. Chuck. Wait one second.”

      Chuck stopped and threw back his head. I knew he was rolling his eyes even though I couldn’t see them. “What?” He turned back around to face me.

      “Cooking for animals is dignified. I just wanted to say that. I think, in some ways, there’s nothing more noble than making good food for creatures who can’t make good food for themselves. Animals have gotten me through a lot of hard times in life, and I think they deserve it. Thank you for hosting these classes.”

      Chuck removed his sunglasses and squinted at me. “You want something.”

      “No. I meant everything I said to you just now.”

      “Yeah, I believe all that. But still… That’s not why you chased after me.”

      I shifted my weight from one foot to another. “I suppose, maybe, I’m a bit curious about that poor man, Professor Lee. Have you learned anything new about his death? It’s so strange. He was up there stirring pumpkin purée one second, and the next, he was dead.”

      “I’ve heard that’s how it works. You’re always alive the second before you die. I agree it’s weird, though. But I haven’t learned anything new to speak of. Cops say he died of smoke inhalation, which makes sense. The room was smoky, as I’m sure you remember.”

      I brought my hand to my chin. “Well, I suppose that makes sense. But I thought you might have information the police may not have considered. Did Brian have any enemies on campus, for instance?”

      Chuck shoved a hand in his pocket. “Look, I know all about you and your Granny and what you do. The two of you investigate mysteries and death like it’s all fun and games. But I don’t need any more bad press on the Institute, not now and not ever. So just take off already.”

      Granny shook her head. “The man deserves justice, Chuck. He may have been a horrible teacher who napped on the job and inexplicably hated dog people, but we all deserve justice.”

      I took a little step forward. “And we all deserve a little nap from time to time.”

      “I hate napping,” said Chuck.

      I let out a deep sigh and looked around. A pair of students in chef’s coats walked across the quad, laughing. A young woman read an enormous cookbook, her back propped against an old oak tree. Another group of students played hackysack over near the dormitory building. I turned back to Chuck. “You say you take pride in this place, right?”

      Chuck didn’t break his eyes from mine. I continued. “So listen. I agree it seems on the surface like Brian’s death was an accident.”

      Granny nodded. “We both think so.”

      Of course, neither of us thought so. We were both pretty certain that Brian’s death was suspicious, otherwise, we wouldn’t have been at the cooking school.

      “But on the off chance a student was murdered here, a brief investigation is more than merited. It’s your duty to protect the students while they’re here and to graduate them ready for life in the culinary arts. Would you really be performing at duty if you didn’t give us just a few minutes to investigate Brian’s death further?”

      Chuck sighed. “I’m already late for an interdepartmental meeting.”

      I held up my hand. “We don’t need any more of your time. Just let us back into Brian’s room to see what we can learn.”

      Granny put her hands on her hips. “What do you say, Chucky boy?”
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            A Room with a Clue

          

        

      

    

    
      Brian’s dorm room looked so much different without any smoke. It was small, as I had assessed, but it had so much more going on than I’d realized. From my smoky view from the floor, I’d imagined the place uncluttered and institutional, with cinderblock walls and a concrete floor. But on my second visit with Granny that next morning, the place felt much more lived-in and somehow substantial.

      The walls were pale blue. Clothes were strewn in the corner beside a hamper. Family photos were taped or pinned to the walls alongside magazine cutouts of delicious-looking food, such as omelets, fresh bread, and cheeseburgers.

      A wooden floorboard creaked as Granny and I stepped inside. Granny sniffed the air. “Still smells a lot like smoke in here.”

      I had been so taken by the other details in the room, I hadn’t noticed the smell, but Granny was right. “It’s interesting that such a small fire created such an intense amount of smoke.”

      Granny shrugged. “I think that’s often how it goes. This is a morbid fact, so forgive me, but in fires, generally more people die from smoke inhalation than from being burned alive. I learned that on some kind of sick reality show. That’s why I don’t watch reality shows anymore. They’re more real than real life.”

      “I think that’s a smart decision,” I said, remembering my Granny’s brief obsession with reality TV a few years prior. “You were getting so caught up in those housewife shows for a while.”

      “The drama is a drug, but we don’t need to talk about that right now. We need to find clues. It’s a small room, so finding something in here shouldn’t be hard.”

      I did a quick scan of the room and didn’t spot anything notable. My gaze landed on the bed, and something seemed off there. “This is odd,” I said. “The working theory is that Brian fell asleep while smoking a cigarette, right?”

      Granny turned and looked over toward the bed where I was pointing. “That’s right.”

      “But look here. There’s no fire damage up near the top of the bed where Brian would have had his head. All the damage is down by where he would’ve had his feet.” I knelt down and inspected the foot of the bed, which was black and sooty. There, I found a large hole that looked as though it had been started by a lit cigarette. “See here? The fire started at the foot of the bed, not the head.”

      Granny gave a small grunt of appreciation. “That counts as a clue, kid. Let’s keep looking.”

      A few quiet moments passed as Granny and I gently sifted through Brian’s belongings. I found several notebooks filled with recipes that sounded delicious but had few clues. I also opened Brian’s mini-fridge to find it packed with healthy green juices, fruits, and vegetables. “The guy smoked cigarettes and had cheeseburgers on his wall but fruits and vegetables in his refrigerator,” I said.

      “Oh, that’s just not fair,” said Granny, joining me at the refrigerator. “You shouldn’t be allowed to cook unhealthy foods unless you eat them yourself.”

      I closed the fridge with a laugh. “Interesting theory.”

      “Don’t laugh. I’m serious. I think that should be true for all the CEOs of fast food companies, too. You shouldn’t be allowed to make billions of dollars from owning McDonald’s unless you eat McDonald’s at least three times a week. You know those fatcats are staying skinny on gourmet greens. It’s just not right.”

      “We seem to have touched a nerve here, Granny,” I said.

      “I’m all nerves these days, so it’s not hard. Hey, come look. I have something else I found.” Granny led me to a desk that was pushed against the window.

      “I already looked through the notebooks and stuff here. I couldn’t find anything interesting.”

      Granny waved me away. “I don’t care about the notebooks. Check out this Post-it note.” Granny peeled a Post-it note from the desk and handed it to me. On the note were a few pieces of information. There were two numbers, each about ten digits long. Under each number was written a date, a time, and a dollar amount.

      “Looks like flight information to me,” I said.

      Granny nodded. “Exactly. Our recently deceased chef was about to fly to a distant destination. Sorry I’m saying all these ‘D’ words. It’s annoying.”

      “I hadn’t even noticed,” I said. “You think Brian was planning to escape California for some reason?”

      Granny shrugged. “Just a thought. Of course, it’s also possible he had recently returned from a trip. Or this might not be flight information at all. It’s hard to say but worth keeping in mind.”

      I stuck the Post-it note back to the desk. “Good job.” As I turned away from the desk, I tripped over a slipper that seemed to be stuck to the ground. Once I regained my footing and my easily shaken composure, I squatted down beside the slipper. “What in tarnation? That thing almost killed me.” I grabbed the slipper and yanked at it. Sure enough, the slipper didn’t budge. I pulled up with more force, and then it popped off the ground with a sticky thwack. I looked at the bottom of the slipper and discovered what looked like a smashed-up gummy worm. A quick sniff confirmed that it was candy stuck to the bottom of the slipper. I held it up to Granny. “This is odd. The guy eats so healthy, but there’s candy stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Maybe gummy worms were his guilty pleasure? Have you spotted any candy in this room?”

      Granny shook her head. “Just fruits and vegetables, like we saw in the fridge. Although, he clearly had some contradictory habits. See: Smoking.”

      I placed the slipper back on the floor with gentle care. Chuck’s voice boomed from behind me. “Kitty cooking class starts in sixty seconds. No late admission. You two attending?”

      I shot up to my feet in a flash. “Yeah. Totally. We’ll be there.”

      Chuck pushed the door open wide and made room for us to exit. “Find anything good?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. Looks like it was an accident after all.”

      The truth was anything but.
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            Like a Good Neighbor

          

        

      

    

    
      Granny and I were halfway across the quad when I spotted Jacob. He was walking toward the same building we were, and the sight of him stopped me so fast I almost tumbled face forward onto the springy grass.

      Granny held out her arm to keep me from falling. “Whoa, kid. You’re walking like you snuck a few vodkas before breakfast this morning. I just saved you from a classic faceplant.”

      I glanced back toward Jacob. When he spotted me, he smiled and gave a friendly wave. So friendly and nice, and with such a broad, white smile. Ugh. I shrunk down and hunched my shoulders a little.

      “Oh, now I understand.” Granny chuckled. “Your new love interest is here, and you don’t know what to do. You’re fighting with your primal urges to run into his arms and do whatever you like, and also your personal code of conduct which dictates that you only ever date one man at a time. This is why you shrunk your head down into your neck like an agoraphobic turtle, and this is why you’re trying to back away even though the kid is still waving at you and approaching.”

      “Well said. It took a lot of words, but you really nailed it.” I took a deep breath, stood tall, and smiled. “Hey, Jacob. So funny seeing you here.”

      “Queen Elizabeth is getting to be a fussier eater with each passing day.” Jacob’s eyes twinkled as he spoke. He looked nice that day in dark blue jeans and a gray T-shirt that hugged his biceps like a snake eating a squirrel. Not that I like the idea of a snake eating a squirrel. And I wasn’t looking at his biceps or anything else either, they were just there. You can admire the ocean without being, like, technically attracted to it, right? Sometimes the ocean is handsome. The guy looked good that day, and there was nothing wrong with saying it. He turned to Granny with that big smile. “I’m Amy’s new neighbor, Jacob. Great to meet you.”

      Granny shook Jacob’s hand. “I’m her grandmother, Petunia.”

      “You got a great handshake, Petunia.”

      Granny nodded. “I’d offer to teach you my ways, but you’ve got a wonderful handshake yourself, young man. Unlike a lot of the guys around here, you seem to be confident, polite, and successful. Good for you.”

      Jacob took a step back and appeared flabbergasted. “You sized me up pretty quickly.”

      “A lifetime of playing poker teaches you to understand people at a glance. I’d invite you to a game of Texas Holdem, but only degenerates play poker, and, like I said, you’re clearly not a degenerate.”

      Jacob adjusted the bottom of his shirt, making it tighter in all the right places. Or the wrong places? Did it matter? “Thank you for that assessment, Petunia. Are you two here for the cat cooking class as well?”

      “We are. But I need to visit the old ladies’ room before class begins. You two catch up, and I’ll see you inside.” Granny gave me a little nudge, which I hoped Jacob didn’t notice, and then she sauntered toward the academic building. Jacob and I stood there watching her go for a long moment. The breeze picked up and swept my hair back, so I pulled it into a quick ponytail.

      “Ponytail. Classic. I love it.” Jacob smiled. “You think I can pull it off?”

      Jacob had short hair, like, military short. And it looked like when it wasn’t short, it would probably have been curly. But, I decided to keep the joke alive. “Sure. I think ponytails would look great on you.”

      Oh no. I had officially begun flirting. What was that Granny had said about my personal code of conduct? And hadn’t she also mentioned the prospect of me jumping into Jacob’s arms? The voice in my mind screamed one word at me, “Mike.” It screamed it over and over and over. I tried to push the voice away, but the harder I pushed, the louder it screamed. It wasn’t like Jacob and I were doing anything wrong. Nor were Mike and I an official couple. But the feeling of flirting with another guy made me feel all tingly and nervous and, OK, kind of good.

      Jacob and I joked a little while longer about his curly ponytail, but the flirting came to an abrupt halt when he brought up the elephant in the room. “Have you learned anything useful about my missing aunt? I told my mom that you and your grandma were on the case, and she was so excited.”

      My stomach dropped through the street and into the sewer line. “Honestly, it’s been hard. We’ve never taken on a cold case before, and another investigation has come up and… We haven’t made as much progress as I would have liked.”

      “Hey, she’s been missing ten years, and I don’t expect you to solve this thing too fast. I’m sure you’re doing your best.”

      A bell rang. Jacob and I hurried off to join the cooking class. I sat with Granny in the back, and he sat clear across the room. Good, I thought. I don’t need any distractions right now. I’ve got more than one case to solve.
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            The Cat’s Meow

          

        

      

    

    
      The instructor of the cat food cooking class was none other than Brian’s former teaching assistant, Jenna. When I’d met Jenna a couple days prior, she’d struck me as a nervous and unsettled woman. But the version of Jenna that taught the class on cat food made that previous Jenna look calmer than a sleeping kitten.

      First of all, Jenna blustered into the classroom ten minutes late, balancing a stack of books and papers between her arms and her chin. She dropped the mountain of documents on her desk with a sigh and a string of curse words, then looked around the room like she was surprised to see students sitting there looking at her.

      “Oh. Hi, everyone. Sorry, it’s been a really long day. It’s been a really long bunch of days, actually. I don’t know if any of you heard about what’s going on here… Nevermind. That’s just not important.” She shook out her arms as though shaking out jitters and then plastered a smile on her face. “You’re all here to learn how to make cat food for your beloved felines. Why someone would want to waste money on top-shelf ingredients for a cat is beyond me, but I’ve been told I’m teaching this course, so here I am.”

      Jacob made eye contact with me from across the room. He gave me a little smirk as if to say, “This should be fun.” I returned the smirk and then quickly looked back to Jenna, doing my best to avoid what the romantic professionals would call ‘lingering’ or ‘steamy’ eye contact.

      Jenna launched into her lecture by listing all the foods that are good for cats to eat and all of the foods that are bad for cats to eat. I noticed several students shifting their weight impatiently as Jenna spoke. We all knew what ingredients to feed our cats. We were there because we wanted to learn how to make those ingredients as delicious as possible for our furry or, in my case, fluffy, friends.

      Jenna must have felt the growing unrest among the students because she began to rush through her presentation. At one point, she dropped all her note cards and then punched her desk and cursed. If you’ve never seen a tattooed cooking instructor curse about cat food, I would recommend it. The absurdity made both me and Granny giggle.

      My laughter faded quickly as I realized Jenna’s erratic and unpredictable behavior might have had something to do with the tragedy that struck the cooking school earlier that week. What if she had somehow been involved in Brian’s death? What if she knew something we didn’t know, and the stress was causing her to crack?

      I leaned over to Granny and whispered, “We need to chat with Jenna after class. This behavior is suspicious.”

      “No talking!” Jenna yelled. “Sorry. That was, like, really loud. But please don’t talk about what I’m trying to teach. It’s just, like, rude or whatever.”

      I could feel Jacob’s eyes on me, along with the eyes of every other student in the class, but I chose not to look in his direction. Instead, I muttered an apology and pretended to jot down a few notes about cat food.

      After class, I found Jacob waiting for me out in the hall with that signature little smirk on his face. He raised his eyebrows. “You got in trouble.”

      I gave Jacob a casual shrug. “I’ve always been one of the bad kids. Back in high school, I once slept late and then pretended my tardiness was due to a doctor’s appointment.”

      “That is bad,” said Jacob, smiling. “Hey, so, I don’t know what you’re doing right now, but would you and your grandma maybe like to join me for some human food? It’s weird, but that class made me hungry? My treat.”

      A quick glance out to the quad told me Jenna was already hurrying back to the dorm area with a cigarette in her mouth. I remembered that she might be a suspect in Brian’s murder, and I didn’t want to let her get away. “Can we have a rain check? I was hoping to chat with the professor about Fluffy’s diet real quick. You know… just to make sure he stays… fluffy.”

      “Rain check sounds good to me. You’re a good cat owner. I like that.”

      “I own a pet salon, so I feel like… It’s kind of a basic requirement that I love animals.” I turned to Granny. “Ready to go chat with Jenna?”

      Granny gave me a strong nod. “Let’s do it.”

      Granny and I darted across the quad, arm in arm. “Jenna! Wait up!”

      Jenna turned back. She had an unlit cigarette in her mouth, and her brow was furrowed. “I’m sorry. If you have any questions, I can’t answer them. I’m not a cat food cook. That was probably, like, obvious from my lecture back there.”

      “I thought you did a good job. You kept things interesting, and I’d imagine that’s a challenge when you're tasked with cat food as your topic.”

      Jenna cocked her head and looked at Granny with interest. “OK, good. Cat food is boring, right? I mean, I love animals just as much as the next girl. I have four tattoos of birds, but teaching the class was tough.”

      I took a step toward Jenna. “I bet. I mean, if I were a student here, I think I might have had to take this whole week off. One of your colleagues passed away so recently. I was surprised there were still any classes being offered this week.”

      “Yeah. You’re totally right. We should have been given the week off. I mean, I have so much going on in my personal life right now.”

      “Romantic problems?” Granny asked.

      “That’s one way to put it. I’ve been torn between two guys forever.”

      Granny gave me a playful elbow, and I elbowed her back without looking away from Jenna.

      “The first guy… was a safe choice. I don’t want to sound mean, but he was kinda boring, OK? Just, like, normal. Normal-looking, with normal career aspirations, and a normal life.”

      “Tell us about the other guy,” I said.

      “He’s not boring at all. He’s tough, and he stays out late, and he’s macho. More than that, he has so much going on in his life. Did you see the LA Times last Friday? The dining section had a whole article on this guy’s restaurant, Canteen. I mean, yeah, he has some issues… He’s unstable and maybe a little dangerous. But life is unstable and dangerous, so I think he makes me feel alive.”

      Jenna pulled the cigarette out of her mouth and rolled it in her fingers. I made a mental note that she, like Brian, was a smoker. I didn’t assign much meaning to that fact, however, because I knew lots of people in the service industry smoked. Something about all the late nights and access to alcohol seems to encourage smoking. Plus, Jenna seemed to enjoy living on the wild side, based on her romantic interest in this debaucherous chef she described.

      “I like bad boys quite a bit myself,” said Granny. “But I tend to draw the line when it gets dangerous. What did you mean when you said this guy was unstable like that?”

      Jenna took a step backward a foot and blinked in a frantic, nervous way. “No. Nothing. I didn’t, like, I didn’t mean anything by that. He’s not dangerous in any serious way or anything. He’s a sweetheart deep down. Ugh. Why do I talk so much?”

      Every time I thought I had seen Jenna at her most jittery, she got even more shaken. At the moment, I wondered if her dangerous, romantic interest might have known Brian. I wanted to ask, but Jenna was already so uncomfortable in the conversation, I decided to lay off.

      Jenna stammered her way through a few more sentences, then bid us goodbye and disappeared into the dormitory building. Once she was gone, I couldn’t help but wonder…

      Could she or her bad boy lover have something to do with Brian’s death? And if so, what might their motive have been? Could this all be wrapped up in Riley Lee’s missing family jewelry?

      The only way to find out was to dive deeper into Jenna’s life. And that meant finding out more about this bad boy she couldn’t seem to quit.
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            Where Oh Where Has My Little Dog Groomer Gone?

          

        

      

    

    
      Granny had to go to the Commerce Casino that morning to play in some kind of Earlybird poker tournament, so I departed CCI and headed off to Creature Comforts, looking forward to chatting with Betsy. But when I got to the pet salon, the door was locked, and Betsy was nowhere to be found.

      I checked my Casio digital watch. Yeah, I was a couple minutes early, but Betsy usually showed up bizarrely early to work. A warm feeling of dread started to form in my stomach. Perhaps I’d spent too much time investigating murders, but Betsy’s absence worried me.

      I unlocked the front door to the salon and dialed Betsy at the same time. She answered on the first ring. “Hey, boss.” Her voice was as clear and happy as usual. The warm dread cooled slightly in my gut.

      “Hey. Just wanted to make sure you’re alright. I just showed up at work, but you’re not here.”

      “I sent you several emails this morning.” I heard voices chattering in the background wherever Betsy was. “You need to check your emails more often. Important business stuff happens on the Internet. You own the salon. I shouldn’t have to be reminding you of this.”

      Betsy spoke as though she’d admonished me to be better with email many times over the years, but that was the first I’d ever heard of this particular complaint. Instead of pointing that out, I checked my email, swallowed the thought, and opened the mail app on my phone. Sure enough, I had several messages from Betsy, each with an increasingly urgent subject line. The subject lines read as follows:

      Hey boss – important work scheduling update

      Boss? Please confirm schedule change.

      Alert: schedule change needed

      Amy – why don’t you check your email? – this is important

      I can’t make it to work today

      “Hello?” Betsy said, sounding a little perturbed. “Are you there?”

      “Just reading the subject lines of your many emails,” I said. “I’m sorry I missed those. You’re fine, though? It seems like something really urgent is happening.”

      “Urgency has a negative connotation, but this is more of a positive thing. I blasted my script out to a hundred of the least known literary agents in Los Angeles. These people are the bottom of the bucket, Amy. They’re the worst of the worst. Twelve out of the hundred asked to meet me today. I told you my script was good.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That’s really great, Betsy. Although, I think your work deserves top representation, and I’m not sure you should settle for—”

      “Gotta go,” said Betsy. “The agent I’m meeting just came back from the bathroom. Before he went to the bathroom, he asked me to pay for his coffee, so I did. I think he might want to sign me.”

      Betsy hung up, and so did I. What a weird morning, I thought. Then I got to work preparing for my grooming clients that day. Grooming dogs is always fun, but I’ll admit I was distracted throughout the afternoon. My mind should have been completely on my adorable little clients, but instead I found myself thinking about Brian and Chuck and Jenna’s mysterious, dangerous boyfriend.

      By the time I got home, I needed to blow off some steam, so I snapped the leash on Lucky and headed to my favorite dog park over in the adjacent town of Burbank. The Burbank dog park is a beautiful patch of green grass with a sloping hill and tunnels for the dogs to run through and everything else an animal could ever want.

      Also, the park was off-leash, which both Lucky and I loved. As soon as we got there, I unclipped the leash. Lucky darted out into the field, chasing his own tail while barking and having the time of his relatively short but adorable life. I took a seat on a bench overlooking the field, leaned back, and felt a smile spread across my face like butter melting on a pancake. Dog parks are one of my top three happy places. The other two are pet salons everywhere, not just mine, and also anywhere in nature. I know that’s kind of cheating because my top places involve lots of different places, but this is my list, so leave me alone. I love lots of stuff, OK?

      Before long, Lucky started playing with a big, handsome German Shepherd out in the center of the field. The two dogs made fast friends, tumbling together in the grass, chasing one another and jumping happily. I laughed and took out my phone to take a video to send to Betsy and Granny. Then I noticed that the German Shepherd looked familiar. Very familiar.

      I quickly realized the dog was Officer Carmichael, Detective Mike Fine’s police canine. That’s the one thing about living in a small town… You can’t go anywhere without running into a love interest or two. I scanned the dog park, my eyes darting from one bench to another, until I spotted Mike sitting on the bench right across from me. We made eye contact right away, he gave me a casual wave, stood, and crossed through the dogs toward my bench. I slid over and patted the seat next to me. He sat down.

      “Amy Stewart. I should’ve known I would see you here. Let me guess, you’re handing out your business cards to dog owners to try to get more business. Smart. Man, you’ve always impressed me with how smart you are. That’s why I cheated off of you in high school chemistry.”

      I turned and looked at Mike with a smile. “You did not cheat off me.”

      Mike shook his head. “I was too dumb to cheat. You know? Yeah, it’s a shortcut, but cheating still requires mad skills. I got an F in that class. Lucky for me, there’s no chemistry involved in my life these days. Except romantic chemistry.”

      “OK, now that’s cheesy,” I said.

      “You know I love cheese. Mozzarella, Gouda, Swiss. Nevermind. Swiss is disgusting. I’m sure some people like it, so no judgment, but gross.”

      Mike and I sat back and watched the dogs playing together for a little while. Mike put his arm along the bench behind where I was sitting. His arm wasn’t touching me but was centimeters away, and I could feel the warmth emanating from his body. I scooted ever so slightly closer to Mike on the bench, then he did the same. We continued this odd mating ritual for a few minutes until our legs were just barely touching.

      I liked that neither of us felt the need to talk throughout any of this. We just sat there and enjoyed the moment together, no pressure and no conversation. Until Mike broke the silence with a long, drawn-out, “Soooooo…”

      I chose not to look over at him. “So what?”

      “That kiss the other night… I liked it.”

      A huge laugh erupted from somewhere deep inside me. No one had ever accused Mike Fine of being overly smooth. No wonder he was no good at cheating in class. “I liked it too, Mike. But you know how I feel, I mean, my relationship history is…”

      “Yes. That’s why I’d like to officially invite you to be my date to the upcoming ‘LA County Police Pancake Breakfast.’ It’s this big breakfast the cops hold at midnight, and there are games and prizes to win and a raffle, like a carnival or whatever. I might be the guy who sits above a tank of water, and people throw balls to dunk me.”

      “I’d like to see that.” I bit my lip. Was that too suggestive? Did it sound like I was talking about seeing Mike with his shirt off? That’s what I was talking about. So who cares if he knew it?

      “I bet you would.” Mike turned to me with his eyebrows raised. “So is it a date? Friday. Midnight.”

      I swallowed. If I said yes, I’d be taking a step further in my relationship with Mike and, by the law of relationship theorems, a step further from any possible relationship with Jacob. I liked being with Mike, and our kiss really was great.

      But there were downsides. Mike was someone I’d gone to high school with. Like a familiar t-shirt. Comfortable, but too worn-in? Jacob represented possibilities and new things. Plus, Mike was a detective, and we often found ourselves at odds when we were both investigating the same murder.

      On the other hand, he had worked well with me on previous investigations. Not that sleuthing was the most important thing in a relationship. The most important thing was… that the other person added to your life. Mike definitely added to my life. That last point tipped the scale in Mike’s direction.

      “OK. It’s a date.”
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            Gremlins

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold still, Gremlin. I’m doing this for your own good.”

      The unfortunately named Golden Retriever I was grooming writhed and squirmed as I attempted to clear the gunk from his eyes. It was almost like the gunk had sentimental value to the dog, but I knew it wasn’t healthy for him, and it was my job to clear it out.

      We had a little leash attached to the grooming table so the dogs couldn’t jump off or escape when they got squirmy. Sometimes I thought the attachment felt unnecessary because so many dogs, surprisingly, were pretty relaxed during grooming. But pups like Gremlin reminded me how wrong that was. The attachment saved me from a sassy dog zooming through the pet salon, and I was grateful for it.

      Often, the trick to effectively grooming a dog is just to be confident and decisive with your actions. If you see gunk in the eye, be careful, but move quickly and wipe it out. I suspect the same tactic works with young children. If you hesitate before you clean the wound and put on a Band-Aid, the kid gets nervous and tries to escape. But if you act fast, it’s all over before it even begins.

      Reminding myself of that advice, I made a couple quick moves, like Bruce Lee, but for dog grooming instead of martial arts, and I got the gunk out of Gremlin’s eyes in the next few seconds.

      The dog settled down into the washbasin as soon as the gunk was cleared and looked up at me as though he had been peaceful the entire time. “Don’t give me those eyes, Gremlin. We both know you can behave better.” I grabbed a treat from the jar and fed it to the dog. “We also both know it’s a bummer to have gunk in your eyes, and you’re a brave little soldier.”

      What can I say? Dog’s melted my soul, even when they were Gremlins.

      Granny breezed into the salon a few minutes later, carrying two extra-large coffees on a tray.

      “Thank goodness the coffee is here.” I reached out toward the tray to take my drink, but Granny yanked it back, glaring at me. I chuckled. “Thank goodness you’re here, too, Granny. You’re so much more important and special than coffee ever is.”

      Granny let out a big laugh. “You’ll say anything for your morning jolt of caffeine.” She handed me my coffee, rounded the counter, and booted up the computer for the day.

      My first sip of coffee that morning sent a little tingle into my fingers and delivered a smile to my face. “That’s the stuff. Black and strong, just how I like it in the morning.”

      “Eleanor tried to convince me to add sugar, maple syrup, and honey to your coffee,” said Granny. “She’s not convinced anyone should drink it black under any circumstances, ever. The lady is sweet, so she thinks beverages need to be the same way.”

      “Thank you for resisting the pressure.” I gently sprayed Gremlin with the sprayer and then massaged doggy shampoo into his back. The little guy liked the shampooing much more than the eye-gunk clearing, and he laid down in the basin as I rubbed him. “How did poker go yesterday? I was dying to talk after that cat food class at CCI, but you took off so fast.”

      Granny groaned. “I was up, then I was down, then I was way down, then I was up again, so I left. Basically ended up breaking even for the day. There was a cruise ship full of tourists, in from the British Isles. They all thought they were World Series of Poker professionals. They were so bad they were good, if you know what I mean. Over a thousand hours, I’m confident I can win every dollar from every one of them, but there’s too much luck involved in the short run. Is that dog named Gremlin?”

      “That’s right. But he’s a sweetheart inside.”

      Granny clicked around on the computer. “I’ll tell you who the true Gremlin is. It’s the owner of the California Culinary Institute, Chuck. That guy is such an annoying grouch.”

      “You know some people might describe you as a grouch,” I said.

      Granny shot me an annoyed look. “Clearly, those people don’t understand the glorious nuances of my joyful personality.”

      “Clearly.” I began to wash the soap from Gremlin’s back. “You think Chuck might have killed Brian?”

      Granny sat on her little stool behind the counter and sipped her coffee. “The thought crossed my mind. I mean, the guy has anger issues. He’s read every issue of Anger Magazine, and he’s probably also a subscriber to Frustration Times and Impulsive Decision Monthly. He’s not the least murderous person I’ve ever met, not by a longshot.”

      “But he was around most of the morning Brian died, and he let us into Brian’s room yesterday.”

      “I remember.” Granny rubbed her chin. “He also hadn’t cleaned up Brian’s room at all. If Chuck had killed Brian, you’d think he would have scrubbed the place down or removed some of the more suspicious details. Unless he was trying to set someone else up.”

      I nodded. “That’s true. Coulda been a frame job. But why not go one way or the other? Make it look like an accident or make it look like a murder and pin it on someone else. This scene was kind of… in between. A lot of the little details just didn’t make sense. Like the notes about the plane tickets… I agree. At the very least, he would have switched the bed around so the cigarette burn made sense.”

      Granny came out from behind the counter and straightened a little display of water bowls and our merchandise area. “I don’t want to talk about the cigarette burn. How can the cops think that Brian died of natural causes? No one smokes feet first.”

      Gremlin shook his damp body, and water sprayed everywhere. “Hold still, man. I’m trying to dry you off.” I turned on the blow dryer and pointed it at Gremlin. Once again, he calmed down. “We haven’t really talked about our conversation with the teaching assistant, Jenna.”

      Granny shrugged. “What do you wanna talk about?”

      As I dried Gremlin, I reminded Granny of the details of our conversation with Jenna, putting a particularly strong emphasis on her romantic drama and her “bad boy” boyfriend.

      Granny and I agreed Jenna should be included on her list of suspects. Jenna had been upset that day in Brian’s class, and her behavior had been erratic since the moment we’d met her. We further agreed that it would be wise to look into Jenna’s “bad boy” boyfriend. We reasoned that one or both of them could have been involved in Brian’s death. Perhaps Jenna was so upset during the cat food class because she was plagued by a guilty conscience.

      Granny and I decided it was too soon for us to return to the CCI campus and concluded that for the next step in our investigation, we should try to find and question Jenna’s mysterious boyfriend. I remembered Jenna said he owned a restaurant called Canteen in Downtown LA, and I cordially invited Granny to dinner there that night.

      Granny shook her head. “Can’t. The cruise ship is returning to the British Isles in a few days, and I need to take another crack at those tourists.”

      “No problem. I’ll go with Betsy.”
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            One Mean Canteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hurry up, Betsy. The reservation is for eight. We need to get going.”

      Betsy called out from the ‘bedroom’ of her tiny house. “It’s only seven o’clock.”

      “Yeah, and this is Los Angeles. We need to leave at least an hour early in case traffic picks up, or there’s an earthquake, or a fire, or a dead body on the 101.”

      “You want to take the 101? I thought this restaurant was downtown. We should take the Five. Five alive. Five and thrive. Five to survive.”

      “I get it.” I flopped down on Betsy’s purple couch. “We’ll take the Five. But seriously, hurry up. I’m sure you look amazing.”

      “You said this is the hottest new restaurant in LA, so I need to make sure I’m even hotter. I want the men in that place to look at me and get sunburns on their eyes.”

      “That is not… I can’t…”

      Betsy kicked her bedroom door open and strutted into the living room, wearing a tight silver dress with big, black boots and an undersized LA Dodgers baseball hat. “What do you think? I want to look like a celebrity who’s out for a night on the town, hoping to get photographed by PEOPLE Magazine paparazzi. Those guys are scum, but they keep me relevant, so I love them.”

      I looked down at my own attire, black jeans and a white T-shirt. Then I looked back up at Betsy. “If you’re a celebrity, what does that make me?”

      Betsy shrugged. “You’re my assistant. I won’t let you dress hot like me because that would take the attention from me. And I thrive on attention, which is why I got into the entertainment business in the first place.”

      I turned up my palms. “Oh my goodness, I almost forgot. How did your meetings with all those agents go?”

      Betsy’s shoulders slumped. “I spent a hundred and twelve dollars buying loser literary agents coffee and lunch. I have nothing against the homeless, but I’m pretty sure one of them didn’t have a home. And they all told me I was ‘too green’ to take on as a client. That’s why I need to be in party mode tonight. It’s important to celebrate both your successes and your failures in life, Amy. Because if you only celebrate your successes in this business, you might never get to celebrate. It’s competitive. And I don’t mind that, but I need a drink.”

      I jumped up from the couch. “Love that attitude, sister. Let’s move.”

      Twenty minutes later, we were in bumper-to-bumper traffic, not moving at all. Still, we managed to make it to the restaurant just in time for our investigation reservation. I hate to say I told you so, but that kinda traffic is why you always have to leave at least an hour early in LA.

      Canteen was located at the end of a dark alley in Downtown LA’s “Arts District.” The entrance to the restaurant was illuminated with a pink, neon sign and, weirdly, there were bars on all the windows. The inside of the restaurant was one enormous concrete room with basic white tables and metal chairs. Betsy scrunched up her nose. “I think this is what they call minimalist.” She stood on her tippy toes to look out over the crowd. “I’m not sure my silver dress and tiny little hat make sense in this place.”

      “Who cares? You’re a celebrity, remember? You dress how you want, and you redefine every space you enter.”

      Betsy pointed at me. “And that’s why they call you ‘Amy the Genius.’ Goodness, I’m so lucky to have nabbed you as my assistant.” Betsy stood back on her tippy toes to survey the crowd once more. “And you said you think the guy who owns this place is a crazed psychopathic killer?”

      I jabbed Betsy with my elbow. “Shush. I don’t want to start making accusations right off the bat. Let’s get a table and order some food, then we’ll see if the waiter would be willing to introduce us to the chef.”

      “Great idea. I’ll say I found blood in my broccoli and demand to meet the man who owns this place.”

      “I was thinking we would praise the food and request the opportunity to thank the chef in person.”

      Betsy shrugged. “We’ll see what feels natural.”

      After a little bit of a wait, Betsy and I were seated at a table toward the back of the room. The menu, like the restaurant, was minimalist. There was a chicken option, a salmon option, and a pasta option. I felt like I was attending someone’s wedding. But all the food coming out of the kitchen looked and smelled delicious, so I was excited to give it a try, whether or not the chef was a murderer.
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            Compliments to the Chef

          

        

      

    

    
      I got the pasta, Betsy got the salmon. Both dishes were so good neither of us spoke a single word as we ate. For the most part, we just moaned in ecstasy as our forks scraped our plates and the delicious food filled our bellies.

      At the conclusion of the meal, I flagged down our waiter with a quick wave of my hand. The waiter, a twenty-something man with lots of tattoos and a shaved head, approached with quick strides. “Everything to your satisfaction?”

      “Oh yes. This food is incredible. It’s so good, in fact, we were wondering… Is there any way we could express our gratitude to the chef in person? We would love to meet him.”

      Betsy looked down and mumbled. “Also, there was blood all over my salmon.”

      The waiter leaned forward. “What was that?”

      “She said her salmon was delicious,” I said.

      The waiter didn’t look away from Betsy. “That’s what you said?”

      Betsy looked over at me, and I made my eyes big and threatening. “Yes. My salmon was delicious, and there wasn’t any blood on it.”

      The waiter cocked his head in confusion and looked from Betsy to me. “I’ll see if the chef has a moment to meet you.”

      The waiter hurried away, and I shot a look at Betsy. “You had to bring up the blood. Why would you do that? We don’t want the chef to come out here feeling defensive. It’s in our interest to make him feel loved so we can get him to open up and find out if he’s a killer.”

      Betsy scoffed. “You sound crazy when you talk like that.”

      “Well, I’m an amateur sleuth. Sometimes my theories are crazy. Other times, they’re just crazy enough to work.”

      Betsy gave me a big smile. “Now you’re talking my language. Bump me. Give me a fist bump right here.” Betsy held out her fist, and I pressed my knuckles against hers. She then mimed an explosion with her fist and said, “Kerplow!”

      I spotted a burly man in a white chef’s coat headed toward us. “That must be the chef. Remember… Don’t mention any blood.”

      “You got it, boss. Hey, wait a minute, you’re not the boss here. I am. You’re the assistant.”

      “Just please, don’t say the blood thing,” I said through gritted teeth.

      When the chef got close, he clasped his hands together and gave us a little bow. Like the waiter, he had tattoos on his hands and neck. “Greetings, ladies. I heard you enjoyed your meals. So glad to hear it.”

      Betsy flattened both her palms down on the table. “I’ve never had a better meal my entire life. When I first bit into the salmon, I was transported to the Alaskan wilderness. The fish was fresh and grilled to perfection. I could have sworn I was sitting around a campfire in Juneau, dining alfresco with good friends and even better beer.”

      “Great. Did you have a beer with your dinner?”

      “No. We had wine. It was just a figure of speech, man.”

      The chef gave us a little chuckle. “Well, I appreciate that. Thank you both so much for dining at Canteen. I hope you’ll come back.”

      The chef turned to go, but I called out after him. My voice might have been a little sharp and desperate seeming, but I needed more time with the guy. “Wait! Chef!”

      The chef turned and crossed back to our table. “Please, call me Matt. Chef was my dad.”

      “Oh, cool,” said Betsy. “So you come from a long line of culinary artists?”

      “No… I’m sorry. That was also a joke. We’re not really getting each other, are we?”

      “Very few people get my friend here,” I said. “Anyway, so I think we have an acquaintance in common. Jenna? From the California Culinary Institute?”

      Matt scratched his head. “Jenna, Jenna, Jenna. Right. I think we hung out a few times. Yeah, she’s pretty cool.”

      “Oh,” I said back. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t seem like you know her that well after all.”

      “I mean, we know each other and we don’t. Honestly, we’ve hooked up a few times, or whatever. She’s a good woman.”

      Betsy leaned forward with her eyes wide. “So sad what happened with that brutal murder at the Institute.”

      Matt put a hand on his head. “I didn’t hear about any murder. I heard there was a fire or something… Was that a murder?”

      Betsy turned down her lips. “Depends on who you ask. There are more bad people in this world than you or I care to imagine, Matt.”

      “Right.” The guy clasped his hands back together, obviously baffled by Betsy’s… everything. “I’m sorry, I have the kitchen to run. Thank you both for dining here. I’m glad you enjoyed your food.”

      As we exited, I was surprised to find a line of people waiting to enter the restaurant. It was almost ten o’clock at night, which was late, even for LA. A twenty-something blonde girl caught me by the arm as I walked past her. “How’s the food in there? As good as they say?” Her eyes were bright and blue and excited.

      “It was delicious, yeah. Do you mind me asking why you’re all lined up here for dinner so late?”

      “They do a second serving at eleven. Apparently, that’s when their really good food gets made. Does it really feel like a prison in there?”

      I scrunched up my face. “It’s pretty minimalist, I guess.”

      “I think it’s so cool, the whole story behind this place,” the girl said.

      Betsy stepped between the two of us. “We’re lost, lady. What are you talking about? What story?”

      “You ate here, and you don’t even know the story? There was a whole article in the LA Times about this spot a few days ago. Apparently, they serve what’s called ‘elevated prison food.’ The owner was locked up for years and years, and he learned to cook while incarcerated. Then he got out and rounded up some investors or whatever to get the funds to open this place. That’s why it’s called Canteen.”

      “Did the article say what the owner was in prison for?” I asked.

      The girl broke into a big, conspiratorial smile. “It didn’t say. But I heard it was murder.”

      I gulped. “Oh. Great.”
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            Cooking Up Trouble

          

        

      

    

    
      “I asked Mike to look into the chef from the restaurant.”

      Granny looked up from the Cocker Spaniel she was grooming. “Mike is a detective, Amy. We should not involve a legit detective in our outside-the-law investigations. That’s pretty obvious.”

      Betsy slurped down the last of her frozen morning coffee. “Petunia has a point. Mike is a sexy man if you’re into that kind of thing, and I wish the two of you nothing but the best, but if he finds out that we’re investigating Brian’s death, he’s going to shut us down. How could he not? He’d be putting his job on the line if he didn’t.”

      I sighed. It frustrated me that neither Granny nor Betsy trusted me to handle the situation with Mike delicately. Granny and I had solved several murders prior to Brian’s death, and our relationship with the police had never been an issue. Sure, Rotund was a grump and made idle threats. But Mike wasn’t like that. Plus, I liked Mike, and it wasn’t fun keeping secrets from him.

      “The two of them worked together to nab that vandal during the last investigation, and now she thinks they’re some kinda crime-fighting duo, like Starsky and Hutch.” Granny shook her head. “You’re going to get our whole operation shut down, kid.”

      “I’m neither Starsky nor Hutch, thank you very much. And Mike is a trustworthy guy. I mean, I trust him. He won’t shut us down.”

      “So you just called him up and blabbed everything about the case to him? Told him about Jenna and Chuck and this criminal chef?”

      I sighed. “No. I made up a story. Told him my friend was considering dating this guy, but I thought he was creepy. So I asked Mike if he would look Matt up in his system and find out why the chef had been imprisoned.”

      “So Mike’s a trustworthy guy, but you lied to him about the reasons you need the information,” said Granny.

      I stood tall. “Yes. Exactly that.”

      A soft knock sounded on the door behind me. I jumped back a couple feet. I turned to find Mike entering Creature Comforts with his German Shepherd, Officer Carmichael. “Good morning, ladies.” He spotted Fluffy drowsing on the counter and gave the cat a pat on the back. “Good morning, Fluffy.”

      Fluffy flicked his tail but didn’t look up.

      Mike nodded. “Hey, so, Amy… Should we talk outside? I have some info.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. Both Amy and Betsy are already familiar with the situation.”

      Granny fed the Cocker Spaniel a treat, which the doggie gobbled right up. “That’s right. Amy’s friend is dating an ex-convict, and she wants to know the scoop. So what’s the scoop, Nancy Drew?”

      Mike pointed at Granny. “Those books were really good. I mean, I didn’t read them, but the covers were awesome. My sister read every single one and told me about them. Nancy Drew and the Case of the Missing Supper. Nancy Drew and the Grass That Grew Too Tall. Nancy Drew and the Penguin Police.”

      “You’re making up the names of those books,” said Betsy.

      Mike nodded. “I am. Yep. But the covers were cool.” Mike handed me a couple of printed-out pieces of paper. “There’s your boy. Matt Calderoni. Forty-three years old, from Highland Park. Seems like a pretty tough guy. He’s been in and out of the system since he was a kid. Mostly for small stuff, breaking and entering, things like that.”

      I scanned the document and corroborated everything Mike was saying. “Thank you for grabbing all this information.”

      Mike shrugged. “Not a problem. I mean, it was highly illegal, but you’re pretty cool, so… Yeah. Maybe just, let’s not make a regular thing out of this.”

      “I told her not to bother you,” said Granny.

      “Yeah, but I don’t mind. Amy’s just trying to keep her friend safe. Right, Amy? That’s why you contacted me about this guy?”

      Mike and I made eye contact. I had the distinct impression he knew my story about my friend had been a ruse, but I was in too deep to confess. “Yeah. This girl has always loved bad boys, but it seems like this one might be a little too bad.”

      “Hmmm. Well. People can change,” Mike said. “It seems like he’s reformed, more or less. Sometimes the system works, believe it or not.”

      “That’s true,” I said. “This guy’s been out for a few years now, and he’s kept his hands and feet clean that whole time.”

      “Never heard that expression,” said Mike.

      “Yeah. Most people would say the guy kept his hands clean, but I think it’s a boring cliché. Feet get dirty more often than hands,” I said.

      “That’s for sure,” Betsy agreed. “I’ve stepped in some nasty stuff.”

      I flipped through a couple more pages of the printout. “So this guy was nothing more than a petty criminal. He never hurt anyone. So it’s not like he was a murderer or anything…”

      I flipped to the last page of the document.

      Mike shrugged. “He once did a stint for aggravated assault. I’m not sure what the details are on that. So, it’s not like the guy is a puppy, like that adorable Cocker Spaniel over there, or my friend Officer Carmichael, but I don’t think he’s a serial killer, either. Look, you want my advice? For real?”

      I nodded.

      Mike shrugged. “Tell your friend she deserves better than this guy. She deserves a confident, handsome professional man with a nice smile and a steady job. I hear cops are great partners, for instance.”

      “No flirting at the salon,” said Granny. “Sorry. New rule.”

      Mike laughed and held up a hand to demonstrate his innocence. “OK, I get it. No problem. I need to head out anyway. Nice to see you, ladies.”

      With that, Mike gave me a quick nod and left the shop. I hurried out after him and caught him by the elbow. “Hey. Thanks.”

      “My absolute pleasure, Miss Stewart. Anything for you.”

      I took a deep breath. Mike had been so helpful with his research into Matt Calderoni. It struck me that he might be able to help with something else as well… Jacob’s missing aunt. Rotund must have been the cop on the case all those years ago. He was inept and stubborn and not nearly as helpful as Mike. Besides, technology can do so much more for police since then.

      “I was wondering… Do you think you could do the same kind of search for one more person? My friend, Jacob… He has this missing aunt…”

      Mike’s body stiffened, and I noticed he scrunched up his face for a split second. “I can’t just help everyone you know with stuff like this, Amy. I just told you I could get in trouble.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Yeah. But you also just told me you would do anything for me.”

      “For you. Not for some random neighbor.”

      Mike’s tone was harsh and a little angry. No one’s perfect, but it was the first time I’d seen that side of him, and I didn’t love it. I continued the conversation in a tone that might’ve been a few degrees colder than what I had intended. “OK. Sorry. Shouldn’t have asked.”

      Mike softened. “No, no. I’m sorry, I totally overreacted. That was like Nancy Drew and the Case of the Over-Dramatic Handsome Detective. Text me the name of the woman you’re trying to find, and I’ll see what I can dig up. I can’t promise I’ll get to it anytime soon, but I’ll do my best.”

      I stepped back into the shop feeling uncertain of where I stood with Mike. Had I been too bold to ask for help with Jacob’s aunt, or should I look at Mike as a partner in all my investigations? He’d say he couldn’t pull these kinds of favors all the time, but maybe I could get past that hesitation, establish a solid working rapport with him. I guessed it was just one more thing to be confused about our big, confusing, dangerous investigation.

      Maybe it was inappropriate to ask my crush to do an indirect favor… for my other crush. I’d never been in this situation before.

      And the fact was, Brian had been murdered. A woman was missing. And in the pursuit of justice, sometimes, you have to spend a little time in the moral gray area.

      At least, that’s what I was telling myself.
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            The Great Pumpkin

          

        

      

    

    
      When I walked back inside Creature Comforts, Betsy and Granny were darting back and forth across the store chasing after something. My eyes shot to the grooming table. Pumpkin the Cocker Spaniel was no longer there. I then noticed streaks of suds and paw prints covering the shop floor and pieced it all together.

      “Did you two lose Pumpkin?”

      “She hated being attached to that little leash on the table. I unclipped it so she could feel a little freedom but, as soon as she was unattached, she jumped off the table and ran.” Betsy dropped to her knees and looked underneath a big display. “Here, Pumpkin! Here, girl! Don’t worry, I’m not mad.”

      Pumpkin darted out from somewhere behind me, slipping as she ran toward the back of the store. “I see her.” I chased after Pumpkin, but I slipped on some suds and fell back onto my bottom. “She went into the back room. Someone go after her.”

      Granny stood with her hands on her hips like an Old West cowboy. “I’ve got this, girls.” She took several commanding steps toward the back room, and I swear I heard her cowgirl boots click and her spurs jangle. She paused before she entered the back room. “OK, Pumpkin. Playtime has come to an end.”

      Betsy climbed to her feet, gasping for breath. “You’re my hero, Granny. I want to be just like you when I grow way up.”

      Granny ignored Betsy, stepped into the back room, and closed the door behind her. For several seconds there was quiet, then yelling and the sound of furniture crashing. I started toward the room, but Betsy blocked my path. “She’s got this, Amy. Have faith.”

      There were a few more crashes and loud yelps, and then Granny emerged with Pumpkin in her arms. She winked at me. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      Pumpkin had gotten so dirty during her escapades that we had to give her a new wash. But once round two of grooming was complete, she looked so adorable. Like a little princess. Her brown eyes were so tiny and cute, and her little mouth looked like it was smiling. Pumpkin’s owner, an older man shaped like a pumpkin, was thrilled by the little dog’s appearance when he picked her up.

      To celebrate, Granny, Betsy, and I decided to go to the Big Baby Diner for lunch. As we walked over to the classic fifties diner, the three of us discussed Mike’s visit and the information he’d shared about Matt Calderoni. We agreed we would need to investigate Calderoni further and that he had become a prime suspect in the murder. We also agreed that his rap sheet gave us a shared case of the heebie-jeebies. Of the three of us, no one knew exactly what aggravated assault was, but we figured it involved aggravation and… assault. I wondered if Calderoni might have gotten aggravated with Brian at some point. I also worried for Jenna. She didn’t seem like the type of girl who needed such a dramatic partner in her life.

      There was a line out the door at the Big Baby Diner, but the owner was an old high school pal of mine, Jess. When Jess spotted us waiting at the back of the line, she hurried over, grabbed me by the elbow, and led me to a reserved booth over by a nice, big window. Jess’s long, blonde hair swished back and forth as she walked, and when she finally arrived at the booth, she just pointed at it and said, “Sit.”

      The three of us did as Jess instructed, and she looked pleased as we got settled in the booth. “Remember, this is your official booth, OK? I’m never going to let anyone else sit there, not even if they’re sick, desperate, or starving. So stop waiting at the back of the line. You three are the only people I like in this town, and I want to treat you right.”

      “That’s a little extreme, Jessica,” said Granny, “but I like it. Finally, someone appreciates everything we do around here.”

      Jess sat in the booth beside Granny. I looked around the crowded restaurant, wondering if there might be something more helpful she should be doing to keep the place running, then I looked back to Jess.

      “I know, it’s busy,” she said. “I shouldn’t be sitting here, chatting with my friends. I have a restaurant to run. But running this restaurant is tiring, and I have something to talk to you three about.”

      I leaned forward. “What’s going on?”

      Jess pulled her smartphone out of her pocket, opened to the web browser, and showed me the page she’d been reading. It was an article from the Toluca Tribune, and the headline read “Adobe Artifacts Found at California Culinary Institute.”

      Jessica passed the phone around, and the three of us took turns scanning the article. Finally, Granny handed the phone back to Jess. “Pretty weird for CCI to be in the news twice in a few days.”

      Jess shoved the phone back into her pocket. “Couldn’t agree more, Petunia. Seems to me this might be something for the three of you to look into.”

      “I’m going to be honest,” said Betsy. “I only read the headline. What’s going on here?”

      Jess raised her eyebrows. “According to the article, a number of incredible Adobe artifacts were found buried on the grounds of the CCI campus. The story in the Tribune says it’s a big deal, and apparently the guy who runs the place, Chuck, is really excited about all the old junk.”

      “It sounds like there are some beautiful plates and bowls and things they found,” I said. “I don’t think it’s all junk.”

      “You know what I mean, Amy,” said Jess. “I’m surprised the three of you hadn’t heard this news already.”

      I shrugged. “Busy morning. Missing Pumpkin. Don’t ask.”

      The sound of shattering dishes erupted from back near the kitchen, quickly followed by a loud argument between two members of the Big Baby staff.

      “Should you maybe check on that?” I said to Jess.

      “One second. First, I want to know what you’re going to do about this development.”

      I turned up my hands. “I suppose that the article was written by Dirk? I mean, he writes all the articles in the Tribune because he’s the editor and the only reporter… But maybe we should go talk to him and see what else he knows about what was going on at CCI.”

      Jess sat back and grinned. “So I helped in an investigation?”

      “Don’t get too happy, kid,” Granny said. “There’s another murderer running around Toluca Lake. That’s never something to smile about.”
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      Betsy and Granny went back to the shop to handle our next wave of customers. I paid the tab at the Big Baby Diner, steeply discounted by Jess, of course. I hurried down the block toward the offices of the Toluca Tribune, where I hoped to find the author of the article.

      Dirk was an old friend of Granny’s, and he had been a big help on prior investigations. The guy knew everyone in town and had his finger on everything happening at all moments. Beyond that, he drove around in a motorcycle with a sidecar, and his puppy usually rode in it wearing a helmet and custom-fit goggles. Dirk and his dog were small-town eccentrics in the best way, and they exemplified much of what I loved about living back in Toluca Lake.

      The walk from the diner to the newspaper offices was short, which was good because it was hot that day. As I walked, I pulled sunscreen from a bag and applied it to my face. Granny always said your face can never be replaced, and that little slogan stuck with me from childhood all the way until adulthood. Kind of a weird expression, though, right?

      The Toluca Tribune offices were modest, unassuming. Barely labeled. Like most small town (and big city) newspapers, the Tribune had lost a lot of readership to the Internet, so the operation was pretty small and tucked away. But I admired Dirk for his commitment to the local news and to investigating the little, personal stories of Toluca Lake that otherwise would’ve gone untold.

      I was prepared to sweet-talk Dirk’s receptionist into granting me access to the man himself, but it wasn’t necessary that day because I found Dirk in the parking lot, climbing onto his motorcycle. Dirk was wearing one of his custom three-piece suits. His leather shoes were shiny in the sunlight, and his bowtie was affixed with fastidious precision.

      “Amy, hello. Are you here to discuss a newsworthy item?”

      “Actually—”

      “I’m sorry, but I have no time.” Dirk started his motorcycle. I took a couple steps toward him. “Hold on a second. This is important, Dirk. It could be a matter of life or death.”

      Dirk killed the ignition and narrowed his eyes. “You say that a lot. Make it quick.”

      “I’m assuming you’ve heard about the chef found dead at the California Culinary Institute.”

      “A tragedy. Many have said he was a star at the Institute. The culinary world is in mourning and has been for days. It was a regrettable accident.”

      “That’s what a lot of people think,” I said. “Now, you can’t tell anyone this, but Granny and I suspect Brian was murdered. There was a lot of drama going on at the Institute that day, and the whole place had this… aggressive energy. We don’t need to get into it right now. Long story short, we read your article about the artifacts discovered at the California Culinary Institute. I think maybe those artifacts could be connected to Brian’s death.”

      “I published the full story. I have nothing else to say.” Dirk pulled off his motorcycle helmet, revealing his bald head, which was even shinier than his shoes. “Do you really think it was murder?”

      I nodded. “The article didn’t say who first contacted you about the artifacts that were discovered on campus.”

      “A good journalist never leaves the house looking rumpled or reveals his sources. Have you ever seen me looking rumpled?”

      I shook my head. “You’re the least rumply person I’ve ever met.”

      Dirk thrust his chin up. “Then why do you expect me to reveal my sources?”

      I looked around to make sure we were alone in the parking lot. We were. “This could be a matter of life or death, remember?”

      Dirk exhaled through his nose. “I don’t like being asked to compromise my journalistic integrity and standards, Amy. Your grandmother knows this about me, and that’s more than likely the reason she sent you on this fool’s errand this afternoon. Apologies, you’re not a fool. But this errand is.”

      I sighed. As I mentioned earlier, Dirk had been integral in prior investigations, and I had a feeling he could help me at that moment. But if I pushed too far and made Dirk feel uncomfortable, I feared I might lose him forever.

      I had a bad habit of being overeager, and I didn’t want to compromise a valuable resource. I did my best to communicate my disappointment to Dirk with a long, sorrowful expression rather than a persistent plea designed to get him to cave. He returned my sorrowful gaze with a sorrowful gaze of his own. Then, after a moment that felt like it stretched on forever, he looked away. “I heard you’re attending the Police Pancake Breakfast with Detective Mike Fine.”

      I chuckled. “You have topics you don’t want to discuss, and I have mine, Dirk.”

      He looked over at me with a little smirk. “Fair enough.”

      “You heard right,” I said. “I think it’s going to be fine. Don’t tell anyone I told you, but I told Mike if the two of us went on an official date, I’d give him a second kiss.”

      Dirk let out a little chuckle and then looked over at me with the same sorrowful expression in his eyes. “What makes you think the artifacts and the murder are connected?”

      “Granny has been an avid reader of the Toluca Tribune for her entire life. She’s read every single article, even when she was living back in Pine Grove. She said the California Culinary Institute was almost never in the news. Now, it’s in the news twice in less than a week. We think there’s a connection there.”

      “There’s only one piece of information that might connect the two stories.”

      I wanted to jump out of my shoes and socks and scream, “What is it? Tell me. Tell me now.” Instead, I stayed quiet and tried to give Dirk space to share.

      “Whenever old Adobe artifacts are found on California land, they’re verified by the Historical Trust Society of California. If the artifacts are found in abundance and have noteworthy age, the historical trust has the power to deem the land on which the artifacts were found ‘historically significant’, and that designation comes with some benefits.”

      I nodded. “Sometimes I see placards on buildings that declare them part of the Historical Trust Society of California. Is that what you’re talking about?”

      Dirk nodded. “If the Historical Trust Society deems a home or business historically significant, then the owner of at home or business receives $250,000 a year to maintain the property, as long as they meet a few minimum requirements allowing visitors to the property or displaying the artifacts in a satisfactory way.”

      I scratched my head. “That information wasn’t in the article.”

      “The California Culinary Institute is still being assessed by the Historical Trust Society, so the determination has not yet been made, and therefore it is not yet news.”

      “I see,” I said. “So that guy, Chuck, the owner of CCI… He might have a big sum of money coming his way?”

      “It’s possible,” Dirk said. “I interviewed a man from the Historical Trust Society as part of my preparation for the article. He wasn’t a confidential source or anything, just… a public figure. Thinking back on it, something about him seemed a bit off. Perhaps it would behoove you to have a conversation with him.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “What was the guy’s name?”

      Dirk put his helmet back on and revved up his bike. “Richard Neat.”
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Fluffy’s Tail, Part 2

          

        

      

    

    
      After some digging around and asking my friends in the community, such as the local crow (surprisingly wise), and getting some recon from Mouse, I learned the following:

      

      Crickets are ancient creatures. Distantly related to the grasshopper with enlarged femora (hind legs, for the simpletons) for jumping. They have tough, leathery wings, and this is how they chirp; by rubbing those wings together to create sound. Not all crickets sing. Some species are mute. However, the singing species are also equipped with excellent hearing. Which is how, despite my near-silent approach, this infernal cricket in my walls always knew when I was coming. Always. 

      

      In literature, crickets hold a strangely elevated status. They are celebrated by authors and poets alike, their characters extolled, their songs praised… John Keats spoke of the cricket thusly:  

      

      “The poetry of earth is ceasing never:    

        On a lone winter evening, when the frost      

          Has wrought a silence, from the stove there shrills    

      The Cricket’s song, in warmth increasing ever,    

        And seems to one in drowsiness half lost,    

          The Grasshopper’s among some grassy hills.”

      

      But, why? Did Keats not notice, with his limited human hearing, that the sound emanating from the stove in winter was a ceaseless nightmare, an affront on the auditory sense? How could he laud such a grating beast? 

      

      Did the famed author of the Italian fable Pinocchio not consider, when giving life to his Talking Cricket, that imbuing the little nuisance with the gift of language was a curse upon the world? 

      

      Perhaps I’m being hyperbolic. The cricket’s song had wormed its way into my nervous system, and there it played, at all hours, even when the insect itself was silent. The song persisted, into my dreams, even. 

      

      I could not escape. 

      

      I threw myself into my research, consulting every resource I could find in the home and in the yard to learn more about the habits of crickets. Crickets can receive sound with their legs! How was I to combat their specialized hearing and get close enough to pounce? 

      

      I realized, after much thought and consideration, that I would not be able to catch this cricket. No, even I, the fluffiest of white cats, had to acknowledge my deficiencies. 

      

      As a cat, I am a natural predator. My instinct is to hunt. But of course, since I’d become a house dweller, my instinct had dulled somewhat. It happens to the best of house cats. We find ourselves fat and happy, with no need to stalk our food. 

      

      My search for the cricket alerted me to some of my softness as a hunter. My haunches were pudgy and not taut for pouncing. My whisker sensitivity was not at its peak. My claws had seen sharper days. I was letting myself go. 

      

      I’ll admit it. 

      

      I caught a whiff of defeat on the wind. My malaise, my lack of purpose, began to seep back into my consciousness. Self-doubt crept up behind me, shadowed my every move. My studies fell by the wayside. What was the point?

      

      If I could not catch a small, jejune thing like a cricket… how could I call myself a cat? How could I live my life knowing that I’d endured such a monumental failure? Out-maneuvered by an insect! My goodness, my mother would be so ashamed. 

      

      After the dark cloud of self-loathing had lingered with me for a few hours, I feared it would not lift. I worried this was the beginning of a slow end for me, a decline into old age and forgetfulness, which I had seen happen to so many cats on the street. They grew thin and mangy; their eyes clouded over with the fog of time. Their tails drooped as their spirits starved. 

      

      Could this be the future for which I was headed? Had the cricket and its infernal song undone me in such a permanent and unsettling way? 

      

      These fears moved through my mind like wolves on the prowl, slowly, methodically, circling, and then homing in for the kill. And their prey was my self-worth.

      

      Then, I saw Lucky the dog. 

      

      Descended from wolves, dogs have the same instinct to hunt. But Lucky had never known a need for food, not a day in his life. 

      

      And he didn’t seem to care. He was content sleeping, fetching tennis balls, running in circles, and doing nothing. He got joy not from his work, nor his skill, but from… the small things. He was happy, and why? Because there was sunlight dappling the floor. Because there was food in his bowl. Because he was loved. By Amy. By Mouse. By… I suppose, myself. 

      

      As I reflected on Lucky’s sense of inner peace, I found my own dark shadow retreating. So what if I’d undertaken a few unsuccessful missions to catch a cricket? So what if the cricket’s own instincts had bested my own? 

      

      The war was not over. I could still win. 

      

      Oh, did you think I was going to declare a truce, being a pursuit of the simpler things in life? Give up, surrender in my fight against the insect? Did you think Lucky’s zen disposition spread like a contagion into my soul? Never! 

      

      He simply inspired me to continue doing what made me happy. And that, of course, was claiming victory at all costs. 

      

      I couldn’t catch the cricket with my normal methods, perhaps. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t ensnare it. 

      

      Step 3: Set a trap.
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            Washing Windows

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at Creature Comforts, I found the young mayor, Tommy, washing the windows out front. He was using one of those long, skinny, squishy brushes and taking great care with his task. I stood behind Tommy for at least thirty seconds. I thought he might notice my reflection in the window, but he was so focused, he didn’t spot me there.

      I was also able to see Tommy’s reflection in the window. His eyebrows were shoved together in supreme concentration. He was biting his lower lip. Sweat poured from his forehead as he worked. The poor kid looked so determined to get the windows clean, for a moment I forgot he was the mayor of Toluca Lake.

      Tommy yelped when, at last, he spotted my reflection. Then he turned back to me with his hands clasped over his chest. “Holy puppies and kittens, you scared me, Amy. For a second there, I thought I was seeing Amy’s ghost. You’re alive, right? We can’t take another mysterious death in this town. It’s just not good for tourism.”

      I put out a hand to relax Tommy. “I’m alive and well, Mr. Mayor.” I gestured at the windows. “Let me guess, my Granny is teaching you a life skill here?”

      Tommy nods. “She says everything worth having in life comes from slow, methodical, hard work. Shortcuts don’t get a man to anywhere that’s worth taking a long trip. She says that when I promised the whole town free parking during my campaign for mayor, that it was a shortcut. I paid the price when I had to re-install all the parking meters, and everyone in town started using me like a sandwich delivery boy.” Tommy took a deep breath and then stood a little taller. “But I’m the mayor of this town, whether people like it or not. I deserve to be treated with respect, and I’m out here cleaning these windows to show the people of Toluca Lake that I understand the importance of hard work.”

      “Does this mean you’re done making sandwich deliveries? You’re so fast, and you always get my order right.”

      Tommy shook his head. “No, I’m still delivering. The tips are great, and I know people count on me. But maybe I’ll phase it out over time.”

      There was a knock from the other side of the window. I looked to see who it was, and there stood Granny on the other side of the glass, motioning for Tommy to keep washing. He gave her a thumbs up and got back to work. “Have a great day, Amy. When you see people around town, tell them you heard Mayor Tommy finally learned how to roll up his sleeves and get stuff done.”

      I chuckled. “Sounds good, Tommy. I certainly will.”

      When I entered the shop, Granny reached into a brown bag and pulled out half a sandwich. “Meatball sub. You want?”

      “Don’t tell me you had Tommy bring you that sandwich on his way here to wash the windows.”

      Granny shrugged. “Of course I did. Don’t worry, I’m paying him for the window washing, and I gave him a good tip for the sandwich.” She stuffed the sandwich back in the bag. “I’ll save it for later. How did things go with Dirk?”

      I sat down on a little stool behind the counter and told Granny all about my conversation with Dirk. She perked up at the mention of the two hundred and fifty grand.

      “That’s a lot of scratch, kid. Chuck will get that every year if the Institute is deemed historically significant?”

      I nodded. “Something like that.”

      Granny paced in front of the counter. “What strange timing.” She stopped pacing and turned to me. “Do you still think there might be some connection between Brian and the money?”

      I bit my thumbnail. “Seems like a distinct possibility to me. Brian and Chuck seemed to have a contentious relationship. It’s possible Brian was trying to sabotage Chuck’s bid for historical significance just to spite the guy.”

      “Interesting point,” said Granny. “It’s also possible Brian caught wind of all the money tied up in Chuck’s bid for historical significance and tried to get a piece of the money for himself. Maybe he stole some artifacts and tried to sell them on the black market?”

      I wrinkled up my nose. “Not sure there’s a black market for authentic Adobe cookware. But I could be wrong.”

      Granny waved me away. “There’s a black market, or at least the gray market, for everything. Have you heard of the dark web? It’s where sickos and creeps go to trade in illegal goods.”

      “I’d rather not go down that particular rabbit hole right now,” I said, “But I see your point. It’s also possible Brian was interfering with the process for some reason we’re not thinking of.”

      Granny pulled up a stool and sat across from me. “If we think Brian was messing with Chuck’s bid for historical significance, that means Chuck is the number one suspect. He’s the one who stood to make money off the designation, right?”

      I nodded. “Right. It seems to me like Chuck and Brian hated one another, and Brian often napped when he was supposed to be teaching courses at CCI. The way those guys interacted… I doubt we were witnessing their first disagreement of all time. There was a deep well of anger and resentment there.”

      Granny organized and straightened a pile of promotional flyers on the counter. “You make some decent points there, kid. But I don’t think we can go back to that campus and cause another disturbance. Chuck runs that school, and he didn’t want us there last time, even when we were paying students. If he’s our killer, we need to avoid tipping him off. But then how do we find out more about these historical artifacts?”

      I was often a bit put off or slowed down by Granny’s critical mindset. Sometimes it seemed that when I was feeling gung ho, all she could see were consequences and possible traps. But at that moment, I appreciated Granny’s instinct to be careful, and I admired her ability to spot problems before they happened. If she hadn’t made a living selling flowers, playing poker, and doing other random jobs all those years, she could have been a lawyer, for sure. I thought briefly about the parallels between poker players and attorneys. Both professions required thinking three steps ahead of your opponent and paying careful attention to detail. Granny’s eye for detail had come in handy in all her jobs, I reflected.

      I let Granny’s words settle into my mind and thought about possible next steps for a few seconds. Then I had an idea, and my eyes brightened. “Richard Neat!”

      Granny scowled. “Excuse you? Was that a sneeze?”

      I shook my head. “Richard Neat is the guy Dirk interviewed for his piece about the California Culinary Institute and its bid for historical significance. He’s the one responsible for assessing the artifacts found at the CCI. According to Dirk, Richard has spent a good amount of time at the CCI in recent weeks, and the guy is still making his assessment now.”

      Granny pointed at me with enthusiasm. “I see where you’re going with this. Neat has been on that campus for quite a while, and he’s intricately involved in Chuck’s bid for historical significance. If there was something going on between Chuck and Brian, or if Brian was blocking the bid somehow, Neat will know better than anyone.”

      I pointed back at Granny. “That’s exactly right.” I did a quick search on my phone to find the address for the Historical Society. “His office is closed now, but they’re open again in the morning. Should we go then?”

      Granny smiled. “You and Betsy should. I got a date with the British Islanders.”

      I returned Granny’s smile and added a gentle eye roll. Just then, the door to the shop chimed, and Tommy entered holding his window sponge. “Excuse me, Ms. Petunia?”

      Granny grunted.

      “People on the street keep stopping and asking if I’ll wash their windows the next time I bring them a sandwich. I don’t want to say no because that seems rude, but… I mean… I am the mayor.”

      “So say no, Tommy. And say it strong.”
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            Whining and Dining

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t look at me like that. This is a normal amount of wine.”

      Lucky blinked a couple of times without looking away from my glass. I’ll admit it might have been a heavy pour, but it had been a long day. “I don’t appreciate feeling judged by you, Lucky.”

      The adorable Golden Retriever trotted over to his bowl and took a long drink. I interpreted that as tacit permission to enjoy my beverage and headed over to the couch.

      The wine was from a bottle Betsy had gifted me as a housewarming present when I moved into my own place a little while back. When I had asked Betsy what type of wine it was, she had replied by informing me that it was the type with a cute cat on the label. Neither of us had ever been avid drinkers, and I remember laughing when she told me that.

      I pulled my ottoman over toward the couch, propped up my feet, and took my first sip. The wine was smooth, which I liked, but I didn’t have the vocabulary to describe it beyond that. It relaxed me right away. Or maybe it was just the act of kicking my feet up and sitting there with the wine that relaxed me. Anyway, it was nice.

      They say when you’re running your own business, even when you’re not “at work,” you need to be working. That’s especially true when you spend tons of time investigating small-town murders. I wasn’t in the mood to work on Creature Comforts stuff at that particular moment, but I knew I had to, so I opened my laptop and started replying to emails we’d received that day. We had tons of interest from new clients, which excited me and made the work a little more fun.

      OK, fun might have been the wrong word. I dozed off with my hands on the keyboard within minutes and woke up a little while later to the sound of a cat meowing outside. I quickly scanned the room to make sure Fluffy was safe and sound. He was curled up over by Lucky, near the dog bed. Both were sound asleep, unperturbed by the sounds outside. I would’ve liked to take a picture, but the yelling cat outside still held my attention.

      I pushed the ottoman away with my feet and crossed to the front door. “Who’s out there?” I pried open the blinds but still couldn’t see anything, so I opened my front door. I immediately spotted Jacob’s tabby cat, Queen Elizabeth, clinging to the side of a palm tree across the street. My eyes widened. “Queen Elizabeth, what are you doing up there? Did you get halfway up the tree and suddenly forget you’re a cat?”

      I darted into my house, grabbed a few cat treats, and then hurried across the street to the palm tree where the Queen was stuck. I held the treat up to her and made little kissing noises, hoping she’d be tempted enough to climb down. The cat had a scared look in her eyes, and I made sure to use a gentle and calming voice. “It’s OK, Queen. You can do it. Climbed down that tree, and you get to have this delicious treat.”

      After much coaxing, Queen Elizabeth slowly made her way down the tree and into my arms. She gobbled up her reward and looked at me expectantly. I gave her a few more treats to help calm her nerves.

      The queen remained in my arms as I made my way over to Jacob’s house a few doors down from where I’d found his cat. Jacob’s black Volkswagen was in the driveway, but when I knocked, no one answered. So I knocked again, louder. After I knocked the third time, I heard footsteps creaking on the floorboards inside. Jacob opened the door wearing boxers and a sleeveless T-shirt. His eyes were red and squinty, and his voice raspy. “Amy? Oh my goodness, Queen Elizabeth. Did she get out?”

      Jacob took the cat from me and set her down inside. She immediately trotted off into another room.

      “She was halfway up a palm tree, meowing like a madwoman. She’s a true Southern California cat, I guess. Although, maybe not because she got stuck.”

      “Ah, man.” Jacob put his hand to his forehead. “I just pulled a double shift at the hospital. She was crying? I was in such a deep sleep.”

      “She was fine,” I said. “I held out a treat, and she came right down. It was no big deal.”

      Jacob put his hand to his heart. “Thank you so much for rescuing her. Well, I guess both our cats have found a way to escape the house.”

      Jacob was right. Fluffy had recently become an escape artist himself. That’s why our so-called house cats had already met up in the great outdoors. “Our intrepid felines want to see the world, Jacob. I can’t blame them.”

      Jacob’s eyes widened. “I just realized I’m standing here in my boxers and a sleeveless shirt. I’m so sorry. That’s… not a good look. Not usually how I greet cute girls at the door.”

      And thus arrived the flirt. Would I be able to resist flirting back? Apparently not. “I think you look good.”

      Jacob smiled. “Thank you, but I know I don’t. My eyes get crazy puffy when I sleep. And I typically have a much better fashion sense than this. Look.”

      Jacob hurried away from the door, entered a nearby room, and returned wearing red flannel pants and a matching flannel shirt. “See? I might as well be on the cover of GQ.”

      “That issue would sell out within minutes of publication,” I said. Then I noticed a large family portrait hanging on the wall inside Jacob’s place. There were at least thirty people in the photo, standing around a picnic table, and all looked vaguely related to Jacob. I pointed to the photo. “Is that a family reunion picture? I’m surprised you weren’t wearing your fancy GQ pajamas for the photo.”

      Jacob crossed over to the picture and pulled off the wall, then he walked over to me. He pointed to an older woman in the photo. “That’s my aunt right there. This is the last picture that was taken of her. And that’s me, back when I was young.”

      “You’re still young,” I said. “We both are. At least according to my Granny.”

      Jacob let out a little chuckle, but I could tell he was still looking at that photo of his missing aunt.

      “I made a little progress on that, by the way,” I said. “I asked Detective Mike Fine to look for any new information in the police database. Technology has improved a lot since Rotund was on the case back then. And Mike is a much better detective than Rotund. So, fingers crossed. Ask Queen Elizabeth to cross her paws, too.”

      Jacob chewed on his bottom lip. “Cool. Great. Thank you.” He looked up at me. “Mike Fine, huh? I’ve heard that guy is pretty nice. Are you two… Are you officially…?”

      “We’re not officially anything,” I said, resisting the urge to talk about my kiss with Mike and our upcoming day. I told Jacob… a version of the truth, and that seemed good enough for the moment.

      Queen Elizabeth yelled from the back room. Jacob smirked. “That’s my cue. See you around?”

      I nodded. “I’m sure you will. Because… we’re neighbors.”

      Jacob closed the door and walked back into his house. As I walked back toward mine, I felt confused. I’d had my heart broken a few too many times in my life, and it seemed a love triangle was a guaranteed way to make sure it broke into a bunch of tiny, messed-up pieces again.

      But I liked Mike. And I liked Jacob.

      So it was already too late.
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            Frosting on the Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, we had a light schedule at Creature Comforts, so Granny volunteered to hang back while Betsy and I continued our investigation. I made plans to pick Betsy up around nine a.m., but when I pulled up in front of her house, the place looked dark.

      I groaned. “Come on, Betsy. I don’t want to have to go in there and wake you up.”

      I shot off a text to let Betsy know I had arrived. As I waited for a reply, I climbed out of the van and leaned against the driver’s side door. Betsy’s tiny little log cabin house was out of place in her upscale Toluca Hills neighborhood. Every other house had at least two stories, and her immediate neighbor had a fountain in the front yard that was wider than Betsy’s entire home. Nonetheless, the place was so cute it enriched the neighborhood, and I was glad Betsy had decided to build the little home on her inherited plot of land.

      After five minutes, I hadn’t received a reply to my text, so I knocked on Betsy’s door. There was no answer. At that point, I began to worry, so I found my key to Betsy’s place on my key ring and fumbled around trying to get the door unlocked.

      My hands were shaking more than they should’ve been. Betsy was almost definitely OK. But the thing about investigating murders is that, once you get started, your mind always leads to the worst-case scenario. As I turned the key in the lock, I imagined Betsy sprawled out on her living room floor, dead. The thought chilled me. We all knew getting wrapped up in murder investigations was a dangerous hobby, so it wasn’t crazy to think one of our suspects might turn their attention to the nosy local sleuths.

      The door opened with a creak into Betsy’s dark living room. My heart pounded in my throat as I scanned the room. Then I saw Betsy…

      Sitting on her couch. Typing on her laptop.

      “Betsy. What are you doing?”

      She held up a pointer finger. “One second. I’m writing the sequel to my movie. In this one, I get pulled into another investigation, and there’s a massive finale set piece where I catch the killer and cuff him myself.”

      Another quick glance around the tiny house told me everything I needed to know. There were several crushed energy drink cans at Betsy’s feet. A half-eaten pizza rested on the coffee table. The Home Shopping Network was muted on the TV.

      “You’ve been up all night writing this, haven’t you?”

      “Yup.” Betsy pecked out a few more characters on her keyboard and then slammed the laptop shut. “And now I’m done. The new movie isn’t as fact-based as the first in the trilogy, but it hits all the beats just right. There’s the setup, then the catalyst, then the debate, then they break into act two, then the fun and games, then the midpoint, then… What comes next?”

      I held up my hands. “Please stop spouting storytelling theory. Come on. We’re supposed to go see Richard Neat to talk about these Adobe artifacts at CCI.”

      Betsy grabbed a cold slice of pizza from the box and took a huge bite. She shook all the energy drink cans until she found one with a little liquid in it, then she downed the drink and tossed the can aside. “Let’s do this.”

      By the time I pulled up at the office of the Historical Society, Betsy was asleep in the passenger seat of the van. I found a lucky parking spot across the street and nudged Betsy awake. She sat straight up and yelled, “Bad guys close in!”

      I sat back in my seat, startled. “What? Where?”

      Betsy looked over at me, eyes wide. “No. That’s what comes after the midpoint in classic screenplay story structure. The bad guys close in, and the stakes begin to rise. It’s an essential element of strong storytelling. You can all read all about it in Blake Snyder’s seminal text, Save the Cat.”

      “Love the book title, but I’m not looking to get into the entertainment business,” I said. “We’re here.”

      Betsy looked out her window and rubbed her eyes. “Wow. These offices look swanky. You think they’re hiring?”

      “You have a job. Working for me.”

      Betsy nodded. “Right, right. Yeah, I know. I’m about to sell my script, anyway. Or my other script. Or maybe also my third script without having to write it. That’s called a pitch.”

      I leaned forward to get a look at Richard’s building. Betsy was right, the place was nice. It was a four-story glass building with a nicely landscaped entry and a beautiful sign declaring that this was a building of historical significance. I supposed it made sense that the Historical Society would be housed in a historical landmark.

      I scratched my side. “That place is going to have security positioned in the lobby, and they’re not going to let us up without an appointment to see Richard. We’re going to need to sneak in.”

      Betsy reached up and adjusted her top knot. “Past security?”

      I eyed the parking garage beneath the building. “More like… beneath security.”

      As if on cue, a car drove up, and a gate to the subterranean parking garage opened. I unbuckled my seatbelt and jumped out of the car. “Follow me.”

      Seconds later, Betsy and I darted into the garage just as the gate closed behind us. I spotted an elevator bank at the far end of the garage and hurried over to it. In twenty quick strides, Betsy and I were at the elevators. I pressed the button and the doors opened with a ding. Betsy and I exchanged a steeling look, then we both stepped inside.

      “What now?” said Betsy.

      “I read online that Richard’s office was on the second floor, so let’s just go there,” I said, pressing the button for the second floor. I had expected the normal thing to happen, for the button to light up and for the elevator to lurch upward, but nope. No light, no movement. Nothing. Betsy then pointed to a little electronic card reader beneath the rows of buttons. “Looks like you need to swipe a key in order to get this puppy to sail. I can try to pry the reader open and see if I can short circuit it by instinct.”

      I looked over at Betsy. “Or we wait for someone from up above to call the elevator and get a free ride.”

      “Boss. That could take forever.”

      “But… If we start ripping apart the electronics of the elevator, that’s gonna look a little suspicious, no?”

      “Fair point. So we wait, I guess. Good thing I brought snacks.”

      Betsy opened her bag, pulled out a banana, and handed it to me. But before we had a chance to unsheathe the fruit, the elevator lurched, and we began our ascent to the second floor.

      We merged into a large room with wood-paneled walls, sconce lighting, and an Oriental rug in the center. The place looked much more traditional on the inside than I’d expected, but the sign behind the receptionist’s desk confirmed we were in the right place.

      Betsy poked an overstuffed, maroon armchair. “This place is stodgy. I feel like I need a cigar and a pinstripe suit.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I can almost feel myself adopting an old-timey gangster accent. But keep it together. We can’t get silly. Let’s talk to the receptionist. Follow my lead.”

      I walked toward the reception desk wearing a big, friendly smile. The woman behind the desk was in her forties with butterfly glasses and dark, red lipstick. She returned my smile with a glare. She spoke before I had the chance. “Who is your appointment with?”

      “… Richard Neat. We’re here to talk to him about the California Culinary Institute.”

      “Richard is not here today. He’s never here on Fridays. Did you make your appointment directly with him?”

      Betsy stepped forward with a strange amount of swagger. “Look, little lady, my associate and I are here on important business. You’re wasting everybody’s time with this whole snobby receptionist act. All three of us know you go home at night and eat frosting out of the jar like any other woman. So cut the stuff and let us back there. I don’t want to have to tell Richard to give you the lumberjack axe because gainful employment can be hard to come by, but I’ll do what’s needed here.”

      The woman stammered and crossed her arms. “You are so rude.”

      “Tell me I’m wrong, frosting girl.” Betsy shot me a quick look with her eyebrows raised, then looked back to the receptionist. “I’ve got all day.”

      Frosting girl, I mean the receptionist, shot back a retort, which Betsy volleyed once more with ease. I realized that she was doing her best to create a distraction, and I used the opportunity to glance around the lobby for possible clues.

      The place was spotless but didn’t offer anything helpful. Then I spotted an Architectural Digest magazine on a table and had an idea. I slipped away from Betsy and the arguing receptionist and took the magazine into my hands. I knew this might be a long shot, but maybe the magazine was Richard’s personal subscription, not an office subscription. Sure enough, the magazine gave me everything I had needed.

      Richard Neat’s home address was printed right on the front.
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      “Eight Maple Lane. Sounds so idyllic,” said Betsy. “Do you think he lives on a tree-lined street? You think we’ll see a bunch of young mothers pushing their kids in strollers or dads riding their bikes with smiles on their faces? Do you think Richard Neat has an orange tree in his backyard?”

      “I’m thinking we’ll find all that out soon enough.” I glanced over at the GPS on my phone. “Sherman Oaks is just a ten-minute drive.”

      “Richard did a good job setting up his life for convenience. He has that incredible office, and it sounds like his house is beautiful. Plus, he’s got such a short commute.”

      “You have a beautiful house and a short commute,” I said.

      Betsy sighed. “I also have a stack of screenplay rejections taller than my Aunt Ida. Ida was a very short woman, but four feet and eleven inches is very tall for a stack of rejections.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks for explaining.”

      I chuckled again as we pulled onto Maple Lane. As Betsy had predicted, the street was a perfect suburban paradise. There were big, beautiful trees. People with perfect dogs walked down the perfect street. A redheaded mother walked hand-in-hand with a redheaded toddler, and every perfect home they passed had a big porch and a perfect, green yard.

      I slowed as we approached Richard’s address. There were two large trucks parked outside his big, white colonial. And there were about a dozen people bustling in and out of the front door. Betsy clasped her armrest, and her eyes widened. “Uh-oh. It looks like Richard is moving. Who would ever leave a quintessential American home like this? I’m going to be honest, Amy, I’m furious at him for leaving this neighborhood. I hate him for it.”

      “Relax. You don’t even know Richard Neat, and you don’t know why the truck is here.” I parked the Creature Comforts van across the street and looked over at Richard’s home. There were no logos on the trucks, and the workers seemed to be bringing equipment into the home and not out of it. “It looks like some kind of film shoot is happening in the house. That’s interesting. Do you think Richard rents his place out for extra income?”

      “Plenty of people around Los Angeles do that,” said Betsy. She rubbed her hands together. “Seems that this might be a networking opportunity for Betsy the Cow.”

      I looked over at Betsy. “What’s up with that nickname?”

      Betsy shrugged. “Not sure, but I like it. Maybe I’ll make that my pseudonym.”

      “That’s weird, even for you. Betsy Rowland is a good, strong name. Now let’s get in that house and see if we can find Richard.”

      There was so much hustle and bustle and activity with the film crew, it wasn’t hard for Betsy and me to stroll right into Richard’s house. The inside of the home was picture perfect, just like the outside. There was a grand foyer painted a beautiful, bright white. To the left was a living room where, sure enough, a large camera had been set up along with several lights.

      I took a step into the room and saw a woman sitting on the couch holding a Persian cat that looked a lot like my kitty, Fluffy. The cat made eye contact with me, and I found myself walking toward it, compelled to give the cat a little pat. Just when I was about to reach out to touch the cat, a man in a black T-shirt and black jeans approached me. “Are you a grip, a PA, or catering?”

      I turned to the man and assumed my most confident posture. “The production hired me to look after the homeowner, keep him out of the way. Have you seen Richard?”

      “Oh, you’re a lifesaver. Homeowners can ruin even the most perfect shoots. He’s out in the backyard. Hasn’t been any trouble yet, but you never know.”

      “Awesome, thank you. By the way, this uh, this is just my side hustle. I actually have a little pet grooming business… I’m wondering… This is a cat food commercial or something, right?”

      “Ketchup. Best ketchup around.”

      “Right. That’s… weird. Well, I have tons of experience grooming animals so they’re TV-ready. Maybe you can use my services at some point.” I handed the guy my card, and he pocketed it.

      “Nice. I’ll keep you in mind.”

      I gave the guy a big smile and then headed off toward the back of the house, looking for Richard Neat. At that point, I was feeling real proud of myself. Not only had I snuck into a big-time commercial shoot and sold the director on my lie, I had also perhaps drummed up a little business for Creature Comforts. I’ll admit, I like the idea of working with famous cats and dogs.

      I crossed through an open concept kitchen into a large living room. The impeccable décor impressed me. “This house is perfect,” I said. “Don’t you think?”

      I turned to Betsy, but she wasn’t there. With a groan, I looked back toward the front room where the commercial was being shot. It was quite likely Betsy was in that room trying to “network.” But I was already so close to the backyard and Richard Neat. It wasn’t clear if I should go back for Betsy or stay on my current path. “Betsy?” I called out. “Betsy the Cow?”

      No answer. I bit my bottom lip and thought it over for a few seconds, then I turned away from the front room and marched toward the French doors that led out to a back patio.

      I found Richard Neat sitting at an outdoor couch with his feet up on a little ottoman. He was reading a copy of Architectural Digest, of course, and sipping from a stylish glass coffee mug. Richard didn’t see me until I cleared my throat.

      “Hi there. Apologies if you couldn’t get my attention,” Richard spoke in a calm and authoritative voice. “I was caught up in an article about how to best use mirrors in the home. It’s not as simple as you might think.”

      Richard turned to face me, and I got a better look at him. He was in his late fifties, with beautiful gray hair, a charming smile, and a well-defined jawline. To be honest, he looked a lot like Richard Gere, and I didn’t hate it.

      “Is there a problem with the production?” he said as I ogled his completely not receding hairline.

      “Not at all,” I said. “In fact, everything is going very smoothly. I’m here to make sure you’re doing OK. The production brought me on as kind of a homeowner liaison. If there’s anything you need or if you notice anything you’re not comfortable with, just let me know, and I’ll bring it up to the director.”

      Richard let out a little laugh. “So you’re my paid friend for the day.” He patted the seat on the couch beside him. “Take a seat.”

      I sat where Richard patted. The outdoor couch was more comfortable than my indoor couch. I looked out at the little rose garden and a small pond. “Your home is lovely,” I said.

      “It’s taken a lot of work.” Richard gestured out to the yard. “That was a dilapidated garage when I bought this place a few years ago. I had to tear the whole thing down and renovate the entire inside as well.”

      “Wow,” I said. “You have such great attention to detail. That makes sense. I heard someone talking inside, and they said you work for the historical society and trust. You’re probably coming across beautiful things all the time at your job.”

      “Most of the time when someone finds something, it turns out to be nothing, an old piece of furniture from the fifties or sixties. People have a hard time dating things. They think if it looks old, it must be really, really old. Don’t get me wrong, that stuff is nice too. But it’s only every so often you come across something truly rare and beautiful.”

      Richard looked over at me with a little twinkle in his eyes, and I suddenly had the impression he might’ve been hitting on me. In my mind, I traced my steps back to Richard’s home and realized I hadn’t seen any evidence that he was a married man or a family man. There were no pictures of wives or children on the walls, and although the house was large, it didn’t look very lived in.

      “Well, it sounds like an interesting job,” I said, trying to work my way around to a discussion of the California Culinary Institute. “Have you found anything good lately?”

      Richard gave me a slow nod. “There’ve been some interesting items. It takes a while to fully vet everything that comes my way.”

      I turned my head and gave Richard a little smile, trying to play off his interest in me. “Hold on a second. I just read about some kind of discovery at the California Culinary Institute. The article I read sounded like something exciting was going on up there. Were you involved with that?”

      A satisfied grin spread across Richard’s face. “As a matter of fact, I’m very involved with that. There have been some interesting findings at the campus. That’s a perfect example of the kind of thing I do. They found—”

      “Adobe artifacts, right?” I said. “Wow. You have such an amazing job. Plus, you rent out your place for cat food commercials? You’re living the dream, Mr. Neat.”

      “Please. Call me Richard. Neat is a strange last name, and it wasn’t easy as a kid, either.”

      “Why not?” I said.

      “Two words: neat freak. It only took until around first grade for the kids to figure that one out.”

      I gave Richard a little pout. “Aw. What a bummer.”

      Richard crossed his legs and sat back. “The past is in the past. I think I turned out alright.”

      “You definitely did,” I said with a little laugh. “I mean, the discovery up at CCI is so cool. But did something else happen there recently, too? I heard there was a big fight or argument or something. Have you been up there a lot? Have you noticed any weird vibes or anything?”

      Richard shook his head. “No. The place is pretty peaceful.”

      I looked off to the side and pretended to rack my brain. “But there was something I heard. What was it?”

      I was hoping that Richard would open up about Brian’s death and reveal some clues he might’ve picked up on campus. But I understood his reluctance to go there. He thought he was having a flirty conversation with an interested young woman. Talk of suspicious death via smoke inhalation isn’t exactly fun banter.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” said Richard. He sat forward a little, and his jaw tightened. “Sorry.” Richard grabbed an extra Architectural Digest from the couch and handed it to me. “Feel free to read a little while you’re out here. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

      That was odd. I wondered why the guy was shutting me down after I brought up the tension at CCI. Naturally, I needed to press on. “I remember what it was! Someone died there. A chef got murdered, I heard.”

      Richard scoffed. “Not at all.”

      “But you know what I’m talking about?” I leaned forward, aping his posture.

      Richard looked away and then looked back at me. “I… I mean, there was an accident there, for sure. I did hear about that. It was sad, a student passed away, but I certainly don’t think it was a murder.”

      “I see.” I let out a little laugh. “I guess I was just feeling a little gossipy. Sorry. I was going to ask you if you’d seen the chef-in-training arguing with anybody or thought there might be some kind of scandal with the Adobe artifacts.”

      Richard set his magazine down. “There’s no ‘scandal’ involved in what I do. Everything is on the up and up, always. I make sure of that.” His tone was harsh in his eyes had narrowed.

      “Of course.” I pretended to check a text on my phone. “Oh! Excuse me. I’ll be right back. The production needs me.”

      Richard’s reaction was my cue to leave the set. Now I just had to drag Betsy away from whatever poor sap she’d cornered in her networking efforts and end scene.
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      We arrived back at Creature Comforts to find a cop car double-parked outside. When I saw the car, my heart skipped a beat like it had when I had arrived at Nancy’s dark apartment that morning. I made a mental note to chill out. I was romantically involved with a cop, after all. But I still worried about Granny, so I hurried inside.

      Sure enough, Detective Mike Fine was standing at the counter with his German Shepherd, Officer Carmichael, chatting with Granny.

      “Amy, thank goodness you’re here. I thought you would never return, and this guy would stand here making up reasons to talk to me until the day I die.”

      “I’ve only been here, like, twenty minutes,” said Mike.

      “Longest twenty minutes of my life, Detective. I hate small talk. Write that down in your notebook.”

      “Well, why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “Because I knew you were secretly buying time until Amy got back, and I didn’t want to spoil your romantic efforts. If I forced you to leave, you wouldn’t be able to mack it up with my granddaughter like you’re about to do.” Granny looked at me. “I took one for the team.”

      “Officer Carmichael got gum in his fur,” said Mike. “I didn’t just come here for no reason. Like, would you ever want to have gum in your fur? One time when I was seven, I swallowed a whole roll of bubble tape. I think it stunted my growth.”

      “You’re fine, Mike,” I said, glaring at Granny. “My Granny is only this rude to people she likes.”

      Betsy smiled. “It’s true. She’s mean to me all the time because she loves me.”

      “Because you’re a whack job, Betsy. You do a decent job grooming dogs, but people are weirded out by the way you talk to your pets. And don’t get me started on your hair or your personal sense of style.”

      Betsy looked at Mike. “See? She loves me.”

      The truth was, I liked that Mike had suffered through twenty minutes of conversation with Granny just for a chance to see me. It was sweet and charming and… flattering.

      Mike’s hand grazed mine as I walked him back out to his car. “Man, if I knew how long I was going to be in there, I wouldn’t have parked like such a jerk.”

      “Honestly,” I said. “When you leave your car double-parked like this, it makes people hate the police.”

      Mike scooped up Officer Carmichael in his arms and held the dog’s face to mine. “Who could ever hate a face like this? Huh? Who could ever hate this beautiful face?”

      “I’m not talking about that face.” I pointed at Mike, “I’m talking about that one. Although, to be honest, you’re both pretty cute.”

      Mike put the dog down. “Why, thank you, Miss Amy. So we're still on for the Midnight Pancake Breakfast? I just want to warn you, I put a lot of butter on my flapjacks. You’re going to see it, and you’re going to be disgusted, but trust me, it’s delicious.”

      “We’re still on.”

      I watched as Mike loaded Carmichael into the car and drove away. A warm feeling remained in my stomach as I watched him go, but that happy warmth quickly turned to dread as I remembered my conversation with Richard Neat.

      After I told Granny everything about what happened with Richard, she let out an annoyed sigh. “So you didn’t learn anything good.”

      “I learned that people who make cat food commercials don’t have any connections to the world of scripted entertainment,” Betsy interjected. “And if you ask too many times, they get annoyed.”

      Granny gestured at me. “I’m talking about that one.”

      I shrugged and let out my own annoyed sigh. “I learned that Richard Neat is a smarmy guy, and he gets weird when you bring up Brian. When I arrived at his picture-perfect house in Sherman Oaks, I thought the guy was merely a witness. Now he’s also a suspect.”

      Granny shook her head. “But he’s a suspect just like all the other suspects. He’s acting a little odd. But you can’t identify any sort of motive or reason he would have committed this murder. Except maybe something vaguely related to Adobe artifacts. Which we’re not even sure Brian knew anything about. We need to buckle down on this investigation and start putting the pieces together.”

      “Maybe I could use your help,” I said. “You’re too busy losing money to tourists from the British Isles to join me on any of the big investigative missions.”

      “I’m going to win that money back.” Granny crossed her arms. “Joshua keeps check-raising me on the river, and I fall for it every time. Check-raising is always a sign of strength at the poker table. It’s almost never used because statistically speaking, the only people who are going to call you are going to have you beat. But I kept calling Joshua because I think I’ve got this masterful read on him, but the guy is so bad, he’s good.”

      “You keep saying that about these tourists,” I said. “Maybe you’re underestimating them.”

      “Maybe we’re underestimating this killer,” said Granny. “The people we’ve identified so far, like I said, had the opportunity. But they haven’t had any clear motives. Jenna is unstable and erratic, but beyond that, she isn’t very suspicious. Her boyfriend is a convicted criminal, but we can’t directly connect him to Brian at all. And neither Chuck nor Richard seems like a viable suspect unless Brian was somehow interfering in Chuck’s bid for historical significance.”

      Betsy snapped her fingers. “We have to find out more about Brian. You said the guy was a jerk as a professor, but we don’t know much about him outside of that capacity. We need to find out if he was the kind of guy who would have messed with Chuck for the bid for historical significance in any real way. Was Brian nefarious? Did he deserve to die? Those are the important questions.”

      “No one deserves to be murdered,” I said.

      “Says you,” said Granny.

      I turned to Granny. “I’m sorry, do you have a list of people you’d like to murder?”

      Granny turned up her hands. “Do you not?”

      I let out a deep sigh. “Alright. I’m going to ignore that and focus on what Betsy said. You’re right, Betsy. We need to find out more about Brian. And I know exactly where to start.”

      “Where?” said Betsy.

      “With Brian’s sister… Riley Lee.”
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      Downtown Los Angeles is a neighborhood with dueling identities. The area is often known as the location of the city’s notorious roadside tent city and drug market, Skid Row. Skid Row is one of the largest homeless areas in America (and in the world), with the transient homeless population sometimes reaching up to the tens of thousands. The city streets are lined with tents and cardboard encampments, and crime and drug use are commonplace.

      Downtown LA’s other identity is newer, and it’s the one the mayor of Los Angeles would rather you talk about.

      Comprised mostly of the so-called Arts District, the other half of downtown Los Angeles is bougie and upscale. It occupies a few square blocks known for trendy restaurants, art galleries, and luxury apartments and condominiums. This area has been constructed piecemeal for the past decade or two, and it has attracted plenty of artists and entertainment industry professionals as residents.

      These two sides of downtown LA rarely intersect, and when they do, nothing good comes of it. That’s why I was disappointed as we pulled up to the address on Riley’s business card to find that it was essentially at the crossroads between Skid Row and the Arts District. A block in one direction would lead you to a spot where you could buy seven-dollar coffees and six-dollar croissants. A block in the other direction would lead you to a strip of road where you could buy… well, we don’t need to get into that.

      The two-story cement warehouse looked abandoned from the outside. Several windows had been boarded up, and there was an abandoned car parked out front that was missing its tires and hubcaps. An auto body shop called “Mike’s Garage” was the only other business on the street, and it, too, looked dead.

      I parked next to the car that had no wheels. “This is not what I expected.”

      Granny leaned forward to get a better look at the building. “Me neither. That woman was so put together and clean-looking. That business card must be old. There’s no way she operates a business out of this place.”

      I sighed. “It’s Saturday. Maybe we need to wait until Monday when things open back up.”

      “Monday of what year?” Granny asked. “This place doesn’t look like it’s re-opening anytime this decade.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess… it doesn’t look like anyone’s here. Maybe we should wait until Riley’s at work?”

      “Could be another dead body by then,” said Granny, opening her door.

      “Are you saying the person who killed Brian might strike again, or are you planning on killing someone from your list?” I said.

      Granny groaned. “You need to learn to take a joke, kid.”

      She hopped out of the van and walked toward the building, so I did the same. I noticed several empty cans of beer at my feet alongside an empty Doritos bag and a McDonald’s wrapper.

      I climbed a little staircase and knocked on a green, steel door, the only door that seemed like it might lead us to Riley. But it was so thick and heavy, I doubted anyone would’ve been able to hear me knocking from inside.

      “There’s no one in there, Amy. Remind me again why we didn’t just call this lady?”

      “Can’t get a good read on people over the phone. You should know that better than anyone. Would you play poker over the phone? You can’t charm someone or get them to open up unless you’re face to face. Come on, Granny.”

      “Maybe I knew that before I had this bad run with the tourists. I’m doubting my skills more than ever before. I mean… If you can’t beat a tourist, what are you?”

      “You’ve just had a cold streak,” I said. “Ugh. I guess we can try calling her. Let me have Riley’s business card?”

      Granny fished the little card out of her purse and handed it to me. I called the phone number on the card, but it went straight to voicemail. A woman who sounded like Riley said something in Korean, and then there was a beep. “Hi, Riley. This is Amy from Creature Comforts. I’m calling about your brother, Brian. And the family jewel. We need to talk. Please give me a call back at this number.”

      As I hung up the phone, a deep, male voice sounded from behind me. “Are you looking for the lady who runs this place?”

      I turned around to find a man wearing a mechanic’s uniform and grimacing at me. It was a big guy, with a big belly and a beard halfway down his chest.

      Granny took a fearless step toward him. “You know where she might be?”

      “It’s Saturday. And she sells wholesale cosmetics. The two of you are dog groomers, according to that van. So what do you want with wholesale cosmetics?”

      “Do you work for Riley?” I asked. “Cuz… it looks to me like you’re a mechanic. What do you want with wholesale cosmetics?”

      “Nothing,” the man growled.

      “Well, if you’re looking for work, maybe you could start by adding tires and hubcaps to that car out there,” I said, intending it as a joke. But it came out a little harsh.

      The man crossed his arms. “It’s on my list. You two better get going. This isn’t a safe part of town.”

      Granny gave the guy an up and down look. “We’re not scared of you, mister. You act tough, but you wouldn’t hurt a fly. In fact, I’d bet money that you’ve barely been in business a month. You set up shop hoping that all the rich hipsters from the Arts District will use you as a mechanic. You think this tough guy exterior will make them feel like they’re living gritty and authentic artist’s lives. But your shoes are clean, and your pants are too crisp. Beyond that, your voice is deep and booming and very unique. You sound like a true character. That’s a voice for the big screen if I’ve ever heard one. I bet you came out to California to pursue a career as an actor, but after a few years of strife, you gave up and fell back on your skills as a mechanic. You’re not tough, and we’re not scared of you.”

      Granny’s words hung in the air for several seconds as she and the guy remained locked in a stare. Then his shoulders slumped a little, and his demeanor softened. “You really think I have an incredible speaking voice? I’ve done a lot of voiceover acting. I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to scare you. But you’re right. Everything you said was spot-on. You think it’ll work? I mean, these hipsters order their overpriced coffee from stuck-up jerks, and they buy their fancy recycled notebooks from snobs who won’t even make eye contact. Don’t you think they’ll want to get their cars fixed by a burly grouch who growls at them?”

      “I see your logic,” I said. “But… maybe just… a little less intimidating? I mean, if you’re any good at acting, I’m sure you’ll be able to pull off a suitably grumpy-yet-approachable mechanic.”

      “I’ll do my best. You ladies need any car repairs?”

      Granny scoffed. “Listen, if you see that woman, Riley, around this place, tell her the girls from Creature Comforts were here. And good luck with your business.”
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      When Granny and I arrived at the Big Baby Diner for lunch that day, Betsy was already seated in our reserved booth by the window. We took a seat across from her, and she leaned forward in anticipation.

      “I’m ready for some juicy gossip. Not thing happened at the shop this morning,” she said. “It was boring. I mostly cleaned. What’s up with the investigation?”

      Jess approached and placed a few menus down on the table. “At long last, you two have arrived. Betsy the Cow here has been so eager for your arrival. I thought she might turn into a mad cow if you didn’t get here soon.”

      Jess was the driest and most sarcastic person I had ever known. She almost never smiled or modulated her voice in any way. When we first became friends, back in high school, I remember thinking she had a speech impediment before realizing that it was just her personality.

      “By the way, do you two support this whole ‘Betsy the Cow’ thing?” Jess asked. “I think it’s a hip and fresh nickname for an up and coming screenwriter/dog groomer.”

      Granny shook her head. “No. Absolutely not. Betsy, you’re not a cow, and you don’t want to be a cow. That nickname is canceled as of right now.”

      “But—” Betsy said.

      “No.” Granny put both her palms down on the table. “This isn’t a discussion, kid. I feel I have some kind of maternal duty here to keep you from referring to yourself as a cow.”

      Betsy almost whispered. “What if I told you it was an effective branding tool, and it could help me stand out in the hyper-competitive world of the entertainment industry?”

      “I’d tell you you’re in the wrong industry. And you don’t need some crazy name to stand out. You’re a good writer, right?”

      Betsy gave Granny a little nod.

      “Then that’s all you need.”

      “So glad that’s settled,” said Jess. “Can I sit with you guys now? I should probably be managing my team, but I don’t want to, and I love the way Betsy Not the Cow talks. It’s odd, and in my book, odd is good.”

      Granny gestured to the open spot beside Betsy. “Whatever. Go ahead and sit.”

      Jess got a little mischievous grin on her face. “Great. Now let’s talk about murder.”

      Jess just sat there, stone-faced, as we told the story of what had happened at the warehouse. Betsy was Jess’s exact opposite, and she overreacted to every little detail of the story, gasping an average of every three seconds.

      Jess summed it up nicely as soon as we finished the story. “So you’re now thinking the woman who hired you to find the missing family jewel might not have been trustworthy. It seems she gave you a card with the address of an abandoned business, which is lame, and her phone is broken and/or used mostly for Korean contacts. Those are suspicious details, which means this woman might be a suspect in Brian’s murder.”

      “You’re pretty good at this,” I said.

      Jess shrugged. “I overhear people gossiping all day, every day. I get pretty good at telling the truth from the lies, and I’m great at following stories.”

      A waiter walked by with a tray of french fries and milkshakes. Jess flagged him down. “Omar. That order’s for this table.”

      Omar stammered. “Actually, it’s for that table over there.”

      Jess took the tray from him. “It’s for this table now. Tell that other table the kitchen is behind, and we’ll have their order in a few minutes. Thank you so much.”

      Jess placed the stolen tray on the table and distributed the milkshakes to me, Granny, and Betsy. Then she popped a fry in her mouth. “What’re you guys looking at? This is my diner. I can do what I want.”

      Betsy licked the whipped cream off her milkshake. “What if Riley Lee wasn’t Brian’s real sister? What if she was the killer?” She gasped her biggest gasp of the day. “What if there’s no family jewel, and she hired you to send you off on a wild goose chase? A distraction from the true crime!”

      “You’re getting ahead of yourself, Betsy,” said Granny.

      “Is it a wild chase after a normal goose, or is it the normal chase of an especially wild goose? Important distinction, I think. What’re your guys’ takes on this?” Jess deadpanned.

      “Hold on a second.” Betsy leaned forward. “What if the killer was the creepy mechanic with a beautiful speaking voice?”

      Jess reached up and grabbed a side of honey mustard off another passing tray. She dipped a fry in the sauce, and the waiter turned back to the kitchen, presumably to replace the honey mustard. “Both these theories, on the one hand, seem preposterous. On the other hand, I’m into both of them. And I’m wondering what these Riley revelations might mean for your investigation…”

      I sighed. “I’m not sure. I mean… Why would Riley have given us a bogus business card to an abandoned business and a phone number that goes straight to voicemail if she really wanted the family jewel? It’s possible the family jewel is a hoax, and, I suppose, it’s possible that Riley killed Brian. But if all that is true, we just followed our only leads on the woman we believe to be Riley Lee… If she’s in the wind now, how are we ever going to find her?”

      Granny snapped her fingers and smiled. “I know exactly how.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Wild Goose Chase

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t hard to find Dirk Stein, editor of the Toluca Tribune, because he followed local news wherever local news went. That fine evening, everyone in town knew Patty’s Pizza was going to be attempting to beat the world record for largest pizza slice ever sold, so the three of us knew we could find Dirk at the pizzeria.

      Patty’s Pizza was a slice place at the local mall, which I loved, and Granny hated. Although I had argued many times with Granny that Patty’s was beloved by everyone in town, the giant slice publicity stunt begged to differ. Patty’s had reportedly shipped in a custom oven for the job, and places don’t usually go through that kind of trouble unless they need a boost.

      It pleased me, therefore, to find almost a hundred people gathered in the food court to witness Patty’s giant slice stunt. Granny, Betsy, and I hung at the back of the crowd to survey the scene.

      “Do either of you see Dirk?” I said.

      “There he is.” Betsy pointed up near the front of the crowd. There Dirk stood balanced on a folding chair and taking photos of the scene with a professional-grade camera. He turned back toward the pizza counter as Patty herself addressed the crowd.

      “Welcome to Patty’s Pizza, everyone. I see so many familiar faces here, and I’m excited for all the follows, shares, and likes I’m seeing on social media! I can’t wait to cook up something special with everyone here tonight. Who’s ready for the world’s biggest pizza slice?”

      There was a smattering of applause from the people in the crowd. Then, Patty initiated a countdown from ten seconds, opened the enormous steel oven, and slid out a slice of pizza that was at least six feet long and just as wide. She slid the slice onto an enormous wooden board. But when she hoisted the board so everyone could see it, it slid off the board and collapsed into a pizza puddle on the ground.

      Betsy screamed, “Nooooo!”

      A little brunette girl shrieked and cried at the top of her lungs.

      The adults in the crowd looked on an abject horror.

      Patty crouched down and tried to shovel the slice back onto the board. “It’s still good, it’s still good. We’re still going to break the record.”

      I stood on my tippy toes to get a better look as Patty scooped the pizza guts onto the tray. It was not still good, as it was no longer an identifiable slice.

      We caught up with Dirk as he exited the mall, tucking his reporter’s notebook into his back pocket. “Dirk, wait up,” said Granny.

      Dirk pressed the button for the crosswalk. “You have however long this crosswalk takes. I’m late for a story at Good Time Tacos. They’re announcing their goal to sell the world’s largest taco. I’m going to advise them against it, based on the gruesome scene I’ve just witnessed.” Dirk shuddered. “There was… so much sauce.”

      “Is there really no other news in this town?” Granny asked.

      Dirk shrugged. “Either someone is murdered, or someone is cooking something huge to break a world record. Other than that, we don’t have much going on right now. That’s not true. Sometimes there’s a doggie parade.”

      My eyes widened. “There haven’t been any doggie parades since I moved here.”

      “Well, maybe you should organize one. Your time is wasting, ladies. This is gonna go from ‘Don’t Walk’ to ‘Walk’ any second now, and you better believe I’m walking.”

      Talking faster than she ever had before, Granny filled Dirk in on our investigation. Then she asked Dirk if he would write an article the next day claiming that a mysterious family jewel had been discovered. She told him that the ring had been stolen from Brian, and we had recovered it.

      The crosswalk signal turned white, and Dirk headed across the street. We kept up with him.

      “That sounds newsworthy,” said Dirk. “Tell me more. How did you find this stolen jewel?”

      “You don’t get it,” said Granny. “We haven’t technically found anything, but we want you to publish the article. We think if you write about the jewel being unearthed, it may bring Riley Lee back to Creature Comforts. And we need to locate her because she’s a suspect in this investigation.”

      “I see.” Dirk hurried toward his motorcycle and sidecar, pulling keys from his bag. “So, you want me to publish a spurious article that claims you found a precious jewel, so you can determine whether or not there ever was a jewel in the first place. On a related note, whether or not the person who hired you to find the jewel might have killed her own brother.”

      Betsy held up a pointer finger to correct Dirk. “They weren’t necessarily brother and sister. We’re reconsidering everything here. The truth is malleable.”

      “I disagree.” Dirk mounted his motorcycle. “I’m a journalist, not a gossipmonger. I won’t do it.”

      “I know. I said this last time,” I said, “but this could be life or death, Dirk. If you won’t publish an article about the jewel, then please at least let us buy an advertisement in the newspaper. In the ad, we’ll say we found the ring and that we’re keeping it at Creature Comforts until the owner claims it. That way, we can take an important next step in our investigation, and you can retain your journalistic integrity.”

      “That remains an ethical gray area, Amy,” said Dirk. “You really need to locate this woman?”

      Granny nodded. “She could be the killer. And if she’s not? Who knows, she might get killed next.”

      “Fine. Send me the text for the ad. And the money for a full-page spread, I’m not doing this for free. Get me those things in the next hour, and I’ll do it.”

      Dirk pulled on his helmet and zoomed away. Betsy hoisted both fists in the air and cheered. “Yes! That was fantastic.”

      Patty from Patty’s Pizza shuffled past, dragging an enormous trash bag that was leaking marinara sauce. Betsy cringed. “Sorry. I wasn’t talking about what happened to you.”

      Patty hung her head. “I know. My ‘World’s Biggest Slice’ attempt is definitely going to get panned.”
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      As promised, Dirk published my advertisement in the Toluca Lake Tribune the following day. The ad was simple. It stated that Granny and I had found a valuable ring near the California Culinary Institute and that we were holding the ring for its rightful owner at Creature Comforts.

      We figured that Riley would see the ad or hear about it and then draw her back to the shop. So when we opened the paper that morning and saw the ad there in black and white, both Granny and I smiled. We had never quite set such an elaborate trap before, and we felt confident it would work.

      After a quick croissant at Eleanor’s Bakeshop, we headed over to Creature Comforts to make sure we would be there if Riley arrived. On a typical Sunday, the shop wouldn’t have been open, but it was actually nice to be in there that day, getting ready for the coming week. I killed time reorganizing the storage area in the back office. Stuff like that always falls to the wayside when you don’t care. Whoops. Did I say I didn’t care? I meant to say that stuff like that falls by the wayside when you’re busy working. Boxes pile up, products get stacked in all sorts of random order, and things gradually get harder and harder to find.

      Granny and Betsy, meanwhile, stayed out front and offered discounted grooming services to people who walked by with their pups. I had instructed the girls to call it a “Sunday Special,” and it worked. Over the course of the day, Granny and Betsy groomed a Maltese, a Shih Tzu, two Chocolate Labs, and a Wheaten Terrier named Arlo.

      Arlo, you may recall, had been to the shop before. His owner was a local psychologist, a fortyish woman named Mary, with bright eyes and a big smile. On her last visit to the shop, Mary tried to convince me to become one of her new therapy clients. She had told me that I must have suffered trauma after getting my heart broken and then repeatedly discovering dead bodies, and she proffered that she could help me process it all. I had politely rejected Mary’s offer, but that Sunday in the shop, I heard her asking after me.

      “Is Amy OK? Has she seemed shaken up? Moving from New York to California is such a big deal on its own. It must be tough with all these murders added into the mix. Plus, throw in some romantic troubles? Girl probably needs somebody to talk to.”

      Neither Granny nor Betsy seemed to understand how to answer on my behalf, so I stacked one or two more boxes and then headed out to the main part of the store with a smile. “I’m doing just fine, Mary. Thank you for asking after me.”

      Mary smiled. “There you are. I’ve been thinking about you so much. How have you been? All these investigations must be taking a toll on you mentally.”

      “Why aren’t you concerned about my mental state?” said Granny. “I’m just as involved in these investigations as Amy.”

      Mary looked for me over to Granny. “Can I be honest?”

      “Honesty is our policy in the shop,” said Betsy. “Although we won’t tell someone if they have an ugly dog. But that’s mostly because we don’t believe in ugly dogs. All dogs go to heaven, and all dogs are cute as can be.”

      “Great.” Mary clasped her hands together. “I’m also worried about you, Petunia, but you scare me.”

      Granny chuckled. “Thank you.”

      “See, that right there was unsettling,” said Mary. “Most people would be insulted when told that they’re scary.”

      “Granny is not scary, she’s just an acquired taste,” I said. “And I appreciate you offering your services. I believe therapy can be an important tool when needed, and I’m going to keep you in mind.”

      “That’s good.” Mary took a step toward me. “Because I’ve heard you’ve also had some new romantic struggles. I know your last boyfriend left you in a forest for a young gymnast or something? But there’ve been some rumors around town about you and a police officer?”

      I winced. “That’s pretty much right except for the young gymnast part. I don’t know where that came from. I mean, she was in good shape, but… no, you know what? I don’t need to get into this. OK. Thank you so much for coming in.” I crossed to the door and held it open. Mary clipped a leash onto Arlo and led him back out to the street, giving me an awkward smile as she departed.

      Granny cracked up laughing when I reentered the store. “This is ridiculous. I tell one person in town that you got left for a gymnast, and the rumor spreads like wildfire in a California summer. I’m sorry, kid. Clearly, someone didn’t understand my sarcasm at some point, and you didn’t need to suffer the consequences.”

      “Oh great, so you started that one. Terrific, Granny.” I sighed. “Has anyone come in about the ring?”

      Betsy nodded. “A few people came in trying to claim it, but they had no idea what it looked like, so we sent them packing.”

      “No Riley Lee,” said Granny.

      Once darkness fell over Toluca Lake, Granny and Betsy began to pack up for the day, but I had a better idea. “Let’s hang out in the back room tonight. We’ll get some takeout and have some snacks and stuff like that.”

      “What’s stuff like that?” said Betsy. “You mean more snacks? Snacks and more snacks? I love that. I like to make sandwiches out of my snacks, like two Oreos with a Chips Ahoy in the middle.”

      Granny shuddered. “I don’t know how you’re still alive, Betsy.”

      “Strong, peasant stock and a natural athleticism honed during my years as a high school discus champion.”

      “I’m thinking Riley might try to break in to steal the ring tonight. I mean, we ran the ad because we’re not sure if we could trust her, right? So why did we expect that she would saunter in here and claim the ring when it could be a trap?”

      Granny turned down her lips in approval. “OK. Let’s do it.”

      Betsy hurried out of the shop to do a quick snack run, and an hour later, the three of us were holed up in the back room like soldiers in a foxhole. We sat in a little circle with two pizzas, some bags of chips, and a dozen candy bars in front of us while we waited for something to happen.

      For the longest time, the only sound in the shop was our whispered conversation. Then we heard the sound of breaking glass and footsteps entering the pet salon.

      That’s when I realized we might be in real danger.
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      Betsy’s eyes widened. “What do we do now? There’s a burglar out there. Do we attack them?” She spoke in a scared whisper, which is how I responded.

      “I didn’t plan ahead. Hold on. I’m going to poke my head out and see who it is.”

      I could hear someone opening and closing drawers and mashing keys on the cash register. My stomach did somersaults like the gymnast for whom my ex did not actually leave me. I crawled on my hands and knees toward the front of the store, then poked my head out toward the main part of the pet salon.

      There stood a hulking, masked figure disguised in the shadows. Although I had expected a small woman like Riley Lee, this figure moved like a man, with heavy, commanding footsteps. His breathing was labored under his mask, and I imagined he had the scarred face of a comic book supervillain.

      Could this person be the killer? I sat back on my heels, staying low, and clenched my fists. Perhaps it hadn’t been smart to set a trap with no plan for what to do when the trap worked. Could you even classify something as a trap if it wasn’t designed to catch something and hold it there? I bit my lip. The advertisement about the ring had served as bait for every local criminal, and I had been too caught up in the investigation to realize that.

      The masked figure walked toward me one giant step at a time. He was making his way toward the back room where Granny and Betsy were hiding. I felt I needed to do something, but I wasn’t sure what.

      I stood and took a deep breath, preparing for a showdown. Suddenly, the beam of a flashlight cut through the darkness like a samurai sword. A man’s voice spoke. “Stop moving! Put your hands in the air.”

      The masked figure stopped where he was, and I scooted into the back room to hide in the shadows. Granny and Amy were pressed up against the wall, also hiding. I braved a small step forward to look back out into the salon.

      The intruder spoke with a gravelly voice. “I’m not going down like this.”

      The man with the flashlight walked toward the intruder. When he spoke again, I recognized his voice. It was Detective Mike Fine. “Man, you are absolutely going down for this. You should be ashamed, breaking into a cute shop owned by locals. Hands behind your back.”

      The masked figure turned to Mike and flicked open a pocketknife. “Out of my way.”

      The man swiped at Mike. He stepped aside, avoiding the blade. Then Mike charged the intruder and pinned him against the doggie grooming station. But Mike didn’t have the upper hand for long. The intruder delivered an elbow backward into Mike’s stomach, and Mike stumbled back. The intruder then landed two punches on Mike’s torso.

      I took a step out toward the scuffle, determined to help. Granny put out her arm as if to stop me. “Amy—”

      I gave her an unwavering look. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be right back.”

      Neither Mike nor the intruder noticed me as I stepped into the salon. I grabbed the longest leash in the display, dropped to my hands and knees, and crawled toward the intruder. When I was close enough, I wrapped his feet up with the leash and yanked as hard as I could. The man fell like a coconut from a palm tree. Once he was down, Mike kneeled on the guy’s back and cuffed the intruder’s hands. Finally, Mike pulled the mask off the man to reveal the identity of the criminal…

      It was Matt Calderoni, Jenna’s bad boy boyfriend and the owner of Canteen.

      Granny flipped the lights in the shop on, and she and Betsy rushed toward me. There was a flurry of confusion as the two of them made sure I was OK, and I made sure Mike was OK. Calderoni cut through the confusion with a primal, grunting howl. The howl quieted us all down and commanded our attention. Matt growled. “Why are you people in this shop? All the cops in Toluca Lake are supposed to be at the pancake breakfast. And you… You’re supposed to be there, too. But instead, you’re all here waiting to entrap me. That’s ridiculous. It should be illegal!”

      My eyes widened. “The pancake breakfast…”

      Mike made quick eye contact with me. “Yeah. That was tonight.”

      I brought my hand to my mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah, now is really not the time to discuss it.”

      Mike pulled Calderoni off the ground and led him out toward a waiting squad car. Less than a minute later, Matt Calderoni was secured in the back of the police cruiser. I caught up to Mike as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “Amy, I really need to get this guy booked.”

      “No, I know. Just… I’m sorry. And thank you. Were you just walking by or something?”

      Mike let out an annoyed little laugh. “Of course not, woman. I saw your ad in the paper, and I knew you were up to something, so I waited outside the shop in case something happened. Next time you’re setting up a sting operation, maybe clue me in? Especially if it happens to overlap with a date we’re supposed to be on?”

      Granny appeared by my side. “This was stupid and dangerous. There won’t be a next time.”

      I put my hand on Mike’s shoulder. “Can I make it up to you?”

      Mike shrugged my hand off. “I can’t talk about this right now, Amy. I need to go.”

      With that, Mike started the cop car and disappeared into the night. I hung my head.

      Our big bust had been a big bust. For some reason, I felt pretty unsure that Calderoni was our killer. And I felt even more unsure that Mike Fine would forgive me.

      So what was I supposed to do next?
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      I walked back into the store with my head held high, doing my best to ignore the double knot in my stomach. As I walked inside for the first time since the crime, I assessed the scene. A large hole had been broken in our glass front door. Shards of glass, some with fragments of the Creature Comforts logo, dotted the entryway. The area around the cash register had been ransacked. Receipt paper was strewn everywhere, drawers were pulled out of the counter, and the mouth of the cash register hung open like the slack jaw of a depressed old man.

      A voice deep in the recesses of my mind reminded me to approach all things with optimism, joy, and positivity. I harnessed that energy as best I could. “OK. I’m going to grab a broom and clear out this glass so that nobody gets hurt. Betsy, can you call a locksmith? Tell them you need an entire replacement door brought over. If they don’t handle stuff like that, ask for a reference for someone who does.”

      “I’ll clean up all the stuff the guy tossed around,” said Granny. “Why can’t criminals have a little more respect?”

      “I thought the same thing,” Betsy got a devious look in her eye, “but I love how visceral this scene is. It’s going to make a great moment somewhere in my trilogy of cinematic masterpieces. Although, I do have one small question… Does this mean that Chef Matt Calderoni killed Brian Lee?”

      The glass shards scraped against the floor as I swept them into a dustpan. “No. As far as I can tell, Calderoni didn’t have anything to do with Brian’s murder. I’ll bet Canteen isn’t doing as well as it seemed, despite the positive press. The guy read about the ring, so he broke in, hoping to steal it and pawn it for cash. He’s got a record. He probably thought this would be an easy job.”

      Granny closed the drawer on the cash register. “Maybe the restaurant is doing just fine, but the crook couldn’t turn away from a good opportunity. We basically invited him to break into this place. I’ll take the blame. It was my idea to get Dirk involved and to run something in the paper.”

      I tossed the shards of glass into a trash bin. “It was my idea to run the ad and say we had the ring at Creature Comforts. I just… I thought this stunt would draw Riley out of the shadows. Clearly, word spread about the ring, but she never showed up.”

      “Why would she have hired you to find the ring and then disappear like this?” Betsy asked. “Maybe the girl has mental issues. We should try to hook her up with that therapist who owns Arlo. If we can find her.”

      “So our experiment was a big failure,” said Granny. “That’s my conclusion, and I’m sticking to it. Amy, it was worse for you than it was for us. You forgot about your date with Mike?”

      I swept up another little pile of glass. “Don’t want to talk about it, Granny. Thanks for inquiring.”

      “He seemed brokenhearted even when he was cuffing the perp,” said Betsy. “He’s probably heard about you flirting with your neighbor. Then you asked him to help find your hot neighbor’s aunt. Now you forgot about your big date. Weren’t you supposed to kiss again at this pancake breakfast?”

      I palmed my face. “Still don’t want to talk about it. Don’t wanna worry about it, either. Everything tends to unfold exactly as it should. There’s no point in meeting your troubles with anything but positivity.”

      Granny looked up from the cash register. “So you admit these are troubles.”

      “I admit I was forgetful, and I might have messed up with Mike, OK? I’m not going to dwell on it. I’m just going to keep my head high and proceed with courtesy and respect. That’s exactly what I’m going to do as we put the shop back together. OK?”

      Granny and Betsy mumbled in agreement, and I got the impression they would’ve rather kept gossiping. Nonetheless, the three of us resumed our tasks with quiet determination. The lock guy came, toting an entirely new door. The glass got all cleaned up. The cash register was returned to normal. And then we all went home to try and get some sleep.
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      Time passed in a blinding haze. I had no notion of minutes or hours as I worked, no sense of hunger or need. Only a narrow focus on the task at hand: Constructing a trap for a small, musical insect. 

      I would make this chirping horror rue the existence of its leathered wings. I would make it wish with every fiber of its exoskeletal being that it had been born without the curse of song. 

      But first, I needed to get inside the mind of the cricket. Yes, I had learned much about the cricket’s place in the animal kingdom, of the undue pedestal upon which it had been placed in literary circles, and yet… what of the cricket’s emotions? What of its desires, its dreams? 

      I needed to know to which temptation this creature would yield. What deep, yearning hunger would the cricket find irresistible to sate? 

      In short: What does a cricket want? 

      I learned perhaps what I should have known all along, for the answer was simple, The cricket sang in search of what all beings crave: Companionship. 

      The cricket was singing for another cricket. Yet, there were no other crickets in the house. 

      I contemplated my options. Certainly, it would be counterproductive to sneak outside and hunt for another cricket to use as bait. Then I would have two crickets in my home, assuming I could even catch one from the outdoor landscape, and two crickets would bring twice the purgatorial misery. 

      So, in lieu of the authentic creature, I would need an imitation. I would need a mock cricket. 

      But how does a cat go about aping a cricket?

      I thought about asking Lucky, whose vocal stylings far out-performed my own. Yet, for all his barking, howling, and whimpering, Lucky lacked the nuance I would need in this scenario. I asked anyway, but Lucky, as predicted, could only bark too loud and too… much like a dog. 

      We nonetheless tried for a couple hours. I’d wait until the cricket was chirping, then nod at Lucky as if to say, “OK, now you make that sound.” I’d pilfered some cheese from the refrigerator, which I intended to share with the mutt if he could successfully do a cricket impression. But, Lucky just didn’t seem to understand the task at hand. He barked, a lot. And eventually, I gave him the cheese just to shut him up. But I wasn’t getting any closer to setting a cricket trap that way.

      Next, I decided to ask Mouse. With her softer demeanor and adaptable nature, Mouse was a better candidate to imitate the noise of the awful little insect. 

      But Mouse, as it turned out, was too quiet. Her squeaks and scurries were near-silent. She barely made a sound moving about the house, hence her ability to go undetected by Amy. She very well understood what I wanted her to do. She even spent a few dedicated minutes sitting, ears perked, listening with her eyes closed to the song of the cricket. But no luck. Her natural gifts were plenty, but vocal mimicry was not among them.

      Of course, I tried to modulate my own meows to the appropriate volume and tone. But a cat’s meow is not meant to communicate with other animals. No, we house cats never meow at one another. We hiss, sure, we purr… but we meow to get the attention of our humans. So, my range was limited. I thought about trying to enlist a bird, nature’s impressionists. A mockingbird or a parrot. But birds and cats are not natural allies, and I didn’t have the time to build trust with a feathery friend before I lost my sanity to the persistence of the cricket’s song.

      Then I remembered — the source of the chirping. It was the sound of leathery wings rubbing together. 

      If I could find some small leather bits, I could enlist Mouse with her quick, nimble hands to rub the bits together and make music like the cricket. The idea came to me in a flash, and although I try to remain humble, I’ll confess, I felt proud of myself. 

      Finding leather in Amy’s home was not easy. She was a woman of soft possessions, fuzzy pillows, downy blankets, cushy couches, and chairs. Her femininity filled her home with warmth and coziness. Leather was almost too masculine for her tastes, too rugged. But I knew there had to be something, somewhere, that could help me. I looked high and low, scouring the house for the materials I’d need.

      That’s when I came across something that changed my plan completely. 

      In Amy’s bedroom, there was a strange, white, globular device. It looked like a machine from the future, and I was surprised at myself for not having paid it any mind in my previous explorations of Amy’s quarters. 

      But as I began to sniff around the machine, I noticed something on its surface. There were buttons along the front of the machine with corresponding images. One of a rain cloud, one of an ocean wave, one of a tree… and one of a cricket!

      I could not believe my eyes. 

      There, positioned on the floor and slightly to the right of Amy’s nightstand, was the answer to all my problems. 

      Step 4: Imitate the cricket.

      I stretched out my paw toward the cricket button. This was it. 

      This was how I could finally complete my mission. 

      Except, at that very moment, Amy walked in.
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      As soon as I entered my house, Lucky popped off the couch and ran to my feet, licking at my ankles. The little dog always seemed to have a smile on his face, but that night his smile was extra compassionate. It was nice to come home to someone who missed me, and I scooped him up in my arms and gave him a big hug. “Hey there, handsome. I missed you too.” He licked my face, and I laughed. “OK, OK. Calm down.”

      I poured myself a glass of water, drank it in one big sip, and face-planted on my bed. Seconds later, Lucky was on the bed beside me. He dropped a tennis ball right next to my face and panted at me, like, “Play! Play! Play! Let’s play!”

      I checked the time on my phone. “Past midnight, Lucky.”

      He nudged the ball toward me. I grabbed it, sat up, and tossed it out into the hall. Lucky jumped off the bed, grabbed the ball, and brought it back to me. I chuckled. “Times like these, I remember that you’re still a puppy.”

      Lucky and I played fetch for another twenty minutes or so. The little game helped ground me in the present moment and kept me from worrying about the future or the past too much. Aren’t animals always good for that? They only care about what’s happening at that very second, and they help you do the same.

      I went to bed at night feeling good despite the, um, hiccups in my personal life and in the investigation. I woke up to my phone ringing. It was bright outside, but it felt like only thirty seconds had passed. I didn’t recognize the number, but I picked up, always a sucker for a mystery.

      “Hello?” Although I urged my voice to sound awake, I feared it didn’t care what I wanted. “This is Amy Stewart.”

      A man’s voice responded from the other of the line. “Amy. This is Chuck from the California Culinary Institute. There’s something you and I need to discuss.”

      It had been a late night, so I decided not to wake Granny or Betsy. Chuck asked me to meet him at his home in downtown Burbank. I knew the area well. There were a lot of densely packed houses there, and if he was the killer, there’s no way he would have chosen to attack me in such a populated spot. So I felt safe going alone. Well, I didn’t go totally alone… I brought my friend Lucky with me for protection and also because… cuteness.

      I stopped at Commissary Coffee in Burbank to grab a latte before I got to Chuck’s place. Commissary has an industrial-chic vibe and is a favorite spot amongst the LA hipster crowd. I like it because there’s a cute outdoor patio and the drinks are good. I especially like it because they have doggie cappuccinos there. Doggie cappuccinos are whipped cream in a cup. Lucky adored them, and he always got a lot of people petting him as he enjoyed his “beverage” out on the patio.

      As I drank my coffee, I admired the gorgeous Southern California morning. It’s funny, people back in New York always thought that every day in California must feel the same. But when you’re here for long enough, you start to understand that there are tiny differences in the weather from day to day that make each day unique and special. Some days there is a breeze from the Santa Ana winds. Other days there’s a little crisp in the air, the kind of crisp you only ever get in California. Some days there are birds singing, OK, that’s almost every day…

      That morning had a heaping dose of that crisp air I was talking about a second ago. It smelled and felt so fresh, almost like it was blowing down from Alaska somehow. And there wasn’t a hint of smog in the sky that day, so the heavens were brighter and bluer than usual.

      I checked the distance to Chuck’s house on my phone and realized I was just around the corner, so I clicked on Lucky’s leash, and we walked over. The streets in Burbank are nice and wide, and the stretch of road outside of Chuck’s place was lined with enormous palm trees. I looked up at them as I approached, then I looked down at Chuck’s cute olive green craftsman. The home had a large front porch and a storybook pathway leading from the street to the front door. The porch was tastefully accented with a few flowerpots, a couple of which looked a lot like Adobe artifacts. I could tell that these artifacts were reproductions, probably purchased by Chuck once he realized the value that the real articles were going to bring to his life and business.

      When we got there, Lucky pulled me toward the door like he was excited to go inside. I held him back a little. “Calm down, Lucky!” I whispered the next part… “We’re not sure if we trust this guy, remember?”

      Chuck stepped out onto the porch, squinting into the sunlight and giving me a stilted wave. “Thanks for coming.”

      I returned Chuck’s wave with one of my own. “I’m interested to hear what you have to say.”

      A child called out from inside the house. “Dad! Dad! Dad! Dad!” Seconds later, an adorable little boy ran up to Chuck and hugged his leg. The kid was around three with a big head of curly hair.

      Chuck scooped him up and held the kid in his arms. “What’s up, Charlie?”

      Charlie laughed and gave his dad a big hug. Lucky barked, perhaps threatened by the child’s cuteness. I looked on with interest. Chuck and never struck me as the dad to an adorable child. He had always been so gruff at the Culinary Institute, I never imagined he had any tender parts to his heart. But seeing Chuck’s son, I felt even more confident he wasn’t going to kill me.

      “Daddy and this nice lady are going to take a little walk around the block. Go see Mommy. I’ll be home soon.”

      Chuck sat the kid down, and Charlie ran back into the house yelling, “Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom!”

      Chuck closed the door and headed down the path in my direction. “Walk around the block?”

      I looked up at the ocean of sky above us. “Seems like a good day for it.”

      Chuck led the way down the road. He didn’t say anything for about thirty seconds. I didn’t speak, either, because I wasn’t the one who called the meeting.

      “I thought you would come with your grandma or your friends.”

      “We had a late night last night.”

      Chuck nodded. “I see. I guess I just assumed you would bring someone since you brought someone over to Richard Neat’s house the day you questioned him.”

      I looked over at Chuck, doing my best to hide my surprise. He smirked. “Yeah. I heard there was a strange visitor asking about Brian. The look on your face just confirmed I was right.”

      “The bid for historical significance seemed relevant. We wanted to talk to Richard to see if he had ever met Brian.”

      “You could’ve really messed with the bid. That would’ve been a blow to the Institute. We deserve that special commendation, and the students are excited about it. The whole community is excited about it. When I heard about how you were bothering Richard… It annoyed me. I think you’re annoying.”

      “Gee, thanks.” My blood didn’t often boil, but Chuck’s frank annoyance brought it to a simmer. “You could’ve told me you were annoyed with me over the phone. Why did you call me here today?”

      Chuck stopped walking and shoved his hands in his pockets. “I saw your ad about the ring you ‘found’ on my campus.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “So?”

      “So I know you were lying… because I found the ring and Brian’s room. I’m sick of you snooping around my campus and suspecting me of murder, so I wanted to show it to you myself.”

      Chuck pulled a ring box out of his pocket and popped it open. Inside the box was a gorgeous ruby ring. It shimmered in the sunlight and held my attention longer than any ring ever had. “It’s stunning.”

      Chuck snapped the ring box shut. “Yeah. I know. My first instinct was to take this thing to the cops. Then I did a little research and figured you were better at solving mysteries than the cops are. So I brought it to you.”

      I held out my hand. “You made the right decision. Thank you.”

      Chuck took a step away from me. “I’m not giving you the ring, Amy. I just wanted to let you know that I have it.” Chuck looked away, and the breeze blew through his hair. Then he looked back at me. “Does this thing have something to do with Brian’s death? And if it does, what happens next?”
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      “So Chuck’s cooperating all of a sudden.” Granny took a big bite of French toast and then slid me the plate so I could have a bite. The Big Baby was crowded for a Monday morning, but that was perfect for our discussion of the investigation. It was so noisy there was no way anyone could hear us talking.

      “That’s how it seems. It’s like the moment we got too close to Richard Neat, Chuck all of a sudden wanted to play nice.” The French toast melted into buttery goodness as soon as it hit my tastebuds. Jess used thick-cut sourdough in the recipe, which was unique and gave the dish a satisfying chew. “This is really good.”

      “Yeah. That’s why I’m sharing it with you. Betsy and I think you may need to do some emotional eating after the disaster with Officer Handsome last night. In fact, have another bite or ten. That was ugly.”

      “He’s Detective Handsome now. And let’s stay focused on my conversation with Chuck,” I said.

      “I can’t focus on anything but Mike Fine’s broken heart. I’ll never forget the look in his handsome eyes right before he drove off. You stood him up, and he saved your life. How is that fair?”

      “You’re messing with me, and I don’t like it.” I took a huge bite of French toast. “Don’t you have anything else to say about my conversation with Chuck?”

      Granny sat back in the booth. “Did the ring look real?”

      “It was the most beautiful piece of jewelry I have ever laid eyes on. I’m not an expert—”

      “It looked real.” Granny grabbed the plate back and took a bite of her own. “So that means Riley Lee was telling us the truth when she asked for our help. There really is a precious jewel, and I’m sure she really wanted us to find it. That means, in some ways, our little stunt in the Tribune worked. Chuck wouldn’t have told you he found the ring if you hadn’t gotten that ad published. But why was Chuck digging around amongst Brian’s things?”

      I took a big sip of water. French toast is as thirst-inducing as, I find, are most sweets. It’s like your body knows the sugar is bad for you and wants to put out the fire of unhealthy food with water. “Maybe Chuck searched the room after he saw our ad,” I said. “It’s possible he made the connection and wanted to see if there was anything else valuable amongst Brian’s things.”

      “But why would Brian’s personal things still be at CCI at this point?” Granny said. “The family should have come to retrieve Brian’s stuff by now. Frankly, Riley should have gone through that place with a fine-toothed comb by this point.”

      “She said she had been there and looked around by the time she came to us, remember? She couldn’t find the ring, and that’s why she came to us.”

      Granny poured some more water from our jug and took a big sip herself. “It’s just odd that there’s anything left in Brian’s room. And if Chuck wanted the ring for himself, why would he have called us about it? Why not just pawn the ring and keep the cash?”

      “He seemed to think the ring might have something to do with Brian’s death, and he didn’t want to get caught up with the murderer,” I said.

      Granny bit her bottom lip. “Seems to me Chuck brought the ring to you as some kind of offering. It’s almost like he’s using the ring to keep you from poking around Richard Neat again. He said he was vexed that you had visited Neat, right?”

      I sighed. “There’s something we’re not seeing here. I’m not sure what. All I know is Chuck seemed like he wanted to help on some level. And he could be going to the cops with this ring, but he’s not because he’s giving us a chance to continue our investigation.”

      “Did you ask him about Riley?” said Granny.

      I shook my head. “We’re the only ones that have interacted with her so far, and I want to keep it that way, at least for now.”

      Granny and I polished off the French toast and the water. We were about to pay the check and leave when we saw Jenna from CCI enter the Big Baby Diner and walk straight toward us.

      Her mouth was tight, and her arms were wrapped so tightly around her body that I wondered how she wasn’t suffocating herself.

      My stomach gurgled with a combination of dread and French toast. Something told me Jenna and her four bird tattoos weren’t here to bring good news.
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      Back when I was in high school, I had known several girls who were like Jenna. They were dark and moody, and they were all interested in poetry, had nose rings, and they all seemed to have a flair for the dramatic. Some of them made bad choices in friends and activities, and they always seemed to be sparring with figures of authority like teachers, principals, or cops.

      Although I hadn’t gone to school with Jenna, I knew as soon as I met her back at the Institute that she was a member of this worldwide club of “dramatic young women.” Don’t get me wrong, men are dramatic in their own way, and I’m not implying by any means that this is a problem that only afflicts the female kind. It’s just… men yell and scream and get in fistfights. Women are more likely to get passive-aggressive or confront someone but end up in tears. Maybe this was stereotyping, but it was also based on experience.

      Jenna’s nostrils flared wider and wider the closer she got to me and Granny at the diner. Then she slammed her palms down on the table and looked me straight in the eye. “You got my boyfriend arrested.”

      Of course. Jenna was upset because our silly ad about the ring had drawn her bad boy chef, Matt Calderoni, to the pet salon, so she blamed us for his arrest.

      “You’re dating a legitimate criminal?” Granny asked. “Why? You’re cute, and I assume you can cook. There are plenty of nice guys in the world. OK, maybe that’s not true. But there are plenty who aren’t dangerous crooks.”

      “He’s not dangerous, he’s just misunderstood. You don’t understand what his childhood was like, OK? He’s doing the best he can with the cards he was dealt. At least he was until the two of you entrapped him.”

      My heart sank. Everyone in the world is always going through their own personal struggles, and it seemed we had created more struggles for both Jenna and Matt. I refused to accept real responsibility for him committing the crime, but I still wasn’t pleased with my role in the situation.

      “Relax.” Granny patted the booth next to her. “Have a seat. We’ll order you some of Jess’s famous French toast. It’s delicious.”

      Jess approached. “Hey, sorry, can you maybe not talk about my food that way? I don’t want too many people to start saying nice things about this place. It’s already too crowded. And everybody who comes in here wants to talk to me for, like, five minutes about my personal life. I didn’t sign up for that. Just shut up and eat, alright?”

      “You were born for the hospitality industry, kid,” Granny said with a smirk.

      Someone across the restaurant called out for Jess, and she hurried away, grumbling about her unfortunate fate as a successful small-town restauranteur.

      When I looked back to Jenna, tears were streaming down her face. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I know you didn’t force that stupid man to break into your pet salon. I heard he shattered your front door and caused a mess and everything. I shouldn’t be yelling at you like this. It’s just… I had decided to commit to Matt instead of my other option, the less interesting guy… And now Matt is going to be in jail for three to five years at the least. He has priors.”

      “Again, I feel compelled to ask the question, why did you choose this guy?” Granny asked.

      Jenna sat in the booth beside Granny. “I don’t know. Like… I was leaning toward the other guy… But then, one day I suddenly felt like I didn’t have a choice. I just… didn’t have a choice anymore.” Jenna slumped over. “I can’t take all this drama in my life.”

      I leaned forward. Something about the way Jenna had said the word “drama” made me think there was more to her story, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it. “Is there something else going on with you?”

      Jenna scoffed. “Always. This past week or two, it’s just been more than usual. Ever since Brian died.”

      Granny and I exchanged a wide-eyed look. Then Granny patted Jenna’s shoulder gently. “What’s going on? Tell us about it.”

      “It’s just...” Jenna blew her nose in a napkin. “It’s sad, and everyone in town is gossiping about the school and all the students. I had several people imply that I committed the murder. I’m not a murderer. I’m a vegetarian, for goodness sake! And then there’s a whole other thing going on at the school that I shouldn’t even talk about.”

      I took a deep breath. I had a light bulb moment, a flash of understanding where a series of facts seemed to click together perfectly in my head. “The artifacts are fake, aren’t they?”

      Jenna looked up at me. And that big, wide-eyed stare was all the confirmation I needed. I nodded, trying to be as non-confrontational as I could. “I’ve been toying with this theory for a while now.”

      “You didn’t say anything to me,” said Granny.

      “I know. But we both had suspicions about Chuck’s claim of historical significance. Now it all makes sense. First, I was curious about Richard Neat’s home. The guy lives in a gorgeous house in Sherman Oaks, right? But the Historical Society is a government agency. That means he’s on a government salary. There’s no way he can afford that kind of home on the money he makes.”

      “Maybe he’s making something extra on the side from the ketchup commercials,” said Granny.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. The director said Richard was jittery because it was his first time. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. But that means Richard was picking up a little extra work to make money, right? That tells me he’s a hustler and an opportunist. He —”

      Granny snapped her fingers. “You think he takes kickbacks from land and business owners in exchange for declaring their locations historically significant.”

      “There were other clues, too,” I said. “I spotted several Adobe-style clay pots on the porch at Chuck’s home. The pieces were modern, so I assumed they were reproductions, but now I’m thinking maybe he starts with modern pieces and then falsely ages them and pretends he discovered them on campus.”

      Jenna sniffled. “That’s exactly what he does. And he’s been forcing me to do all the ‘artwork’ on the clay pieces. He says because my focus is on cake decorating, and the food I make is adorbs, I’m best suited for it among everyone else at the school. I think he picked me because he thinks I’m a weak woman who won’t stand up for myself. But I’m telling you now. I’m standing up for myself.”

      Granny moved her head from side to side. “Technically, Amy pieced it together. But sure, you can have credit for telling us.”

      “Granny.” I shot her a look. Then I looked back to Jenna. “This is highly illegal, what you and Chuck are doing, right?”

      Jenna looked down. “He made me feel like I didn’t have a choice. He said he would wipe away my student debt if I helped him. And I have a lot of student debt.”

      I looked at Granny. “He didn’t call me because of Brian’s death being connected to the jewel. Chuck wanted me to stop looking for the ring because he was afraid I would uncover this scandal. And he didn’t want to go to the cops about the ring for the same reason. The fewer people snooping around the campus, the more likely he’ll get away with this. But he’s losing control of the narrative. That’s why he was so upset that Betsy and I went to see Richard Neat.” I turned to Jenna. “Jenna, this is very important. Did Brian have any idea what was going on with these artifacts? Is it possible he knew about the forgeries?”

      Jenna shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know.” She looked up and made eye contact with me. “I suppose anything’s possible.”
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      Chuck was forging the artifacts he was using in his bid for historical significance. Jenna was the artist assisting with the forgery. Richard Neat might have been in on the whole thing.

      But had Brian known? If so, had that knowledge cost him his life? Or was Brian murdered for another reason, perhaps related to the valuable ruby ring?

      Granny and I discussed all these questions after Jenna had blown her nose a few dozen times and hurried out of the Big Baby Diner. Jenna’s surprise visit had both our hearts racing. The young chef had come at us with so much energy, and presented such a startling conspiracy, that it was hard to keep up with all the drama, let alone assess its validity as it pertained to Brian’s death.

      Granny and I figured Jenna had heard about our private booth at the Big Baby Diner. That was the kind of thing folks in small towns go on and on about. Was it fair for the local sleuths to get preferential treatment at the hottest restaurant in town? I’d leave that for the people to decide. But it had certainly proven helpful that Jenna knew where to find us when we weren’t at the shop.

      Before Granny or I reached any sort of helpful conclusions about what to do next, an alarm rang on Granny’s phone. It was a sharp trill, almost like the sound of the world’s most annoying bird, and it widened Granny’s eyes immediately. “I’m out of here, kid. Let’s keep mulling this over. Meet up later?. Decide what we do?” She tossed down a wad of cash and slid out of the booth.

      “Don’t leave. We need a plan.” A quick glance told me Granny had left way too much money on the table. “Also, let me pay for part of this.”

      “Not a chance, little girl. I may be a tough, stale cookie, but I’m still your grandmother, and I still like to treat you. Use the extra as a nice big tip.”

      Seconds later, Granny pushed her way through the exit and out onto the sidewalk. She paused to put on her giant sunglasses, then she turned a corner and disappeared.

      I flagged down Jess to get the check, and she sauntered over. “Don’t do that little check signal to me, Amy Stewart. You and Granny are keeping this town safe. Today you eat for free. I’m not saying you can eat for free every day, because you’re here a lot, so don’t get used to it. But yeah… free food today only. Probably not ever again. I’m running a business here. Don’t be such a freeloader.”

      I laughed, and Jess and I argued back and forth for a few moments, but she insisted. I knew she would win, but I’d still kept up the argument for the sake of formality. In spite of my defeat, I got what I thought was a pretty cute idea. “Before I go, can I get a tall stack of pancakes for takeaway? There’s a certain someone I think deserves them.”

      Jess rolled her eyes. “You think you’re being coy, but everyone in town knows you blew off the pancake breakfast with Mike Fine to investigate Brian’s death. Then Mike saved you. And you never had your second kiss.”

      I threw back my head and groaned. “Just get the pancakes. Please, Jess.”

      Here’s a secret: I left the money on the table when I departed just to serve Jess right for annoying me about the pancakes. And I added an extra twenty bucks, just to spite her. Isn’t it funny how kindness can be a weapon in small towns?

      When Mike opened the Styrofoam to-go box, he smiled and pumped his fist. “This is awesome, Amy. These are Big Baby pancakes. I can tell by the fluffiness. The stuff that they serve at the police pancake breakfast is flat and has zero degrees of fluffiness. So… this is a pretty good apology.”

      “I felt like words couldn’t adequately express how sorry I am,” I said. “But I am… really sorry. Will you forgive me?”

      Mike took a big, smiling bite and chewed. As I watched him enjoy the pancakes, I reflected on that last question I had asked: “Will you forgive me?”

      Although I hadn’t seen my dad a ton when I was a kid, he and I had always enjoyed a special bond, and he had passed on a few important lessons to me. One of those lessons was to always ask for forgiveness as part of an apology. When you say, “Will you forgive me?” you make yourself vulnerable to the other person, and you empower them to truly accept the apology. It’s the one guaranteed way to really show humility after messing up.

      Mike swallowed a big bite and then opened a little package of syrup and doused the rest of the flapjacks. “Pancakes like these, I forgive you for anything. Well, I mean, I wouldn’t forgive you for everything. Don’t, like, hurt my mom or something.”

      “Mike. I would never hurt your mom. Why would you even say something like that?”

      Mike shrugged and took another big bite of pancake. Then Detective Rotund exploded from a nearby office, his round, French face brighter than the red light of a police car. “Fine!”

      Mike didn’t react. Rotund charged up to him. “Fine! I’m talking to you.”

      Mike’s eyes widened. “Oh, sorry, man. I thought you were agreeing with someone about something. Like, ‘Fine. I’ll give you a ride to the airport, but don’t ask me again’.”

      “Your surname is Fine.”

      “I think my last name is more than Fine. I think it’s tremendous.” Mike smiled his most charming smile. I held in a laugh, not wanting to upset Rotund even more.

      Rotund stomped his foot. “No time for games. We need to talk.”

      Mike set the pancakes down as Rotund grabbed him by the elbow and dragged him into the office from which he had emerged. I looked around. Chief Samuel wasn’t around that day, so the police department was empty. My palms got sweaty as I stood and edged toward the room where Rotund had dragged Mike. Eavesdropping on private police conversations had never been on my bucket list, but at that moment, it felt necessary.

      Rotund’s voice was muffled, and it was hard for me to understand his words through his thick, French accent. But just when I was about to give up, I heard a phrase that raised my eyebrows. “Missing woman.” I took a step closer and leaned forward. “Lead.” Another step closer. “Urgent matter. Big break.”

      Rotund’s chair scraped as he stood, and I took that as my signal to dart back toward the lobby. Lucky for me, I had just made it back over by the pancakes when Rotund and Mike emerged from the office. I gave them a big, goofy smile. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”

      Mike charged straight toward me. “Official police business. Sorry. You need to leave.”
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      Step 5: Make a plan of attack.

      I had learned, since my last expedition, a few crucial facts. 

      One: The cricket sound maker was called a white noise machine. At night, Amy sometimes employed the setting to mimic the sea. Presumably, this soothed her strange human mind. 

      Two: My plan had a slight hitch in it. I’d brushed up on my cricket studies further, and I’d learned that only male crickets make the awful chirp. 

      Three: I could still lure the cricket out of his hole with the sound of another male cricket, but he’d arrive ready for a territorial battle. And I would have to decide… how best to capture a creature who was already on high alert, defenses up. 

      I knew I needed to pick a day and time, press the cricket button, and set my trap. 

      The trap itself I now had to concoct. Initially, I’d planned to simply pounce on the cricket, take him in my teeth, and carry him as far out of doors as I could. 

      However, in my extensive study, I’d garnered that although insects such as crickets have a hard outer shell instead of bones, that shell is not built to withstand the force of a cat’s jaw. 

      If I were to snatch the cricket like any other prey, I would crush it. 

      Now, perhaps as I grew accustomed to house living, I was growing soft in my heart as well as my body. There were days living on the street when I would not have hesitated to take down a cricket. 

      But something about his plaintive tune, his persistence, his astute penchant for silence at the right moments… I had, at some point, ceased to view this cricket as a mere enemy. I’d come to view him as a worthy adversary, a fellow living thing who deserved my respect. 

      So, I needed a gentler way to ensnare and transport my winged foe. And for that, I enlisted the help of Mouse. 

      Mouse, after a lifetime of dodging devices intended to trick her, had developed quite a familiarity with the so-called perfect mousetrap. So I knew she was a valuable consultant. How could I build, with my limited feline resources, a crude but sneaky simple machine that would harmlessly catch a cricket? 

      Mouse was immensely helpful, as I’d presumed she would be. She fetched from one of her small mouse holes two vital objects she’d… squirreled away? Moused away? You understand my meaning. 

      One, a clear thimble, the other, a small shard of a toothpick. 

      This, Mouse assured me, was all I would need. 

      I’ll admit, although my intellect is a point of pride for me, I did not immediately understand how this cricket trap would function. Mouse showed me by setting the toothpick under the tilted thimble, then knocking the toothpick out. The thimble was barely large enough to contain the cricket’s mass, so the capture would have to be precise to avoid injury. 

      And I would have to be lying in wait, ready to swiftly swipe at the toothpick the moment the cricket was positioned beneath the thimble. This would require some practice, and practice I did. 

      As Amy slept way into the wee hours of the night, I practiced with Mouse. Mouse tossed a small fuzzball under the thimble, and over and over again I swiped at the toothpick to release the thimble at the precise moment. 

      In the interest of honesty, I should tell you… I killed a lot of fuzz balls. They met their grisly ends, one after another, as I released the thimble either too soon or too late. But finally, after hours of patient repetition, I hit my stride. 

      I could consistently catch fuzz balls perfectly in the center of the thimble. 

      That’s when I knew… I was ready. 

      The mission, then, was simple to understand. 

      Step 6: Unleash the plan of attack as follows:

      Press the cricket button on Amy’s sleep machine. 

      Wait. 

      Remain alert. 

      Hold completely still. 

      Wait. 

      Cricket will arrive. 

      Then, I swipe. 

      I repeated these steps in my head like a mantra. Over and over. 

      Press the cricket button on Amy’s sleep machine. 

      Wait. 

      Remain alert. 

      Hold completely still. 

      Wait. 

      Cricket will arrive. 

      Then, I swipe. 

      The moment came when Amy was out of the house, and I had my window. 

      I pressed the button. 

      I waited. 

      I remained alert. 

      I held completely still. Didn’t even twitch a whisker. 

      I waited. 

      I waited. 

      The cricket… did not arrive. 

      My resolve began to waver. I wondered if I’d have the stamina to continue. My muscles were stiff. My whiskers were dying to wiggle. My ears itched. 

      Then…

      Chirp! Chirp! 

      The noise machine was suddenly accompanied by another, closer sound. The real cricket had arrived! 

      I almost blew the mission completely, my excitement was so great. 

      But I kept it together. I was a statue, a sculpture in bronze, a rock. The cricket moved with his six freakish legs, closer, closer. Until he was right next to the thimble. 

      I willed him with my mind to take those final steps. Closer, cricket! Just a few more centimeters until you’re under the thimble! 

      Alas, I was thwarted. By nature, by fate, by God, who can say for sure? 

      For no apparent reason, the lights flickered. The noise machine clicked off. The faux cricket voices vanished into silence in an instant. 

      And, startled by either the flickering lights or the sudden lack of sound, my cricket foe jumped away on those blasted femora. 

      My whiskers drooped. I rolled onto my side. 

      Was this it? Had I been defeated?
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      Once, back when I lived in Pine Grove, New York, I took a ferry from Queens, New York, all the way down to Wall Street. The little adventure was part of a date with one of my horrible exes, but despite his company, I had enjoyed the trip. It had been a rainy day, but by the time we boarded the ferry, the rain had cleared and been replaced by a beautiful, velvety fog. The sun began to set as soon as the ferry pushed off from Queens. We could see the glowing orange streaking through the buildings in Manhattan and reflecting off the skyscrapers in Long Island City. We were surrounded by this orange light that was so bright it was almost neon.

      There was so much beauty that day, but the thing that always struck me most was the water. We were floating in the East River, which is fed by the Atlantic Ocean. Prior to the trip, I always imagined rivers flowed firmly in one direction or another. But when I’d peered over the edge of the boat that day, I saw so many pockets of currents. The river swirled in one spot, flowed north in another, flowed south in another. There was so much going on it was hard to know where to look or for how long.

      That afternoon, as I stumbled out of the Toluca Lake Police Department and into the bright California sunlight, I felt similarly about the investigation. There was so much new information to process surrounding Chuck and the ring and the California Culinary Institute. Beyond that, I’d just heard an excited conversation between Detective Mike Fine and Detective Rotund that I believed pertained to Jacob’s missing aunt.

      Too many currents were flowing in too many different directions.

      I entered Creature Comforts to find Betsy in what can only be described as a tickle match with her pseudo-boyfriend, Adam. Betsy was chasing Adam through the shop with a fuzzy cat toy, and Adam was squealing like a scared child.

      “Don’t tickle me. No! Betsy, enough!”

      Betsy had a manic twinkle in her eyes like a toddler hocked up on sugar. “I’m going to get you. I’m going to get you, and I’m going to boil you.”

      “That is a disturbing threat,” said Adam, still giggling. “I don’t want to die like a lobster. It’s cruel.”

      I cleared my throat. “Adam has a point. Not even lobsters should be boiled alive. Also, this is very weird.”

      Betsy shrieked and dropped her tickling stick. “Boss. Hey girl. Crazy night last night. Laughter is cathartic. Would you like to be tickled? I promise I won’t threaten you.”

      “Her promises are worth nothing.” Adam wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Don’t take the deal.”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      Betsy picked up the fuzzy little stick and placed it back on the display shelf. “Cool, cool. Totally. I probably shouldn’t be tickling my male companion at work, anyway. You don’t even need to say it because I feel it in every ounce in each of my one hundred and ninety-one pounds.”

      Adam took a minute to catch his breath and sipped from a water bottle. Then he adopted a more professional tone with me. “So, Amy, how have you been lately? Sorry to hear about the break-in. Any big news on the investigation?”

      For a moment, I imagined unloading everything I had learned that morning on Betsy and Adam. The task seemed Herculean, but in a distinctly non-heroic way, so I decided to be a different type of hero. The kind that hides her emotions and saves people from danger, and probably carries heavy, unhealthy emotional baggage with her for her entire life. “Nothing new to report. But Betsy, why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off? I’ll finish up at the shop. Thank you for all your hard work and… tickling, I guess.”

      Betsy put her fists on her hips. “You don’t need to be a hero here, boss. You’ve been working hard, too. Let me stick around and help you out.”

      “No!” I answered too fast and then summoned a little of my trademark positivity. “You’re awesome, Betsy. You deserve the afternoon off. Get out of here.”

      Betsy didn’t need to be forced. She and Adam left, hand-in-hand, discussing the ground rules for future tickle fights. Once they were gone, I straightened up the shop to keep myself busy. But I broke out of the cleaning trance with a huge, body-altering sigh. That thing perked me right up. “Whoa. OK. Time to take stock of how you’re feeling, Stewart.” I let out another deep sigh. “OK. Maybe it’s time for a break.”

      I grabbed a handful of miniature peanut butter cups from my secret stash behind the counter, sat on my stool, and got to work destroying them. Luckily, Matt Calderoni hadn’t discovered or disrupted my cache. I tried to be grateful for that small blessing and enjoy my candy. But it was hard for me to focus on the peanut butter goodness because Jacob’s face kept popping into my mind. His little dimples. The strong jawline. His sensitive brown eyes, desperate for closure on his family mystery. I crumpled up a few wrappers and tossed them in the trash. “I should call him. I should at least try.”

      Jacob answered my FaceTime on the first ring. He was wearing blue scrubs, and the fluorescent lights behind him suggested he might be at work at the hospital. He lowered a blue mask to reveal a wide smile. “Hey, neighbor. Surprised to hear from you. What’s up?”

      “Nothing, really.” Why did I feel awkward and a little nervous? Ugh. Oh yeah. It’s because Jacob was attractive and nice and interested in me. “I don’t have any solid updates, but I wanted to let you know I think the police had some kind of breakthrough with your aunt. They haven’t found her or anything. But I overheard an excited conversation between the detectives at the precinct, and it gave me hope. I think hope is a valuable thing, so I wanted to pass that on to you. That’s all.”

      Jacob sighed and gave me a tight smile. “Thanks. I can’t help feeling that the cops are more likely to drop the ball here than they are to score a touchdown. But I know they’re doing their best, and if you think they needed to be involved in this, then I think you’re right. So yeah, thanks.”

      I popped a candy in my mouth. “I get exactly how you feel. Just wanted to let you know.”

      Jacob’s bright smile returned. “Hold up. Are you eating McDermott peanut butter cups? That’s a candy shop in West Hollywood, right?”

      “Yeah. You have a good eye.”

      “I’d recognize that white and red logo anywhere. McDermott candy is so good. I know I’m probably not supposed to like candy because I’m a doctor, and candy isn’t good for you, but it’s good for the soul. My soul loves those peanut butter cups.”

      “And I guess I probably shouldn’t eat them in front of you. It’s probably rude, right?” I popped another peanut butter cup in my mouth.

      “Very rude.” Jacob grinned. “Almost cruel, actually.”

      I popped another peanut butter cup in my mouth. At that point, I was a little full, but it was worth it to make Jacob laugh.

      “OK. After this kind of cruelty, I think you owe me,” he said. “You really tormented me with this. I think the only way for you to make it up to me is if you take me out to dinner sometime.”

      My mouth fell open. Then I remembered all the gross peanut butter chewed up in there and manually closed my jaw with my hand. “Um, well, I—”

      An emergency call squawked out over the hospital speaker system. “That’s for me. Gotta go. See you at dinner.” Jacob snapped the mask up over his mouth and hung up the call.

      Suddenly, I was once again alone in the silence of the shop. Jacob had added another swirling current into the river of my thoughts, and I felt tension building in my arms and legs. That’s when I heard my dad’s voice one more time. “Inaction equals anxiety. The only way to fix your problems is to get out there and fix them. Now take action and go out there and make something happen.”

      I think he had delivered that speech when I’d started crying, fearing we had gotten lost out in the desert. My dad knew where we were, but he wanted me to be the one to get us out of the mess. That thought comforted me, somehow, to know that he had begun trekking through the desert full time even though I missed him. And his advice. Although, I knew that his words of wisdom were often secondhand. The whole “inaction equals anxiety” maxim had definitely been passed on to my father from Granny, and I’d heard it from her a few times too.

      Whoever’d said it first, I knew the advice was right.

      And I needed to take action right away.
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      Three telling vehicles were parked outside of Granny’s apartment complex that night. The first was the official car of Mayor Tommy, a silver Toyota Prius with a town license plate. Parked Beside the Prius was a bicycle emblazoned with the logo for the Toluca Hotel, which belonged to the young bellhop Henrique. Beside that was another bicycle, all beat up from what looked like years of neglect.

      I fully expected to enter Granny’s apartment to find the life skills boys engaged in another lesson. But Granny was sitting on a little chair outside her front door, and the boys weren’t around. She gave me a little nod as I approached. “Figured you’d show up sooner than later. We need to make a move on the investigation. I know.”

      “Good.” I tucked my keys into my purse. “I was expecting to see the life skills boys. What’re you doing out here alone?”

      “Tonight’s lesson is all about fashion. I told each of the guys to pick out an outfit that they felt would present a professional, polished, and confident image to the world. They’re inside getting dressed, and they’re going to let me know when they’re ready for the proverbial catwalk, which in this case I feel should be renamed a moose walk or a donkey walk. Sometimes those kids seem hopeless.”

      “Granny—”

      She held up a hand. “I know they’re not. No one is hopeless. Not even Boron, who I half expect to emerge wearing the same stained sweatsuit he arrived in. I guess I’m a little extra grumpy tonight as I consider all the facts in this investigation. And how much they don’t seem to make sense.”

      “So we’re feeling similar ways.” I pulled up a chair, sat beside Granny, and handed her a McDermott peanut butter cup from my purse.

      “McDermott. Nice.” Granny unwrapped the candy and popped it in her mouth. “So tell me you’ve sorted out a next step for us.”

      Though I knew it would disappoint Granny, I admitted I had no such next step figured out. “Super sorry to say I don’t. I mean, we’ve already talked about all the possibilities. Maybe Brian knew about Chuck’s scam. Maybe the murder had something to do with that ring. Maybe Jenna was involved.”

      Suddenly, an idea struck me. “Hold on a second. Ever since we met Jenna, she’s been complaining about her struggles to decide between her uninteresting boyfriend and her bad boy boyfriend, right?”

      “The girl all has almost as much boy drama as you, and that’s saying something.”

      I stroked my chin. “What if Brian was Jenna’s boring boyfriend?”

      Granny gave me one of her famous skeptical side-eyes.

      “Hear me out. Jenna and Brian spent a lot of time together at the Culinary Institute. They’re both about the same age. Brian seemed a little boring, uh… I don’t know. Like a grouchy, uptight guy who probably didn’t take a lot of risks in life… I mean, based on his dorm room, all he did was eat healthy and smoke cigarettes. Weird combination but not overly exciting.”

      Granny shrugged. “There are so many boring guys in the city of Los Angeles. Even the interesting ones are only faking it.”

      “That’s a harsh generalization. But I haven’t gotten to my main piece of evidence connecting Brian and Jenna.”

      Granny gestured for me to continue.

      “Adorbs.” I sat back to let my genius sink in with Granny. She scrunched up her face and didn’t seem to understand. I continued. “Both Brian and Jenna described food as ‘adorbs,’ which is an abbreviation for the word adorable. I can’t believe I didn’t see the connection sooner. It’s weird enough for one person to describe anything that way, especially an adult. It’s especially strange if two people use that word.”

      Granny bit her bottom lip and looked out over the pool. “So you think Jenna killed Brian for infidelity or something.”

      I shook my head. “I think the killer might already be behind bars. What if Calderoni found out about Brian and Jenna? The guy was a hothead and clearly had impulse control issues. I think he might have flipped out and killed Brian.”

      Granny let out a deep sigh. “But killing someone through staged smoke inhalation? Not exactly a hothead move. Plus, there’s all this other scandal surrounding Brian’s death. You think everything else going on here is just coincidence? The forged artifacts, the family ring, the missing sister…”

      I stood and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Somehow, I forgot about Riley Lee. In some ways, she set this entire investigation in motion. She was one of the first people who assured us Brian likely died from smoke inhalation. But the cigarette burn was on the wrong end of the bed… I don’t know… The story doesn’t make sense.”

      “I’m surprised you forgot about her. I haven’t been able to get that woman off of my mind all day. Everything about her is mysterious, and now she can’t be found? You know what type of people disappear into the night, Amy…”

      “I really think I’m onto something with his Calderoni angle.”

      “There’s nothing to pursue there, anyway. Calderoni is already locked up, so even if he’s the killer, he doesn’t present any further danger to Toluca Lake. Riley Lee, on the other path, if she’s the killer… She might strike again. She might strike you or me.”

      I turned and looked Granny square in the eye. “So we’re headed back to downtown LA.”

      Granny and I shared a solemn nod. Neither of us had enjoyed our prior trip to Riley’s warehouse nor our confrontation with the purposefully surly mechanic. We needed to find Riley, and the address listed on her business card was the best place for us to begin our search.

      As I settled back into my chair beside Granny, the door to her apartment flung open and out stepped Boron wearing purple sneakers, yellow sweatpants, and a yellow sweatshirt. He threw his arms open and smiled. “I’m ready for my grand unveiling.”

      Granny rubbed her temples. “You’re wearing a sweatsuit, Boron.”

      Boron stood tall. “Indeed. But it is not the sweatsuit I arrived in. This one is yellow. It says to the world, ‘Look at me, I’m wearing yellow!’”

      Granny pointed back at the apartment. “Inside. And don’t come back out until you’ve thought about what you’ve done.”
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      I stopped at Eleanor’s Bakeshop the next morning before I headed over to pick up Granny. Eleanor rushed out from behind the counter when she saw me, gave me a big hug, and grabbed me by the shoulders. “I hear you’re having more trouble in the love department. Oh, I know the pain, don’t I know it. Back when I was your age, I once had three boyfriends at the same time. One didn’t know about the other, and neither knew about the third. It didn’t turn out well. It all came to a head when all three of them turned up at my grandmother’s wake. Jealousy and grief do not go hand-in-hand.”

      I gave Eleanor a little chuckle. “Thank you for that pep talk, Eleanor. But I don’t even have one boyfriend yet, let alone three.”

      “But you kissed the handsome detective. And it was steamy, I heard. Was it?”

      “What’s that expression and about kissing and telling?” I said with a smile.

      Eleanor clasped her hands together. “Please, Amy. Tell me about the steam. It’s been so long since I’ve had steam in my life. I’d be fine even with just a little fog. Did he hold your body close to his as your lips met? Did you feel safe in his arms? In that moment did you consider—”

      “Two coffees, please. Thank you, Eleanor.” Eleanor didn’t look away from me, and her hands remained clasped. “I’m sorry, Eleanor. If you want steamy details, Betsy may be a safer bet. Kissing and telling are some of her favorite pastimes.”

      Eleanor grumbled, poured the coffees, and shoved them in my direction. I didn’t like letting the sweet old woman down, but I needed to figure out how I felt before I blabbed out any details to the people of Toluca Lake.

      Granny laughed and laughed as I told her about my interaction with Eleanor. But she stopped laughing as we drew near Riley’s warehouse, and I noticed her holding extra tight to her armrest.

      “You ready for this, Granny?”

      Granny nodded. “All in a day’s work for a pet salon owner and part-time sleuth. How about you? Feeling alright?”

      I nodded. “We’re not looking for a killer. We’re looking for a suspected killer. There’s a big difference there.”

      I parked around the corner from the warehouse because I didn’t want the burly mechanic to see the Creature Comforts van and grow suspicious. Then I led Granny around the back of the building, once more to avoid any unintentional encounters with the big, scary car guy.

      You probably recall that the front of Riley’s warehouse was dilapidated and, in some ways, terrifying. The windows were boarded up, and it didn’t look like the place had been used for quite some time. Well, the back was even worse. Half the windows had been shattered, probably by vagrants or rowdy kids looking to have a good time. A terrifying image of a wolf had been spray-painted on the back wall. The whole place felt gray and dreary, even with the bright blue sky above us.

      There was a single door in the back of the building, green and steel, just like the door we had found out front. I walked toward it with short, quick steps.

      “It’s going to be locked,” said Granny.

      “Still worth trying.” I reached the door, grabbed the handle, and yanked. It didn’t budge. I hurried back over toward Granny. “You told me so.”

      “That I did.” Granny looked around. “I know we’re trying to avoid this freaky mechanic who thinks rudeness is a selling point, but maybe we should go talk to him again. The guy might have a different number for Riley, or know where she lives, or have some other way we may be able to get in touch with her. Maybe he’s even seen her around recently.”

      I shook my head. “No. He gave me a really bad feeling. I don’t want him to know we’re here.” I looked around the back of the building. “There’s got to be another way in. And we need to get inside. There’s more to this place than meets the eye. I can feel it. I mean, the woman ran a business out of here, right? There must be more we can learn about her between these walls.”

      Granny shrugged and replied in a flippant tone. “Then you’re going to need to climb up to one of those broken windows on that rusty ladder. I hope you’ve been working on your core because climbing requires a lot of stability.”

      “My core is fine, thank you. Right now, it’s a combination of peanut butter cups, black coffee, and love. That’s all I need to climb that rusty ladder. What ladder, by the way?”

      Granny pointed at the building. All the way to the left of the structure was a rusty ladder that led from the ground up to the roof. The ladder was affixed to the building, so it didn’t appear rickety. But as I got closer, I could see the bolts popping off in several places. I worried about the stability of the ladder, but I wasn’t sure I had much choice. And I didn’t want to let Granny sense any of my trepidation.

      “Oh. That ladder. I can climb that no problem.”

      Granny shook her head. “I’ll be down here so I can catch you if you fall.” I looked back over at Granny, and she laughed. “Yeah. We both know you’d just flatten me. But I’ll do my best.”

      The ladder rattled as soon as I grabbed it, but it didn’t pop off the wall. I took that as a good sign. The first few rungs were shaky, and the rust felt gritty on my hands, but I got off to a good start.

      “Don’t look down, kid,” said Granny. “If you do, you’ll fall to your death.”

      “I’m not high up enough to die… yet,” I said.

      “Famous last words. Keep climbing.”

      Doing as Granny told, I stepped further up the ladder, one rung at a time. After about thirty seconds, I had scaled halfway up the building, and I noticed a particular broken window into the building. The window was close enough that when I reached out, I touched it. I called out to Granny. “I think we can get into the building through this window.”

      Granny didn’t reply. I dared to look down and saw that she was scrolling on her phone. I groaned, used my shoe to clear some glass from the window frame, then stuck my foot out and hooked it inside.

      My breath and body got shaky as I leaned further and further into the open window. Then I took a few seconds to steady myself and lunged into the building. In an instant, my body was suspended above the ground, and I felt like I was on the world’s most powerful adrenaline shot. Then I tumbled into a dark room with a crash, landing on my side.

      I pulled myself up onto my elbows and looked around. I had entered into some kind of storage room with boxes stacked high along every wall. I did a quick mental check to make sure I hadn’t heard anything, then climbed to my feet and called down to Granny. “Granny! Get off your phone. I made it inside.”

      Granny shoved her phone in her pocket like she had been caught stealing. “Great. Good job, kid. I was watching the whole time. I wasn’t nervous at all. You’re incredible.”

      I hurried through the dark warehouse, down the metal staircase, and onto the first floor. The first floor was crowded with machinery and various materials, including giant spools of fabric, boxes, and labels. The place was cavernous, at least the size of two football fields, and my feet echoed off the high ceilings as I ran toward the little green door that led out to where Granny stood.

      I opened the door, light flooded inside, and Granny wrapped me up in a big hug when she came in. “I lied. I was on my phone because I was too scared to look. I should have been watching.”

      “You’re fine. Now let’s see what we can find in this place.”

      Granny looped her arm through my elbow nook. “We’re sticking together.”

      I nodded and then opened the flashlight on my phone. We started around the perimeter and quickly deduced that this was the home base of a large manufacturing operation. We found several dozen boxes marked with a logo that read Riley Designs. We poked around at the giant pieces of factory equipment like they were dinosaur skeletons at the Natural History Museum. We kicked manufacturing debris aside as we walked.

      “Looks like the place was fully functioning at some point in the last two months. This place isn’t too dusty, and there’s no rust on the equipment.” Granny opened her own flashlight and turned in a slow circle. “But I don’t see anything that’s going to lead us to Riley.”

      I trained my flashlight on the staircase I had descended earlier. “Let’s go up there.”

      Granny and I ascended the staircase slowly and with great care. Unlike the main floor, the stairs felt a little unsafe and wobbly. I hadn’t noticed earlier in my hurry to let Granny inside, but they were dangerous.

      Maybe it was the staircase, or perhaps it was instinct, but the higher we climbed, the more tense I felt. Almost like we were headed into a trap. I held Granny back before we arrived at the top landing. “Hold on. Maybe we shouldn’t go up there.”

      “We’re already ninety percent of the way, kid. We’re on a mission here.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “OK. Just keep your incredibly sharp wits about you.”

      We walked all the way to the end of the hallway and entered a room that appeared to be Riley’s office. There was a dusty, old computer monitor, stacks of papers, and a bookshelf with binders, each labeled alphabetically. I rounded the large, steel desk to get a better look at Riley’s computer.

      That’s when I noticed a pair of dirty white sneakers pointing straight up from under the desk. I crouched down to get a closer look at the shoes. My eyes followed the shoes up to the knees and then to the waist and then, before I knew it, to the face of a woman.

      I was looking into the empty, dead eyes of Riley Lee.
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      I stood and stumbled backwards. “It’s Riley. She’s dead.”

      Granny hurried around the desk. “My goodness. We got here too late.” She spun around. “You think the killer is still in this building? Was her body warm?”

      “I didn’t touch her,” I said, as though it was obvious. “I’m not going to touch her, either. If you want to know if her body is warm, then you can find out for yourself.”

      Granny leaned over to get a better look at Riley’s body. “Well. It looks as though she still has a little color on her cheeks. From the looks of it, she hasn’t been here long, maybe an hour or two at most.” Granny looked over at me. “Poor girl. I don’t think she was the killer anymore, do you?”

      I shook my head. “I think somehow she must’ve pieced this whole thing together. Maybe she went to the killer and threatened to expose them, and then they chased her down and killed her here.”

      Granny put her hand to her mouth. “Maybe she found out about Chuck and the ring. Riley felt like she was the rightful owner of that family jewel. It’s possible she got killed over it.”

      My eyes scanned the room for signs of a fight. The place was cluttered and messy, but it didn’t look like there had been a scuffle.

      “No. Something tells me she was poisoned. Neither the front door nor the back door showed any signs of tampering, and this room is neat in its own cluttered little way. And her body looks… uninjured. Except for the dead part.” I let out a big sigh and looked back down at Riley. “Someone needs to write a eulogy template that makes sense for murder victims you barely knew. I don’t know what to say about this girl. Her visit to Creature Comforts helped guide us into this case. She had an elegant way about her and a natural beauty that I’m sure no one denied. She died way too young. That’s not fair, so I hope we can set it right.”

      “We need to call the local cops before we leave today and drop an anonymous tip. But before we get to that, I vote we keep looking around this place for clues.” Granny sifted through some papers on Riley’s desk. “Riley was still a mystery to us. But maybe there’s something among her personal effects in this office that might help us figure out who killed her and who killed Brian.”

      “Chuck is my top suspect. He’s connected to both Brian and Riley. He has the ring she was looking for. What if she figured out Chuck found the jewel and went after him for it?”

      Granny walked the perimeter of the room, dragging her pointer finger along the wall. “No point in asking what if at this particular moment. We’re at an important crime scene before the cops. We need to make the most of it.”

      “You’re right. I’ll search the desk. You search the cabinets, and maybe check out the closet.”

      Riley’s desk was surprisingly old-fashioned. There was an old-school pencil sharpener in the corner. I already mentioned the bulky, ancient computer. There was even a Rolodex perched on top of the desk with names and addresses written out by hand.

      Brian’s name was not in the Rolodex, and neither was Chuck’s, Jenna’s, or Matt Calderoni’s. Instead, the little flipbook was filled mostly with phone numbers and addresses for suppliers of textiles, fabrics buttons, and zippers. “Riley had a legitimate business going here,” I said. “Looks like she was manufacturing a lot of clothes and had all the right contacts to make a name for herself in fashion. Well, I suppose you need to know people other than manufacturers, but it looks like she had a good start here.”

      Granny didn’t look up from the filing cabinet she was leafing through. “Receipts in this filing cabinet go back an entire decade. The girl wasn’t just getting her start. She was established and doing well. It’s so annoying that some jerk had to go and murder an enterprising young businesswoman like this.” Granny looked over at me. “You be careful as Creature Comforts gains momentum. There are some people out there that just don’t like to see women succeeding. I’ve faced that in my businesses and at the poker table my entire life. Old men in casinos have been condescending to me for sixty years. And even now, though I’m older than everyone else who plays, they still call me sweetheart and baby and act shocked every time I win a hand.”

      “Whatever happened with those tourists from the British Isles, by the way?” I said.

      “They went back to the Isles with my entire bankroll for the week. Don’t want to talk about it.”

      I opened a drawer, but it was filled with promotional pens for Riley Fashion. Another drawer contained a complicated ledger, which listed the prices and sales tax for hundreds of items. I was about to give up searching when something caught my eye. It was a jacket hanging on an old-fashioned coat rack. The jacket looked out of place and wasn’t coated in the same thin layer of dust as many of the other fabric swatches in the room.

      “I think this is her jacket,” I said. “Let’s see what we can find.”

      Granny glanced my way. “Good call. Check the pockets.”

      I was already in the process of shoving my hands into the jacket pockets, and so far, I’d come up empty. There was, however, a surprising number of pockets in the jacket, including a couple hidden inside.

      “This jacket has, like, fifteen pockets. It’s like something a magician would wear. I guess since Riley worked in fashion, it makes sense she would have some… avant-garde clothing?”

      Granny nodded. “I suppose so. Have you checked them all?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure. I haven’t found anything… Oh, wait, here’s something. Her wallet, I think? It’s not a normal wallet either, it’s, like, made of steel or something.” I fished deeper in the pocket. And my hand connected with something firm.

      But I couldn’t extricate it.

      “Weird. There’s something else in here, past the wallet, but it’s, like, stuck inside the lining.”

      Granny came over, swiftly yanked the pocket inside out, and pulled a tiny pair of folding scissors out of her purse. Grannies, I thought. They have all the right tools, all the time.

      There was an obvious new seam, with a sloppy, different colored thread sewn over it and holding the fabric together. Granny snipped at the seam with her tiny scissors, and after a few cuts, I was able to wiggle my finger inside…

      …and I pulled out Brian’s giant ruby ring!

      I was speechless for a few seconds, shocked by the glamour of the ring and the unexpected discovery. Before I could get my words out, I heard an unwelcome sound…

      A police siren wailed in the distance. The sirens got louder and louder as the sound got closer and closer…

      Then I heard a car screech to a halt in front of the warehouse. I darted across the hall and looked out the front windows of another room. Sure enough, two cops were hurrying out of a squad car toward the warehouse. Granny poked her head into the room. “What’s going on?”

      I gulped and looked back at her. “We need to get out of here. Now.”
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      My chest and throat tightened. I turned to Granny. “We need to get out of here. Those aren’t Toluca Lake police officers down there. Those guys are LAPD.”

      Granny did a quick turnaround, eyes darting around the small room in which we were trapped. “No windows or anything in here, kid. How are we going to escape? Dig through the wall one centimeter at a time like those guys in Shawshank Redemption? Those cops are probably gonna be up here sooner than that.”

      I held my finger to my lips to get Granny to quiet down. Then I looked out into the hallway. The coast was clear, so I signaled for Granny to follow me. Granny gave me a quick nod, and in two big steps she was by my side, clutching my hand like she was about to fall off a cliff. “Are you sure we shouldn’t turn ourselves in for breaking and entering?” said Granny. The suggestion was unwonted of her, but she seemed more intimidated by the LAPD than anything else, ever.

      I shook my head. “We can’t take that chance. Chuck had the ring. Somehow Riley stole it back. Now Riley is dead. We need to find out what happened, and we don’t wanna get picked up by the LAPD first. They’re not going to take the word of a couple of small-town sleuths who were discovered beside a dead body.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I stepped out into the hallway, pressed my back against the cinderblock wall, and edged toward the room that had the rickety ladder outside. The cops down on the first floor must have been walking just as quietly as we were. I imagined them creeping through the room, scanning every nook and cranny with their flashlights, looking for criminals. I was sure both cops had one hand on their guns and would be ready to shoot if they encountered us.

      Granny held my hand so tightly my fingers tingled, but I didn’t dare let go or adjust my grip. Once we were about halfway down the hall, I heard heavy footsteps on the stairwell. Then I noticed the beam of a flashlight reflecting off the wall in the stairwell. I gulped. We’d had plenty of close calls, but this call was too close.

      Without saying a word, I trotted toward the door at the far end of the hall. I noticed a door I hadn’t tried yet, and as silently as I could, I turned the knob and let the door swing open. Then, still pulling Granny behind me, I ducked inside.

      We found ourselves in a staircase leading down. With the police right behind us, Granny and I had no choice but to descend.

      The stairwell was dark and moist. It had a sweet, forgotten smell, and the stairs were slippery with something unseen.

      “I don’t like this, kid,” said Granny.

      “Quiet,” I whispered. “We don’t have much of a choice.”

      We descended deeper and deeper into the bowels of the building until, finally, we came to another door. I took a quick look back up the stairwell before I opened the door. The police had not discovered our escape-in-progress, not as far as I could tell. The stairwell was dark and quiet, just as Granny and I had found it.

      The second doorway led to a short, narrow tunnel. I had to stoop down ever so slightly as I walked. Granny, an inch or two shorter than me, did not. The hallway was dotted with remnants of a homeless encampment that looked recent. A grease-soaked pizza box contained three moldy slices. Other random detritus littered the ground, all of it looking relatively fresh. I kicked a beer can, and it was still half full.

      “This place looks like your father’s bedroom the year after he dropped out of college,” said Granny. “The smell is the reason I kicked him out of the house. Say what you will, but I never regretted it.”

      “Dad always told me he left with your blessing.”

      Granny scoffed. “It wasn’t a good kind of blessing, kid, trust me.”

      The tunnel came to a dead-end where we found a ladder leading up to what looked like a steel trapdoor. I climbed the ladder first and pushed at the door, but it didn’t budge.

      “Come on, kid. Hit that thing like a hockey player.”

      I threw my weight into the door with a grunt, and it scooted to the side. I pushed a few more times and created an opening big enough to climb through.

      Seconds later, Granny and I were standing on a sunlit, downtown Los Angeles street. As luck would have it, we had emerged from the tunnel within sight of the Creature Comforts van. I laughed, and so did Granny.

      “Can’t believe we made it out of there,” I said. “Turns out we got a better parking spot than we thought. You have the keys, right?”

      Granny narrowed her eyes. “I thought you had the keys. You were driving the van.”

      My eyes widened. “But I asked you to hold them, and you said yes! Granny, you can’t be telling me—”

      Granny tossed me the keys. They bounced off my chest and hit the ground. I glared at her as I scooped them up. “Not funny.”
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      Granny and I caught our collective breath as I slowly cruised out of downtown LA toward the freeway. Then she let out a deep sigh and swiveled her gaze to me. “So you think Riley stole the ring from Chuck, and he killed Riley while attempting to steal the ring back.”

      I nodded. “I think that ring was worth a lot of money. Chuck found out Brian was in possession of the ring and killed him with the plan of stealing the ring and selling it off. Everything went according to plan until Chuck saw our advertisement.”

      “Oh. Right!” Granny scowled. “Why would he come to us and tell us he had the ring if he’d killed Brian and stolen the precious jewel?”

      “Sometimes, there’s no better hiding place than in plain sight,” I said. “I think Chuck panicked and told us he had possession of the ring to try to get us to quit snooping around.”

      “You think he was hoping to avoid our scrutiny, then he was going to make a run for it or something?” said Granny.

      I shrugged. “Maybe. But then Riley stole the ring back from Chuck, and things got even more complicated. He was able to track her down to the warehouse, and he killed her in his attempt to steal the ring back. But the big lug was too dumb to actually find the jewelry after Riley was dead.”

      Granny looked out her window. “Or we showed up, and he needed to make his escape. Maybe the guy didn’t have enough time to do a proper search.”

      “Also possible.” I turned onto the ramp for the one-ten freeway, which would eventually lead us to Burbank and to Chuck. “I’m excited to find out. And a little scared.”

      On the rest of our drive, Granny and I took turns admiring the ring. It really was beautiful. Some primal part of me understood how it could’ve motivated so much greed and violence. Granny also looked through Riley’s wallet, where she noted, oddly, that Riley went by a different name: Riley Wilson. Strange. Riley’s business, and her relation to Brian, would indicate that Lee was her real name. But why did her ID say otherwise? We didn’t have time to reach a conclusion because we reached Chuck’s house first.

      Granny knocked on Chuck’s door with three resounding thuds. Then she looked over at me with a little smirk.

      “I saw, Granny. Good knocking. You should teach that in your class.”

      “You better believe it’s in the curriculum, kid.”

      I glanced around the porch. All of Chuck’s Adobe “artifacts” were gone. I nudged Granny and pointed to the spaces formerly inhabited by the artifacts. “You think all the so-called artifacts that were here are now buried somewhere at the California Culinary Institute?”

      Granny shook her head. “This guy is the worst kind of loser.”

      The door swung open, and Chuck greeted us with a low growl. “You two. Again. Why?”

      “Actually,” I said, with my brightest smile, “I was hoping I could take one more look at that ring you found amongst Brian’s things. We were thinking there might be an inscription on it, or some other identifying marker, that might lead us to his killer.”

      Chuck’s shoulders slumped. “For real? It’s all the way upstairs in my room. I’m lazy, and I hate stairs.”

      Granny leaned forward. “For real.”

      As soon as Chuck set off up the stairs, Granny turned to me. “What was that? I thought we were going to question him about Riley’s murder. Now he’s probably upstairs getting a gun.”

      “If he was going to get a gun, he would’ve already had it by the time he opened the door. I wanted to gauge his reaction. Seems to me like he thinks the ring is really up there.”

      “Seems to me he’s up there loading his crazy assault rifle or something,” said Granny. “We had the element of surprise, and now we lost it.”

      Chuck took the last steps to a time and hurried toward us. “I’m sorry… I don’t have it. I can’t find the ring. Is this some kind of sick joke?”

      “Maybe if you’re the one who’s telling it,” said Granny. “We found Riley Lee.”

      Chuck turned up his hand. “Who is that? I’m sorry, I’m confused here.”

      Granny groaned and leaned in the doorway. “Quit playing games with my heart, Chuck.”

      “That’s a Backstreet Boys quote,” I said.

      “I know when I’m quoting BSB, Amy. Let me talk.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Granny crossed her arms. “Amy and I know all about your fake Adobe artifacts scheme, you creep. How dare you spuriously profit off the indigenous peoples of this land? How do you sleep at night?”

      “With a CPAP machine,” said Chuck.

      “Does it look like I’m in the mood for jokes, kid?” Granny snarled.

      Chuck began shaking his hands anxiously. “Sorry. Sorry. OK. You got me, alright? The whole bid for historical significance is a lie. I withdrew my application. Please don’t rat me out to the cops or anything. I just… I needed the money for the campus. The place has been around for decades. I couldn’t see it go out of business under my watch.”

      Granny took a step toward Chuck and cackled right in his face. “You’re not some scared little boy. You’re a shrewd man, and you knew exactly what you were doing. You’re a thief and a fraud and a killer.”

      Chuck turned back into his house. “I didn’t kill anyone.” He looked back over at me and Granny, his eyes big and watery. “I wasn’t even really joking about the CPAP machine. But… I hadn’t needed it for months before this. I was sleeping better. Then you two started coming around and acting like I was a killer. I could barely sleep five minutes without it. Anyway, Richard was the mastermind of all that fake Adobe stuff. More than half the sites he’s verified over the years have been scams. He was going to take half of the money for CCI every year. Seriously. He was the mastermind, not me.”

      Granny looked Chuck up and down. “Interesting. I’ll admit ‘mastermind’ is not the first word that pops into my brain when I see you.”

      “Ouch,” Chuck said. “You don’t have to be so harsh.”

      I, too, sized Chuck up. His hands were still shaking. His chin trembled. His mouth looked dry. The guy was genuinely nervous, and he looked like a kid who had been caught stealing from a candy store.

      “I was wrong to fake the artifacts, OK? But I figured in some ways, it was a victimless crime. It’s so expensive to live in California, and the state government is the only one who’s losing out here. Two hundred and fifty grand a year is nothing to them, anyway. But that money, or half of it, anyway, would’ve saved the school. You’ve got to believe me. I would never kill anyone. Yeah, Brian was an annoying pain, and I didn’t like him because he thought he was too good to teach dog food classes, but I’m not a killer.”

      A familiar cry rang from inside Chuck’s house. “Dad! Dad! Dad! Dad! Dad!” The same little boy I had seen on my last visit ran up and clung to Chuck’s leg. Chuck gave his son a gentle smile. “Not now, buddy.” Chuck sighed. “Go see your mother.”

      The kid ran away, yelling, “Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom! Mom!”

      Chuck looked after his kid with such earnest affection and regret, I felt like my gut had started to scream, “You’ve got the wrong man!”

      And I had a feeling I knew who the right man was…
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      “No cat food commercial trucks in the driveway,” said Granny. “That’s a good thing. I wouldn’t want any unsuspecting kitty cats to have to witness what’s about to go down.”

      I parked the van on the street outside Richard Neat’s picturesque Sherman Oaks home. “I agree. It’s important we protect the innocence of cats everywhere.” I looked over at Granny. “Should we try calling the police department one more time?”

      “No way,” said Granny. “I already have a rude and obnoxious headache from hearing the phone ring off the hook so many times. You could try Mike one more time if you want.”

      “If his phone is off, there’s a reason for it,” I said. “We’ve done this by ourselves before. We’ll be fine.”

      Granny balled up her fists as we walked up the front path toward Richard’s front door. I noticed her clenched jaw and her narrowed eyes, and I put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Maybe let me do the talking,” I said. “If we’re going to get a confession out of Richard, I think we’re going to need a gentler approach.”

      Granny shrugged. “I’m just getting ready to chase the guy, tackle him, slap him silly, and cuff him with my handkerchief. I’m extremely agile for a woman my age.”

      “You’re agile for a woman of any age. But just, don’t rush into anything. Ready?” I climbed a few steps to the porch, drew my shoulders back, and knocked.

      “You didn’t wait for me to say I was ready,” Granny grumbled.

      No one answered the door, so I knocked again. No answer. I buzzed the doorbell. Still nothing.

      Granny cupped her hands around her eyes and peered in a side window. “There’s no motion in there. It’s still as a bird sitting on a post in the rain.”

      I had no time to contemplate whether or not birds sit still on posts in the rain, but I filed it away for later. “Maybe he’s around back.”

      Granny and I crossed the yard, headed toward a little gate that led to the backyard. The gate was painted with a dark wood finish which contrasted nicely with the fresh, light paint of the house. I took a deep breath and pushed it open. Richard Neat was standing there, shirtless, in a light blue bathing suit, pointing a handgun directly at us.

      I stumbled back a few steps and held my arm across Granny’s chest as though somehow that would protect her from a bullet. “Richard. Hi. Nice to see you again.”

      Richard clicked the safety off of the gun. “If it isn’t my little assistant from the cat food commercial. I’ve been awaiting your return.” He turned the gun on Granny. “Are you ready to die?”

      Granny groaned. “Are you actually going to wait for me to answer that question, or are you going to kill me before I have a chance? Amy asks if people are ready, and then she just barges ahead.”

      Richard took a step toward us and lifted his free hand up to steady the gun. I thought about grabbing Granny’s hand, turning, and making a run for it, but then the wind blew, and the gate through which we had entered closed with a sharp clack. Take action, Amy, I thought. That’s the only way forward.

      I figured our best hope at staying alive was to get Richard talking, so I led him into a conversation. “How long have you been running these artifact scams?”

      “Long enough. Look at my beautiful house. Fifteen years into a thirty-year mortgage. Three percent interest rate, by the way. Not bad.”

      “You’ve killed before to keep your secret?” I said. “Or was Brian your first?”

      Richard’s nostrils flared. “I don’t go around killing people. My secrets are very well-protected. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “So maybe you didn’t kill Brian because he found out about your scam,” said Granny. “Maybe you got greedy. You went after Brian’s ring. Followed the trail, found out Chuck had the ring, then found out Riley had the ring. Killed her for it. But then you didn’t even find a ring in the warehouse. We did, though.”

      Richard scrunched up his nose. “What ring? You’ve lost me. We were having good banter for a moment there. I almost regretted that I was going to kill you. But now you’re babbling nonsense.”

      I scratched my head and muttered to myself. “You didn’t kill for the ring either?”

      “I didn’t kill anyone, period. Was I perhaps… complicit in an act that I knew would preserve my livelihood? Yes. Was it a mistake? Absolutely. For so long, I’ve been a lone wolf. But I let someone in, I… collaborated, if you will. And I’ve regretted it every moment since. So now I’ve got to tie up the loose ends myself. And that’s you two… You two are the loose ends.”

      “But… if you didn’t kill Brian and Riley… who did?” I asked. “You’ve gotta tell us.”

      Richard stomped his foot. “Hey. Enough. I let the two of you live too long. I should have chased you down the day of the cat food commercial. I ignored my instincts, and now I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t ignore them again. I would offer you two a final meal, but all I’ve got is leftover cat chow from the shoot. Sorry. Time to say bye-bye.”

      I leaned in and whispered to Granny. “On three, you run left, and I’ll run right.”

      “What?” said Granny.

      “One, two, three.”

      We both ran left. Ugh. Richard fired a shot in our direction. Clearly, he wasn’t an expert marksman. It was a wild shot that went cleanly through Richard’s nice fence. I dove out of the way and pulled Granny to the ground with me. I tried to scramble back to my feet but tripped and fell on my face. Then I heard another gunshot and another.

      “Granny!” I screamed and looked back. Granny was on her knees, pointing toward Richard. I followed her gaze in that direction. Richard was crumbled on the ground with blood pooling around him. Behind Richard stood Jenna Lynch, the chef from the CCI. She collapsed on the ground and cried.
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      That night I walked Granny to her front door to make sure she got in safely. We were both still reeling from the bizarre experience we’d just had. Jenna had not only shot Richard in front of us, she’d then confessed to the murder of Brian Lee. Richard, as it turns out, had been the other guy in her life. Torn between Calderoni and Neat, Jenna had unwittingly gotten mixed up with not one, but two criminals. Their crimes were different, sure. But neither of them had been the stereotypical safe, boring guy. She’d helped Richard stage Brian’s accidental death, using the gummy worms we found to make the door appear locked from the inside. Brian had vowed to quit smoking, but Jenna knew he struggled with it, so she used one of her own cigarettes to start the fire that ultimately killed him.

      Overtaken by guilt and not wanting Richard to kill two more innocent people to satisfy his greed, Jenna had taken the fall herself. There was something sort of admirable about it, but, in the end, she’d still murdered two people. And a third, we suspected, but for some reason, Jenna would not admit to the murder of Riley Lee.

      Granny was about to enter her apartment when something caught her eye. “That’s strange. My planter is askew. And I don’t remember leaving that window open.”

      I looked. Sure enough, there was a little ring of dirt where the planter used to be. And Granny’s front window was cracked a tiny sliver. “Are you sure you didn’t do this stuff?” I said. “It’s been a long few days. Maybe you forgot.”

      Granny shot me a sharp look. “I remember I busted with pocket aces on a flop that came king, jack, ten in the 1989 World Series of Poker main event.”

      “But who would move your stuff and open the window?”

      Granny groaned. “Probably the management company went into my apartment for maintenance without telling me again. I hate when they do that. People say Toluca Gardens is a great place to live, but management has no respect for the tenants.”

      Granny unlocked the front door, and the two of us stepped inside. As soon as we entered, someone screamed, leapt out of the darkness, and grabbed Granny around the neck. I turned on the lights to find Riley Lee with her gun to Granny’s neck.

      “Riley! You’re alive!” I put both my hands up. “Don’t hurt my grandma.”

      Riley pressed the gun to Granny’s temple. “Where is my ring?”

      “Where is your secret to immortality, kid?” Granny asked. “Last we saw you, you were ten minutes away from a chalk outline.”

      “I needed word to get back to Chuck that I had died, and that way when I disappeared with the ring that was rightfully mine, he wouldn’t send anybody after me. But then you two showed up and threw a wrench in my perfect plan. You were supposed to find me ‘dead,’ but you weren’t supposed to find the ring sewn in my jacket!”

      “Or your wallet with a fake name?” I asked.

      “It’s not a fake name! It’s complicated. Now give me the ring.”

      “Please lower the gun,” Granny said.

      Riley’s nostrils flared. “Ring. Now.”

      I reached into my purse, fished out the ring, and held it up to Riley. “Here it is. But you need to let my Granny go before I give it to you.”

      Riley shoved Granny toward me and then retrained the gun so the barrel was pointed right between my eyes. “Alright. Come on.”

      I took a gentle step forward and gingerly placed the ring in Riley’s palm. She smiled and let out a sigh of relief, then she placed it on the ring finger of her left hand. “This is where it was always supposed to be. Brian was supposed to propose to me. It was supposed to be romantic.”

      “Then he died?” Granny asked.

      “…Or remembered he was your brother?” I said, my nose wrinkled in confusion.

      “We weren’t really siblings. We were in foster care together, but we’re not blood-related. My birth name is Wilson, as you saw, I guess. Brian and I fell in love as kids, we’ve been together forever, and we’ve been planning to get married for years. He got that ring when his maternal grandmother, his birth mother’s mom, passed away. It was his inheritance, I guess, some small token of apology from his mom, who abandoned him. Brian and I… We had such big plans. He was gonna be a traveling chef, and I was gonna take my fashion line international. Then he dumped me,” said Riley. “Can you believe that? Like, he thought he could do better? Look at me. I’m gorgeous. Smart, athletic, great with people…”

      Granny moved her head from side to side. “Not sure about that last one.”

      “So you hired us to steal an engagement ring from your dead ex-boyfriend, who you pretended was your brother,” I said. “Why?”

      Riley snickered. “If I was his sister, I’d have every right to claim the ring as a family heirloom. If I was his jilted lover… not so much, you know? I needed you to hand the ring over to me.”

      Keeping the gun trained on us, Riley sidestepped out the front door, ruby ring glistening on her finger. Granny chuckled as soon as Riley left. “I didn’t see that coming.”

      I sighed. “Me neither. Are we… just going to let her get away with it?”

      Granny shook her head. “Nah.”

      Granny got a running start, charged the front door, and shoved Riley into the courtyard pool. Riley screamed and dropped the gun. I jumped into the pool, retrieved it, and pointed it at her. “Don’t move.”

      Granny pulled out her phone and dialed a number. “I’m calling the police.” After a few seconds, her face brightened. “Oh, my goodness, they picked up.”
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      Step 7: Consult Royalty

      Cats, as a rule, are inert for most of the day. We require a lot of rest to provide the energy needed for our short, vigorous bursts of activity. 

      So, after my encounter with the cricket, which had so cruelly ended in his unfortunate escape, I slept for what felt like days. Certainly, the time that elapsed was less than I imagined, but my exhaustion was complete and all-consuming. 

      I slept fitfully, my rest punctuated with dreams of giant wings rubbing together, chirping incessantly. Or giant legs, leaping over me, overpowering me… 

      Haunted by nightmares of my nemesis, I tossed and turned. My tail flicked. My ears flattened against my head. I gnashed my teeth. 

      Yet, when I awoke… minutes, hours, days later… who can say for sure, I felt the light of morning moving across my prone form, and I had renewed hope. I could escape this funk. I could recover my dignity and move on with my days, head held high. 

      I just wasn’t sure how yet. 

      I used one of Mouse’s secret passages to sneak outside for a few minutes of grass on my paws and sunlight on my fur. While in the yard, a zone expressly forbidden by Amy, I spotted something that took my mind completely off the cricket in my house. 

      It was a queen. Well, a cat. By the name of Queen Elizabeth. Or Lizzy, as she’d told me to call her. 

      Now, a cat like me, seasoned, hardened from the streets, then subsequently softened by the comforts of a safe home… I didn’t consider myself vulnerable to emotion. 

      But… something about Lizzy stirred my stoic heart. She carried herself with such grace, such poise, such… She was walking right toward me!

      Suddenly, I was aware of my rumpled appearance. Fatigue still lingered around my eyes. My crinkled tail. My goodness! I found myself again thinking of the shame my mother would feel if she saw me this way in front of a lady. 

      Yet Lizzy, royalty that she was, seemed unbothered by my disheveled look. She moved toward me like a panther, all liquid and smooth. Before I knew what was happening, her head was pressed into mine in a warm, intimate greeting. I felt my heart flutter. I tried to still my body, calm my nerves. But what could I say? Lizzy had a strange power over me. 

      Before I knew it, Lizzy and I were deep in conversation. Sprawled out like lizards in the yellow midday light, we skipped from topic to topic, laughing, purring, and chatting like old friends even though our acquaintanceship was in the nascent stages. 

      I didn’t want to bring the conversation to a negative place, but I felt such ease and openness with Lizzy I found myself recounting the tale of the cricket. 

      Lizzy, as it turned out, had faced a similar problem. And she knew the solution. 

      It had been right under my paws all along. And although it had a certain… unsavory factor, Lizzy swore it was effective. 

      The answer? 

      Kitty litter. 

      Apparently, many brands of kitty litter include an ingredient known as diatomaceous earth. And diatomaceous earth has a dehydrating effect on exoskeletal organisms. It saps their moisture away. 

      I told Lizzy that although my loathing of this cricket was severe, I did not wish him bodily harm. She seemed moved by my kindness and mercy. And she assured me, if this cricket had the kind of savvy I thought he did, he would not be harmed. He would sense the diatomaceous earth in his habitat, know of its danger, and flee my walls. 

      So began the last and final chapter of my mission to chase from my sanctuary the horrible sing-song of the cricket. 

      First, I enlisted Lucky to help me retrieve the bag of kitty litter from a high shelf. He stood on his hind legs and nudged the heavy bag with his nose as I directed it with my paw. 

      Once the bag was on the floor, Mouse gathered as much kitty litter as she could in her little paws and carried it through her mouse tunnels, spreading it about to deter the cricket. I supervised, wishing I had the dexterity to do more. 

      Lizzy, the beautiful, elegant genius that she was, had been correct. 

      That night, I waited for the chirping to begin. And it never did. I laid awake, ears perked, expecting the worst. 

      Finally, well after midnight, I heard a chirp. But it was distant. Muffled. 

      I walked to the sliding glass door in the living room. 

      I would recognize my foe anywhere. It was he, the cricket. The insect I’d tried and failed to best for so many days. 

      But he was outside. On a stone. Staring in through the closed door. He had vacated the premises. 

      I stood, victorious, staring out at my worthy adversary. I held a paw up to the glass, a tacit acknowledgment that this had been a war well-fought. 

      The cricket gave one final chirp, then bounded away on his impressive femora, disappearing into the night. 

      Across the yard, I could swear I saw a pair of eyes looking back at me. Could it have been Lizzy witnessing my moment of success? The eyes vanished before I could get a better look. 

      I smiled to myself, turned back into Amy’s bedroom, where the peaceful sounds of the ocean emanated from the globular machine. 

      Step 8: Sleep as peacefully as a kitten.
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      Guess what? In order to celebrate the conclusion of another mystery, Mayor Tommy and the town of Toluca Lake hosted a puppy parade. That’s right. Our main street, Riverside Drive, was closed all day that Saturday, and every dog and dog owner in town was invited to come down and strut their stuff.

      The one requirement was that you dress your dog in a fun costume of some kind. I dressed Lucky as Batman and introduced him to people as the “Bark Knight.” Dirk dressed his dog like a newspaperman and introduced him as “Walter Won’t-Bite,” which I assumed was a play on the news anchor Walter Cronkite. My sister Megan dressed her dog Buttons as an old-school baseball player, but, unfortunately for everyone, she did not bother to come up with a clever pun for the costume.

      Granny, Betsy, and I arrived about thirty minutes early to the parade. Vendors lined either side of the street, and there was a long red carpet in the middle of the road for the puppies to parade down. Betsy clapped me on the back. “Another mystery solved, boss.” She trotted over to the red carpet and posed for a photo. “Quick, take my picture before I become a famous writer.”

      Granny scoffed. “There are very few famous screenwriters, Betsy. Most are happy if they make enough money to share an apartment in North Toluca and occasionally splurge on a Subway sandwich.”

      Betsy set her jaw tight. “Take my picture. Now.”

      I laughed and snapped a photo of Betsy on my phone. She rushed over to look at it. “Oh, yes. That’s me, Betsy the Cow. The most glamorous writer to ever walk in a puppy parade.”

      Granny rolled her eyes. “I thought we were retiring that name.”

      Betsy spotted Adam near the red carpet, ran over, and jumped into his arms. The two stumbled back a bit, but then Adam recovered and planted a big kiss on Betsy’s lips.

      Over the next hour or so, tons of dogs and their owners showed up to the parade. I greeted each one by handing them a Creature Comforts business card and offering a ten percent discount on their next visit. A lot of the folks were already familiar with the business, thanks to the publicity we received from solving murder mysteries in town. But those who had never heard of us before seemed excited to try the salon for their furry friend.

      Once it seemed all the pups had arrived, Mayor Tommy climbed onto a makeshift stage, microphone in hand. He tapped the microphone and then cleared his throat into it. “Greetings, Tolucans!”

      It seems no one heard Tommy but me and Granny. She cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled out. “Project! Speak from the diaphragm. Summon your most powerful self.”

      Tommy screamed into the microphone. “Listen up, puppy people.”

      The idle chatter screeched to a dead halt, and all eyes turned to Tommy.

      “Sorry. So sorry I yelled. I’m… Why am I talking? My name is Mayor Tommy. Most of you know me because you voted for me and also because I bring you sandwiches. That’s going to stop one day, by the way. But don’t worry, I’m not going to quit cold turkey. Sorry. Sandwich joke. Couldn’t help it.”

      Granny yelled back in Tommy’s direction. “Start the parade.”

      Tommy pulled at the collar of his shirt like a nervous cartoon character. “Right. Everyone… Welcome to the Toluca Lake puppy parade in honor of Amy Stewart and her granny… Granny. Her name’s Petunia, but she requested I call her Granny. Um… Alright, well, everybody form a line and start walking your dogs. Super cute costumes, by the way.”

      Just like that, the puppy parade began. I stood at the back of the line, eager to show off Lucky’s cuteness to everyone in town. But I also found myself a little distracted.

      I had told Jacob about the parade that morning while I was getting my mail, and he’d seemed excited to come, even though he was a cat owner. And Mike had promised he would be there, too. Although, he refused to dress Officer Carmichael in a costume because, as he’d put it, “We can’t afford for the people of Toluca Lake to start thinking Carmichael is cute. He’s a figure of authority in this town.” Nevertheless, neither Jacob nor Mike was anywhere to be seen.

      As my turn on the red carpet neared, I couldn’t focus on anything but Jacob. And Mike. Both of them seemed to occupy my attention equally, which was… very confusing. I guess I had wanted one of them to be there without realizing it. Or… both of them? Honestly, I was starting to feel a little grumpy, but then I spotted the therapist, Mary, and her dog, Arlo. They were both wearing bumblebee costumes, and I broke out into a huge laugh.

      “Super cute,” I called out.

      “Call me. You need help,” Mary called back.

      Then it was my turn to strut the red carpet with Lucky. The parade-goers erupted in applause as Lucky and I marched. We stopped several times for people to take our photos, and I handed out more business cards as we walked.

      When I finally reached the end of the red carpet, both Mike and Jacob were standing there, waiting for me. Mike was holding a bouquet of roses. Jacob was holding a bunch of beautiful wildflowers. Both their eyes were fixed on me.

      “Hi, guys.” I cringed. “I presume you’ve met?”

      Jacob nodded. “Yup. I let the good detective here know how grateful I am for his help looking for my aunt, even though it hasn’t turned up anything new yet.”

      “I explained that we thought we had a lead, but it was just a bogus prank call,” said Mike.

      Both guys extended their flowers to me and said, in unison, “These are for you.”

      I accepted the flowers, one bouquet in each hand, with a chagrined, “Thanks.” I looked from one guy to the other. I was going to have to handle this situation pretty soon. But lucky for me, Lucky bailed me out by tugging at the leash like he had to go to the bathroom. So I had an excuse to delay my decision, at least for a little while longer.

      Yes, my romantic situation got real dramatic real fast after that puppy parade. But that’s a story for another time.
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thanks for tagging along on this adventure with Granny, Amy and Betsy! Good news… there are more Dog Groomer Mysteries for you to enjoy.

      

        

      
        You’ll love the next book in the series, “How to Get Away with Murder,” because it’s the funniest and most suspenseful investigation yet.

      

        

      
        Plus, you’ll never believe what happens with Amy and Jacob…and Mike.

      

        

      
        Click HERE to order now.

      

        

      
        Chelsea

      

        

      
        P.S. Keep scrolling or turn the page to read my crossover story with Steve Higgs, “Big Apple Pie.” This story features characters from my apple orchard series teamed up with Steve’s British sleuths and I think you’ll love it!
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            Patricia and Barbie

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What do you mean you have a brother?’ I asked the question with complete incredulity because in the months we had known each other, she had failed to mention any siblings at any point.

      Barbie cocked an eyebrow in my direction. ‘I’ve talked about him loads, Patty.’

      ‘No. No, definitely not,’ I argued, shaking my head. ‘I would remember if you mentioned a little brother. How little is he?’

      Barbie had her lips pursed and her eyes cast up into her head as she consulted her memory. She was searching for a conversation where the subject came up, but she gave up after a few seconds with a dismissive flap of her hand. My blonde friend, a gym instructor and perfect size zero from California, was hastily packing a bag and that was more important than making a point.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she relented, accepting that maybe her conversations on the subject might have been with someone else. ‘What does matter is that he is in jail.’

      My jaw dropped open. ‘Jail? What for? Where?’

      A handful of underwear from her top drawer got stuffed roughly into the tote bag lying open on her bed and she put a hand to her head as she tried to work out what she was forgetting.

      ‘Passport!’ she exclaimed, an index finger in the air as she remembered something vital.

      ‘Barbie!’ I all but screeched. She wasn’t giving me any answers. We were supposed to be leaving England tomorrow to return to the cruise ship where we both lived and worked, but Barbie clearly had other plans now.

      I got the same index finger, held in the air to beg a moment’s grace. Her passport was in her handbag, a snazzy Louis Vuitton thing in bright colours that seemed to go with whatever she chose to wear. I would never be able to pull it off, but then I am three decades older and don’t look like I fell off the cover of a glossy magazine.

      She checked the inside while questions continued to form an unruly queue in my head, then placed it calmly and purposefully on top of her tote bag and turned to face me.

      ‘Bobbie is twenty. He is attending the Culinary Institute of America in New York State where he is learning to be a chef. He could have read law or medicine … he got the brains,’ she claimed. Barbie likes to pretend that she is dumb sometimes, playing up to the blonde bimbo stereotype because her name is Barbie, and she looks like a Barbie doll.

      She is nothing of the sort.

      ‘He loves food though,’ she continued, ‘so he is studying that instead. Chances are he’ll be the next Gordon Ramsey or something.’

      ‘So what happened?’ I begged to know.

      Barbie huffed a deep sigh, her shoulders deflating as she slumped to sit on the edge of her bed.

      ‘He and his friend were caught with a body. Bobbie says they found him in an alley when they ducked in to … they’d had a few beers. Yes, I know, they are underage. Nevertheless, they were on their way to the bus stop and decided they needed to make use of the … alley to relieve themselves. I guess that’s what guys do. Anyway, they found a man and he was bleeding. They tried to revive him, but he …’ Barbie struggled to get the words out and needed a moment to gather herself. ‘Bobbie said, every time they tried to pump his chest, more blood spilled out. He said the man had been stabbed several times. When they went for help, they were both covered in blood and the police arrested them both for murder.’

      I had my hand over my mouth and my eyes were about as wide as they could get.

      ‘Oh, my goodness!’ My mind was racing, trying to take in all that she was telling me while simultaneously starting to form a plan.

      ‘He got his one phone call and chose to call me.’ A tear rolled down her right cheek and she swiped at it, angry that her emotions were getting the better of her. ‘The stupid idiot picked up the knife.’

      I closed my eyes in mute horror. It was a classic mistake.

      ‘According to the police, the man was drinking in the same bar as they were – a place called the Orange Banana Bar. Bobbie says they are not even looking for another attacker even though he and his friend continually protest their innocence. I have to go.’

      ‘To New York?’

      Barbie nodded, her lips pursed together tightly in her frustration and worry.

      ‘There’s a flight into JFK at 1145hrs. If I can catch that, I can be with Bobbie before evening.’

      There was no need for me to even consider what I was going to do.

      ‘Then I’m coming with you,’ I stated bluntly and boldly. This was not a subject we were going to discuss.

      Barbie opened her mouth to do what anyone would – she was going to tell me I didn’t have to do that. She saw the set of my jaw and closed her mouth again.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said, her voice soft and quiet. ‘I think that’s why he called me and not mom, actually. Everyone back home knows about you.’

      I nodded, acknowledging that my successes, particularly against The Godmother, had brought me fame of a sort. Notoriety might be a more accurate, if less pleasing term. It came with a burden, but it was one which I carried gladly. If I could help Barbie to prove her brother’s innocence, that was exactly what I was going to do.

      I was going to New York.

      Who am I?

      Yes, I suppose I ought to introduce myself. My name is Patricia Fisher. I was a fifty-something bored housewife with little going on in my life and nothing much to look forward to. That is until I caught my husband in a compromising position with my best friend. Not Barbie – this was a different person from a time before I met my current circle of friends.

      Long story short, I emptied my husband’s bank accounts, ran away on a cruise ship, and woke up accused of murder. I met Barbie that morning and in the aftermath of the murder debacle, I discovered a hidden part of my brain that can unlock clues and solve a mystery like no one else. I managed to prove my own innocence by revealing the real killer – it was all to do with a priceless sapphire someone stole thirty years earlier.

      Since then, my life has been one long murder mystery. I could do without the bodies, but my life now has purpose and adventure, and I get to travel the world doing it.

      Then there is the captain of the ship, but that is a tale for another time.

      I hugged Barbie, attempting to impart that it would all be all right and hurried away to let Alistair, my boyfriend, and Jermaine, my butler, know about the sudden change in plans. Neither would be happy that I was going to leave them behind, but both needed to return to the ship.

      Little did I know as I packed a bag in England, the same thing was happening three and a half thousand miles away on the other side of the Atlantic.
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            Miss May and Chelsea

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever had a staring contest with a suitcase? If not, let me warn you in advance, the suitcase always wins.

      Maybe you’re wondering, why would someone make prolonged eye contact with an inanimate object? Well, for me, Chelsea Thomas, the answer was simple … the suitcase wanted to be unpacked, and I didn’t want to unpack it. In fact, I flat out refused. Unpacking meant my vacation was officially over, and I wasn’t ready to accept that.

      Sure, part of me was happy to be home on my aunt’s apple orchard, The Thomas Family Fruit and Fir Farm. And I was welcomed home by the smell of fresh apple pie, baked by my aunt, Miss May, and taste-tested, repeatedly and with excessive zeal, by her best friend Teeny. Who could ask for more?

      But I’d just spent three days at a boutique hotel in New York City with my cousin Maggie. She’d won a free stay in the downtown hotspot, and we’d lived like rich tourists. We’d gone shopping on Fifth Avenue, eaten at swanky restaurants that you just had to know about because there were no signs out front, and we’d walked through Times Square like we were seeing it for the first time. My boyfriend, Detective Wayne Hudson, had even shown up and surprised me in Central Park with one of those cheesy carriage rides. Ugh, I know. So cliché. But somehow, still so romantic.

      After such a magical vacation, returning to reality felt like a let-down, and I wasn’t ready. So, I was procrastinating by locking eyes with my baggage. But ready or not, reality was on its way into my room, in the form of a bubbly little blonde woman named Teeny.

      ‘Chelsea! Stop whatever you’re doing and get in the kitchen!’ Teeny looked around the room, and her eyes settled on my unpacked bag. ‘Are you just standing here staring at your suitcase?’

      ‘No!’ I hung my head. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well stop it! Petey’s in trouble and we’ve got to help.’

      Moments later, I was seated at Miss May’s big, wooden kitchen table. The mood was serious, and we had serious snacks for a serious problem. Miss May’s famous Appie Oater cookies, homemade apple chips, some leftover pie…

      Where was I? Right! Petey, a waiter at Teeny’s restaurant, had been accused of murder. Apparently, he’d been caught alongside a friend named Bobbie, red-handed next to a dead body in an alley just off East Houston Street. Literally, red-handed. Their hands were covered in blood. Teeny filled us in on the whole story, with lots of wild gestures and a bizarre dramatic re-enactment of Petey trying to perform CPR on a bloody corpse. It was a lot to take in.

      ‘Teeny!’ Miss May shouted, around minute four of Teeny’s performance. ‘We get it. The guy was dead. The CPR was fruitless.’

      ‘No fruit whatsoever,’ Teeny agreed. ‘And now Petey and this Bobbie character are both in jail. Do you think we can ask Chief Flanagan to help us?’

      I choked out a laugh. It was a nice idea – a member of our community was in trouble with law enforcement in the Big Apple, why not turn to our local police chief for help?

      Because she hates us, that’s why.

      Miss May shook her head slowly back and forth at Teeny as her friend bit her lip and wrung her hands.

      ‘I don’t think that would work in our favour. Chief Flanagan is as likely to tell them to lock him up just to spite us.’

      Why did the police chief of our small town hate Miss May, Teeny, and me? Well, it was kind of a long story. It started with me being left at the altar in New York City, losing my interior design business to my runaway fiancé, and moving back home to the apple orchard to work with Miss May. Then there were some murders.

      Okay, a lot of murders.

      Together, Miss May, Teeny, and I had stumbled into working as amateur sleuths in Pine Grove, first to protect our own innocence and save the Thomas family farm’s reputation. But then we’d sort of just…kept solving crimes before the cops, much to the embarrassment and fury of the actual police department. Sure, Chief Flanagan had legs for days and the shiniest red hair I’d ever seen, but she did not have a winning record as the head of the PGPD.

      Either way, she wasn’t going to be of any help to us. I didn’t say it yet, but I already knew we were going to have to solve this ourselves. My train of thought got interrupted by Miss May talking.

      ‘This is a tough one. I know from my experience as a prosecutor,’ Miss May liked to slip in her former career as often as she could, just so no one forgot, ‘that it’s hard to argue there’s no cause for arrest when you catch someone at the scene of a murder covered in the victim’s blood.’

      ‘But Petey’s not guilty,’ Teeny said. ‘You know who is guilty? Me!’

      ‘You stabbed a guy in an alley?’ I asked.

      ‘No! I scolded Petey for getting an order wrong, because he forgot to say extra cheese on somebody’s hashbrown lasagne the other day and I yelled at him and now what if he goes to jail forever and that’s the last thing I ever said to him?’

      ‘You could visit him in jail,’ I said. ‘And also … haven’t you already talked to him since then? I thought you were his one phone call and that’s how you found out about all this?’

      ‘Oh, don’t be a know-it-all, Chelsea!’ Teeny crossed her arms. ‘Just let me feel bad.’

      ‘If we want to actually help Petey and not just talk about it,’ Miss May said, ‘then we need to discuss the details.’

      ‘I have a question,’ Teeny said, shooting her hand into the air like a kid in school.

      ‘Yes, Teeny,’ Miss May said, pointing at Teeny’s raised arm.

      ‘Why didn’t Petey tell me he had a friend called Bobbie? I’ve never heard of him. I like to think of myself as sort of a wise elder in Petey’s life. He’s supposed to tell me everything.’

      ‘Maybe they’re new friends,’ I hazarded. ‘Maybe they just met at the bar in town before they came across this corpse. Who knows? But I doubt they’d been plotting murder together.’

      ‘We didn’t have a lot of time to chat on the prison horn,’ Teeny said. ‘But Petey said this kid’s in school at the Culinary Institute of America. Maybe Chelsea can pretend to be a student there again, sleuth it up a little.’

      In a previous case, yes, I had pretended to take classes at the CIA. But it wasn’t a role I was eager to reprise. ‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘Let’s try just…talking to Petey first?’

      ‘Do we have to?’ Teeny said. ‘Going to jail is always such a production and it’s not like downtown New York is a five-minute drive to get to. I have a shift later.’

      Miss May cocked an eyebrow.

      ‘I’m sure this qualifies as a reason to take a little time off.’

      ‘Is it?’ I questioned. ‘Petey and Teeny are not related. It’s not like she’s his sister.’ I got devil eyes from Teeny and had to raise my hands to stave off her rebuke. ‘Hey, I’m just saying. Playing Devil’s advocate if you like.’

      Miss May nodded.

      ‘Chelsea has a point, Teeny. Anyhoo, whether you come with us or not, we should start this investigation by talking to Petey and his friend.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Patricia and Barbie: Arriving in New York

          

        

      

    

    
      Modern flight being the wonder that it is, we were walking through the JFK arrivals terminal less than seven hours after leaving my house in England. To make life easier, and to alleviate Barbie stressing about it, I found and booked our accommodation while sitting in the Gatwick lounge before take-off.

      Our hotel was a little pricy, which I put down to the short notice at which I booked it, but it was close enough to where the murder occurred and that placed us right where we wanted to be.

      To our right as we exited the building, a taxi rank ten cars deep had more than thirty people waiting. Barbie did what she always does and raised an arm. A yellow cab, on its way to join the back of the rank, screeched to a stop, the driver’s eyes locked on the blonde beauty advancing to the kerb.

      She might be annoying to go anywhere with because I am instantly invisible beside her and men tend to assume I am her mother, but she does have her uses.

      Barbie handed the driver her small suitcase and slid elegantly onto the back seat. I held out my bag, expecting him to take it, yet found I was so invisible the driver closed her door and went around me to reclaim his seat.

      He probably would have driven off if I hadn’t yanked the door open again. Annoyance wrinkling my brow, I pulled my bag onto my lap and settled in for the journey.

      My only experience of New York is from the television. I expected grey buildings towering into the sky like rockets trying to escape the Earth and that was what I got. The streets were narrow, the roads pockmarked and in need of work, and there were neon signs advertising small businesses everywhere I looked.

      The car – I had no idea what make or model it was – wallowed in the corners and floated everywhere else. It was like riding a couch and very unlike any of my cars or any car I had ever been in.

      Progress was slow, and the driver jabbered the whole-time asking Barbie questions.

      ‘Where are you from? What are you doing in town? Can I pick you up tonight at eight?’

      Barbie was polite, but monosyllabic, and the driver got the message in the end.

      ‘This is it?’ I asked when the cab slewed into the kerb.

      Barbie nodded, her face grim as she stared through the window to the drab, functional building beyond.

      In my head, and based entirely on what I saw on TV, I had an image of a glass fronted façade, with bold brushed aluminium lettering and cops bustling in and out. In contrast, what we faced was an old building that was stained with age and had graffiti on it.

      It wasn’t much better inside.

      We sat on hard plastic chairs that were not only bolted together but also bolted to the floor. Was that so they wouldn’t be stolen? Or so they could not be turned into weapons? Or both?

      People came and went from the front desk area of the station. Filing reports about this, that, or the other, but there was no one else in the waiting area other than two women.

      Idly, I observed them. They had a nervous energy about them, much the same as I was feeling in my unsettling surroundings. The younger of the pair had blonde hair that was a little wild. It was hard to work out her height since she was sitting down, but I guessed her age at around thirty. She was lean and attractive, though I could only see the side profile of her face.

      Next to her, the other woman was taller and older. She had to be around my age which placed her firmly in her mid-fifties. She turned inward to speak with the younger woman and caught me looking across at her.

      We locked eyes for a second until I looked away. Her eyes were a deep blue and there was an obvious intense intelligence behind them.

      I had no reason to summarise their appearances, other than it was a habit I’d fallen into. Now employed as a detective on a cruise ship, I was constantly observing people. Both women wore regular day clothes – which is to say hardwearing denim and boots.

      In contrast, Barbie and I were both wearing dresses and heels. My heels were short, just enough to give me a confidence boost, but Barbie, who looked like a catwalk model the moment she rolled out of bed, wore a four-inch stiletto. It made her stupidly tall and accentuated her already long legs.

      It was a deliberate choice on her part – we used her looks to distract men on a regular basis. You might think it tacky, or degrading, but it sure worked. Men can be such saps sometimes.

      After the obligatory wait, which ended just inside sixty minutes, a man in his forties came to find us.

      Detective Lieutenant Danvers might have been imbued with energy and passion for his job twenty years ago, but there was no sign of it now. He had a coffee mug in one hand and a sheaf of loose-leaf pages in the other. He looked harassed and weary.

      He gestured with his head, ‘Come on through, ladies.’

      Barbie got to her feet. ‘I thought I was going to see my brother?’

      Lieutenant Danvers was halfway through the door, slurping coffee and spilling drips on the already stained floor.

      ‘Not before you have spoken to me,’ he replied over his shoulder.

      We followed him down a long corridor, trailing our luggage on the little built-in wheels until he made a sharp left and shoulder barged through a door. It led to an office, I discovered. The furniture, and décor inside were as dated and tired as the rest of the building.

      He thumped a chair as if that was going to make it cleaner, sending a cloud of ancient dust into the air.

      ‘Sorry, girls, only one chair. You’ll have to fight over it.’

      ‘You take it, Patty,’ insisted Barbie because she didn’t want to get her clothes dirty.

      Eyeing the dirty, stained material, I made my choice. ‘I think perhaps we will both stand.’

      Danvers shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. The desk sergeant said you just flew in from England and you are a famous sleuth. I thought that was a joke at first.’ He sat on the edge of his desk, and twisted his computer monitor - the only thing in the room younger than him - until we could see it.

      My face was on the screen. The shot was one taken as we got off the boat in Dublin. The Godmother had just been arrested and the press had been all over us. Barbie’s face was just behind mine and a little out of focus.

      ‘I guess he wasn’t joking,’ Danvers concluded. ‘So, given that this is one of the easiest cases I have had this year, I want to know what you are doing here, Mrs Fisher.’

      ‘My brother didn’t kill anyone,’ Barbie snapped irritably as her worry and stress bubbled over.

      Lieutenant Danvers turned his head just a fraction to meet her eyes before saying, ‘Yes, he did. You are the phone call then. Barbara Berkeley, Robert Berkeley’s sister. I see the family resemblance. No, I’m afraid your brother is guilty. So too his accomplice.’

      ‘Who is that?’ I asked, getting in quick before Barbie could start arguing again. The only way we were going to change the cop’s mind was by proving without a doubt who did kill the victim.

      Lieutenant Danvers bowed his head for a second. When he raised it again, with a sigh of air escaping his nose, he said, ‘I am under no obligation to share any information with you. Nor do I believe it is in my best interest to do so, Mrs Fisher.’

      Barbie couldn’t contain herself. ‘But Bobbie is innocent. You must let us prove it to you. We’ll do all the work.’ She was pleading, her voice about ready to break from the anguish she felt. ‘Please.’

      The weary-looking cop slid off his desk, put his now empty coffee mug down, and faced us both with hard eyes.

      ‘Look. I have a murder victim in an alleyway stabbed multiple times with a blade also found in the alley. I have two men in custody who were found running from the alleyway with the victim’s blood on their hands and clothing. The fingerprints found on the weapon match those of one of the men. The fingerprints of the other are on the victim’s wallet. If it wasn’t your brother, you would tell me I had the right men and clap me on the back for a job well done. I get it, it’s hard. But your little brother tailed a man to an alley where he robbed and killed him. I have the right men and they are going to swing for it.’

      Barbie choked back a tearful sob at the detective’s choice of words.

      ‘He’ll be transferred up state tomorrow morning. Don’t waste your time on this one. I don’t want to have to arrest you for sticking your noses where they are not wanted. Is that clear?’

      It was, but I felt a need to seek clarity anyway.

      ‘You are attempting to instruct us to avoid finding the evidence that will clear their names. Do I have that right?’

      Lieutenant Danvers, whose face had been anything but friendly thus far, became a jolly sight darker and less friendly in an instant.

      ‘When I read amateur sleuth, what I see is troublemaker. This is not the right town to be making trouble in. This ain’t no cruise ship, lady. You dames need to walk away from this.’

      It was a direct threat, subtly delivered.

      ‘May we see Robert Berkeley now?’ I enquired politely, a sweet smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Miss May and Chelsea: Visiting Time

          

        

      

    

    
      I kept checking my watch, bored with waiting already. The two women, one of whom had a British accent, had arrived just a minute or two after us, and they’d already been called to go through.

      Why were we still waiting?

      ‘Maybe they’re here for something else, Chelsea,’ Miss May said.

      ‘Maybe, but that’s still annoying,’ I said.

      Another twenty minutes ticked by before a guy in uniform finally stuck his head through a door and called for us to follow him.

      ‘Ahem?’ Miss May cleared her throat and held out a hand for me to help her up.

      ‘Oh, you can get up,’ I said. I was trying to be empowering, but Miss May stayed with her hand outstretched, waiting. ‘Fine, fine, I know, your hips, your knees…’ I yanked my aunt to her feet, and we both stumbled a little as she stood.

      We were silent as we made our way through the station, the cop leading us along a series of corridors to get to the visitors’ area.

      ‘Don’t try to pass him anything,’ the cop warned with a growl before taking a seat at the back of the room.

      The room was split in two by a sheet of Plexiglass that separated the free from the incarcerated. I wondered how the cop expected us to try passing anything to Petey. I guess a person could throw something over the top – there was a gap of about a foot, but I wouldn’t trust my aim to get something through that high, narrow opening.

      Petey wasn’t there waiting for us. I tapped my foot and tried to stay calm as we waited another minute for him to arrive, the sound of keys in locks heralding a door opening in the back wall beyond the Plexiglass.

      Even then, it wasn’t Petey who stepped out, it was another man. There was a cop right on his shoulder, keeping him in check.

      The other man glanced our way, then moved to his right, our left, to a chair at the other side of the room when the cop told him to sit. He had blonde hair and a tan that looked both natural and permanent. Blue eyes sparkled and though he was far too young and beachy for me, I had to acknowledge that the kid was good-looking.

      A tap on my arm from Miss May brought my eyes back to the door to find Petey coming through it.

      He looked miserable.

      No trace of a smile crossed his lips when he spotted us – he just looked small and embarrassed. He tried to walk to the chair opposite us, but the cop caught his arm and held him back.

      Petey was getting a talking to, probably the same warnings about what he could and could not do. When finally permitted to do so, he slumped into the chair, snatched up the phone, and sighed a huge sigh like he just didn’t know what to say.

      ‘Thanks for coming,’ he managed.

      Miss May held the phone, angling it away from her ear enough that I could hear him too.

      ‘You look worried,’ Miss May said. ‘Snap out of it!  Tell us everything and we’ll figure this out.’

      ‘Yeah, Petey,’ I gave him a big thumbs up and a reassuring grin. ‘Just snap out of this murder accusation. Nothing to worry about. We’ll have you out by nightfall. Or maybe a little later, I just like how nightfall sounds.’

      ‘I sure hope so,’ Petey did not sound like he believed me. ‘They’re sending us upstate to the penitentiary in the morning. That’s actual prison, not like Pine Grove jail where everyone likes the mashed potatoes. I don’t want to go to actual prison. It feels like I might never come out again once I’m inside.’

      He was trying to hold back tears.

      Just as Miss May was about to prompt Petey to recall the events that landed him in custody, the door opened behind us, and a different cop walked in. He nodded to his colleague and stepped to the side.

      The two women, the Brit and the one who looked like a catwalk model, strolled in. They looked confident, especially the older one. Were they mother and daughter? I didn’t think so. The ages were right, but I swear the model had a Cali accent when I heard her speaking.

      None of that was important because they were heading for the other kid, the pretty one, and even though Miss May is the sleuth, I could work out for myself that the young beachy kid must be Petey’s friend, Bobbie. The model, given how similar her looks were to his, had to be his sister.

      Staring at them, I missed what Petey had been saying and asked Miss May to repeat what they had just discussed.
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      We had to wait again, but a uniformed cop came to collect us thirty minutes later. Barbie was vibrating with nervous energy to see her baby brother. There were only two years between them, which given Barbie’s fiercely competitive nature, must have led to intense sibling rivalry. I was guessing, but if there had been, it was all forgotten now.

      She ran to the plastic chair set opposite a young man with blonde hair the moment we were led into the visiting room. There were three booths, a wooden panel separating each. Perspex, scratched, worn, and displaying doodles, kept visitors from the incarcerated.

      Bobbie was already holding the phone to his ear but came to his feet as Barbie rushed to get to him. I could hear her sob as I followed a respectful distance behind.

      The two ladies I saw in the reception area were already in the room, crammed into the booth on the left while we had the one on the right. The middle booth was empty, which gave us a modicum of privacy.

      Attending catering school with a future in food, I expected Bobbie to be … well, not fat, but perhaps less perfectly toned and lean than his sister.

      He wasn’t.

      Bobbie Berkeley looked like a fitness model. His naturally blonde hair, like sunshine in a bottle, had been recently cut, the style akin to a military buzz around the sides and back. It was longer on top, his fringe hanging low over his eyes as it swept to the right.

      He was muscular in an athletic way, much like his sister and possessed the same intense blue eyes, natural tan, and perfectly white, even teeth.

      A different person might have wanted him to be guilty. Not me though. No, I was fine with being the ugly one in the group. Welcomed it even.

      I hung back a yard behind Barbie, giving her space so she could unwind some of the tension knotting her insides.

      She didn’t do that though. She went full big sister.

      ‘How could you be so stupid, Bobbie?’ she raged. ‘You picked up the knife? What were you thinking?’

      ‘Hi, Sis. Nice to see you too,’ he replied. ‘Mom and dad are fine, by the way. How are things with you?’ He shot her a raised eyebrow that was easy to translate – kindly chill out, stop yelling, and help me.

      Barbie sucked in a breath to go again, caught it, and let her shoulders slump as her anger diffused.

      ‘Oh, Bobbie. Do mom and dad even know?’

      He shook his head. ‘I haven’t told them.’ He flicked his eyes away from his sister to look at me. ‘Is this Mrs Fisher?’

      I gave him a wave. I couldn’t get to the phone and wasn’t sure if he would hear me through the Perspex.

      Barbie said, ‘Look, don’t worry. Just give us as much detail as you can, and we will take it from here. Patty will have this solved in no time.’

      Bobbie sank into his chair. ‘I sure hope you are right, Barbie.’ He leaned his chair back, tipping it at an angle on the back legs. ‘Hey, Petey.’ His mouth was away from the phone so I couldn’t hear him now and was having to rely on lipreading – something I have no talent for – to work out what he said. ‘Tell your folks not to worry, brah. My sister and her friend are detectives with mad skills. They will figure out who the killer is and get us out.’

      He held up his free hand, making a strange sign with it that involved his thumb and pinky finger sticking out as he wiggled his fist. I tried it. My fist looked like a bull – sort of.

      Dismissing it, I discovered the two women talking to Petey – there could be no further question that was the identity of the other young man behind the Perspex – were no longer paying him any attention. They were looking at me instead.

      Barbie leaned forward to see around me and waved gamely at the two ladies staring back at us.

      ‘Hello,’ she called. ‘I’m Barbie, this is Patricia Fisher, you probably heard of her.’

      The women exchanged a glance.

      ‘She’s who?’ asked the younger of the pair.

      I couldn’t tell if she was feigning ignorance or had genuinely never heard of me. I’m not exactly famous, I’ve just been in the news a lot recently. I took no insult from her reply.

      ‘Patricia Fisher,’ Barbie repeated, then waved a dismissive hand as if the name were not important. ‘She’s a detective. An English sleuth if you like. A bit like Sherlock Holmes but without the silly hat. That’s Bobbie’s friend, Peter, right.’

      ‘Petey,’ the older woman corrected Barbie. ‘Are we listing our credentials now? I have a few of my own.’

      ‘Yeah,’ chimed the blonde, ‘How about if we solve this case instead? Or first? We’re no slouches when it comes to investigating a murder.’

      Barbie, demonstrating just how stressed she was, acted out of character, dropping her usual generous nature as her hackles came up.

      ‘This isn’t amateur hour, girls. My baby brother is in jail and I’m not going to let you mess up our chance to get his name cleared.’

      ‘We don’t mess up, we … get the bad guys to ’fess up,’ the blonde said, with a hint of an edge to her voice. ‘And we rhyme about it.’ She was small but certainly feisty.

      Behind me, I noted the two cops were watching the display rather than intervening. They appeared to be enjoying the display, chatting amiably as if watching a show and sharing a drink.

      ‘Bobbie has never been in trouble before,’ growled Barbie.

      ‘Chill out, sis,’ Bobbie begged through the telephone.

      ‘What are you suggesting?’ demanded the blonde. ‘You think this is Petey’s fault?’

      Barbie inclined her head, essentially saying yes without saying anything.

      ‘I don’t know you and I don’t know him, but my brother never got in trouble with the law until he went drinking with your … what is he? Your little brother?’

      Bobbie shouted through the phone, ‘Barbie!’

      I tugged at her dress, trying to get her to calm down but her worry was making her act rashly. I saw the two women here to see Petey as potential allies. They were American for a start – a big help since I knew nothing about the place we found ourselves in. I planned to help Barbie to clear Bobbie’s name and would use any resource I could to achieve it. If Petey’s relatives could be of help, super.

      The older woman locked eyes with me, she appeared to be sizing me up. That intense intelligence was there again. I had no idea who she was, but I got the impression she was nobody’s fool.

      She reached out to grab the younger woman’s sleeve, but the blonde tugged her arm out of reach.

      ‘Petey is as innocent as a … very innocent person,’ the blonde stammered. ‘Come on, Barbie doll,’ she switched to insulting Barbie in a bid to get her to react. ‘If you’re implying Petey killed someone, why don’t you just say it?’

      Barbie wasn’t about to be intimidated but sensing that things were about to come to a head, the cops finally pushed off the wall.

      ‘All right, girls. That’s enough now,’ said one cop, spreading his arms and advancing on Barbie to push her back to my corner. The other cop was doing the same to her opponent.

      Both women were hot under the collar and shooting daggers with their eyes as they backed away from each other.

      ‘You’ve got ten minutes,’ advised the cop nearest us.

      It was enough to refocus Barbie’s attention. We had ten minutes to find out as much as we could. We needed to grill Bobbie for information and get out into New York. This case wasn’t going to solve itself.
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      ‘The nerve of that woman,’ I said, still angry at the cops for stopping me before I… well I don’t know what I was planning to do to that statuesque blonde. Karate-kick the perfect out of her? I wasn’t usually jealous of strangers for being too attractive. That would be crazy. At least that’s what I tell myself, but there are some women who just got an altogether too big a helping of fine handed to them. And why did she have to be so tall?

      Miss May tutted, ‘Let it go, Chels,’

      ‘That woman was an actual Barbie! Did you see her blonde hair, and her gravity-defying chest and her waist? I mean how does she even find clothes small enough to fit that thing? She was too pretty to be getting in my face.’

      ‘Bigger fish to fry, Chels.’

      We were outside the station and on our way to where Petey said they found the victim. It was less than twenty-four hours ago which meant, according to Miss May, that the crime scene tape would have been stolen and any hope of there being any evidence left to find was nil.

      ‘But why not start at the bar they were in?’ I questioned. ‘That Orange Banana place? Surely that will yield some clues.’

      Miss May just shook her head. ‘It will be locked up tighter than Fort Knox. If Kris Wu was killed right outside it and was drinking there before he died, the cops will have shut it until they are sure there is no further evidence to uncover. It might not be shut for long, but there is no hope it is open right now.’

      ‘So we are going to the alley instead?’ I wanted to know.

      Miss May huffed as she ambled to the curb and stuck out her hand for a cab. ‘Yes, Chels. That’s our start point. I want to take a look at the place. If Kris Wu,’ we’d gotten the name of the victim from Petey, ‘was killed there, my first question is, what was he doing in that alleyway? Who willingly goes into an alleyway in New York?’

      ‘Um, drug dealers?’ I guessed. ‘Murderers? Gangsters?’

      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Miss May, making me smile because I thought it might have been a trick question.

      Petey had not been all that forthcoming with information which was largely because he didn’t know anything. He and Bobbie had met at the Culinary Institute a while back and were out for a beer last night. They had four beers each, left the bar just after ten o’clock to get to the subway, and stopped on the way to pee behind a dumpster when they spotted it from the mouth of the alleyway.

      Unfortunately for them, Kris Wu was behind the dumpster, face down and trying to crawl to the street to get help. They tried to help him, but the way Petey told it, the man had to have been beyond saving when they got there.

      Bobbie found the knife and was stupid enough to pick it up. Petey found the man’s wallet lying just a few yards behind him in a slug trail of blood. He checked it to find out the man’s name, nothing more, but his prints were on it, and the police were content to assume it was a robbery gone wrong.

      It didn’t help that when the cops picked at the boys’ story, it turned out they didn’t have the money to pay for the subway anyway.

      And that was about all we had. The name of the victim, the bar he’d been drinking in, and the location of the place he died – an alley behind a deli just off East Houston Street on a side road called Ludlow.

      The cab driver got us there as swiftly as traffic would allow. That turned out to be almost twenty minutes – late afternoon is not the time to try going anywhere in New York.

      ‘This is it?’ he asked, ducking his head to check in the rear-view mirror. ‘My uncle has a much nicer place right around the corner. I can get you a discount there.’ He thought we were going in the deli because that was the location we gave him to go to.

      Miss May grabbed her door handle. ‘I like this one,’ she shot over her shoulder as she slid over the seat and onto the sidewalk.

      I was left to pay the bill, handing over a crisp twenty with instruction to keep the change as I checked the traffic and decided to get out on the sidewalk too.

      We found the alley, just as Petey described it – behind the deli on Ludlow, but wouldn’t you know it? The bubble-headed blonde and her English mother were there already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Patricia and Barbie: My Ego Is Bigger Than Yours

          

        

      

    

    
      I was crouching to examine the ground. We had tried to visit the Orange Banana Bar but found crime scene tape strung across the doors. The bar was clearly not open for business, so short of breaking in, which I doubted would work in our favour, we were not going to get to look inside.

      Therefore, we were in the alley around the back.

      There was little left to show there had been a murder here less than twenty-four hours ago. The crime scene team must have done their job, taken pictures, gathered evidence, and then had a different team in to clear up the blood.

      It was better than leaving it on the street for sure.

      However, it also meant there was almost nothing left for me to find. Almost nothing. From what Bobbie said, the trail of blood Kris Wu left in the alley went back almost twenty yards – he’d been trying to drag himself into the street where he might be seen and saved.

      I guess the crime scene team and the detectives figured they had an easy case with the suspects already in custody because they hadn’t searched the alley as effectively as they otherwise might.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ muttered Barbie in a sufficiently annoyed way to get my attention. ‘Patty, look who it is.’

      I stood up, dropping the thing I had just found among the litter on the ground into my handbag as casually as I could, and turned around to see what had Barbie riled again.

      ‘It’s that midget and her mom from the cop shop,’ she muttered. ‘They must have followed us here.’

      I was beginning to wonder if Barbie had a point about them getting in the way. I didn’t know for sure if the item I had just found was going to bear fruit as a clue to follow, but if they had beaten us here, would they have found it first?

      ‘I looked your mom up,’ called the short blonde woman, advancing down the alley with a fierce stride. ‘She’s just some woman from a cruise ship. My aunt was a distinguished prosecutor. She has a law degree and now she and I solve murders like, all the time. I think we’re more qualified to handle this particular situation.’

      ‘I’m not her mother,’ I replied, speaking for myself.

      ‘Whatever,’ the short blonde said, shooting her green eyes at me for the first time. ‘I saw you put something in your purse. If it’s some sort of clue, then hand it over, you … out-of-towners!’

      ‘Now then, Chelsea, be polite,’ chided the taller woman. Now that I was getting a better look at her, I revised my earlier estimate – she was in her sixties if the lines around her eyes told a story. She was several inches taller than me at maybe five feet ten and what many would describe as handsome – a term for the older woman when pretty just didn’t fit anymore.

      ‘Thank you,’ I inclined my head.

      I got a nod back before the lady said, ‘I’m sure these two ladies are willing to use their common sense and give us whatever they found without any need for name-calling and such.’

      My eyebrow cocked itself. ‘Common sense?’

      The older woman offered me an apologetic smile, one that made me think she was attempting to be kind but thought I was being foolish at the same time.

      ‘It’s obvious you’re not from around here, Mrs Fisher. Yes, I know your name,’ she added quickly before I could comment. ‘Chelsea is right, we are the locals. And we’ve solved our fair share of murders. No one is better placed to tackle this investigation. Now, please, hand over whatever you’ve found. We’ll keep you informed if you like.’

      ‘Keep us informed,’ Barbie gasped.

      The penetrating whoop, whoop of a police siren stopped anyone from saying anything else.

      We all shifted our attention to look back to the mouth of the alley where an unmarked police car now blocked the street. I could tell it was an unmarked police car because Lieutenant Danvers was getting out of it.

      He did not look pleased.

      Through gritted teeth and a grimace, he asked, ‘Would you ladies mind telling me what you are doing here?’

      I opened my mouth to talk. So too did the tall woman with the dark hair, but neither of us got to answer him because someone started shooting.

      The deafening crack of the shot and the zip noise as it whizzed by our heads was followed by another and then another.

      I couldn’t say if all four of us were screaming, but I definitely was, and my voice was not alone.

      ‘Patty!’ yelled Barbie, grabbing my arm and pulling me to the side of the alley by the big trash thingy. Dumpster - my brain supplied the American word for it.

      The tiny blonde and the older woman hit the wall too, all four of us sharing the same space and none of us actually safe.

      Danvers was firing back, but also trying to get into his car. One thing was clear – he wasn’t trying to save us.

      A glance around the edge of the dumpster revealed several young Chinese men. They were hunkering against the walls or finding things to hide behind but popping out to fire another shot. I could hear them shouting to each other in their native tongue.

      Of course, I didn’t understand a word of it. What I did understand was our need to be somewhere else.

      ‘Barbie!’ I yelled, flapping my hand behind my body to swipe at her as well.

      Her head appeared next to mine.

      ‘Patty!’ she yelled back, breathless and excited. ‘Why are people always shooting at us?’

      Behind her, the other women were shouting something too. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I had a plan to escape our current confines. It was too far to go if we tried to get back to the mouth of the alley and the security the sidewalk offered. We were on the wrong side of the dumpster too, but we might be able to use it anyway.

      I pointed across the alley.

      ‘Over there. Do you think we can make it?’

      Barbie shouted, ‘I’d rather try than stay here!’

      A bony hand grabbed my arm. It was the older woman, I discovered with a twist of my head.

      ‘We need to get out of here!’ she shouted to be heard above the sound of guns firing. There were sirens now too, but I didn’t know if more police coming would scare the armed thugs off or bring reinforcements. I had no desire to find out.

      ‘Everyone grab the skip!’ I screamed, forgetting, in my panic, to give the trash receptacle its American name.

      I got a, ‘Huh?’ and a quizzical look from the short blonde.

      Thankfully, Barbie translated for me. ‘The dumpster! We’re going to roll it across the alley. When they start shooting at it, we make a break for th …’

      She didn’t get to finish the sentence because a sound like a rocket powered grenade coming down the alley proved to be rather distracting.
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      It was it turned out, in fact, a rocket powered grenade the women all heard, and they got to watch as it shot over their heads. It missed the intended target – Lieutenant Danvers’ car – and hit a parked truck on the other side of the street. The effect was fairly spectacular.

      Chelsea uttered the first syllables of a shocked swearword before the rest of her sentence was obliterated by the truck’s fuel tank exploding.

      Patricia’s disbelieving eyes didn’t get to watch much of the expanding fireball because Barbie had hold of her arm and was running.

      Patricia noted, as she flailed along behind her young friend like a flag in a running child’s hand, that Barbie also had the short blonde’s hand and she in turn held onto the hand of the older woman.

      With their heads down and nothing but prayers in their heads, they ran across the alley at an angle to reach a narrow side passage. It was wide enough for pedestrians provided they didn’t try to go two abreast.

      Patricia gasped for breath, but the older lady, whose name Patricia was beginning to think she really needed to learn, was struggling to keep up at all.

      ‘Can’t run,’ complained Miss May, wheezing and coughing. ‘These legs and hips and knees and lungs aren’t what they used to be.’

      The ladies were still exposed from the rear. Trapped in the confined alleyway, if one of the armed thugs chose to fire a gun or, God forbid, an RPG, down the alley, they would all be in serious trouble.

      ‘We have to keep going, Miss May,’ insisted Chelsea. ‘Access your inner jogging strength. Just until we are away from here.’

      Barbie, ten yards ahead because she is part gazelle and moves faster than most Olympic athletes, had the solution – what looked like the back door to a bar that she had managed to lever open.

      ‘In here,’ she called, gesticulating urgently for everyone to move quickly. Her dress was trashed, and her shoes were gone, abandoned behind the dumpster so she could run at speed, but even with grime on her face, she was still a drop-dead knockout.

      Miss May and Chelsea hustled to catch up, Patricia holding back to make sure they got in safely.

      The second Chelsea tumbled through the door, Patricia and Miss May slammed it shut, sealing the world, and however many gun-toting Chinese criminals it held, outside.

      When a man’s voice swore, ‘Dang it! I have to get that alarm fixed on that door,’ all four women almost wet their panties. Except Patricia obviously who, being English, referred to her undergarment as knickers.

      That’s probably a moot point though since the effect was largely the same.

      Barbie, farthest from the door and thus nearest to the man, turned to find him examining her with a dangerous look on his face and a baseball bat in his hands. The bat looked like it had been used in anger more than once. He sported a bushy handlebar moustache and wore a leather doublet over a denim jacket. The doublet had a badge stitched over his right breast showing the name ‘Randy’. He looked like a biker because he was one.

      Staring at the four women who just broke into the back of his bar, he allowed himself to relax. It wasn’t the first time someone had busted in, trying to steal liquor from his storeroom, but before him were the most unlikely looking thieves he had ever seen. There had been shooting a few moments ago but it wasn’t that unusual to hear random gunfire in the middle of the day. It was the explosion he heard which really drew his attention and now he wondered if the dirt-streaked women to his front were something to do with it.

      ‘What exactly are you dames doing? There was an explosion around the corner, are you ladies okay?’ he enquired, hiding the bat behind his leg a little as he attempted to pretend it wasn’t there.

      With a tired laugh, Patricia asked, ‘What kind of bar is this?’

      The man gave her a single raised eyebrow. ‘Not the kind that gets many women who look or sound like you in it.’

      Patricia, who had been slumped against the wall, pushed herself upright.

      ‘Let me put that another way. Do you have gin?’

      The man consulted the inside of his head, taking a couple of seconds before saying, ‘I think I might have something somewhere. I don’t remember the last time anyone asked for it. I think the bottle says Hendricks on it?’ he said it as a question because he genuinely wasn’t sure if that was a brand or not.

      Patricia almost choked with excitement.

      They were inside Rugged Tires, a biker bar on a back street tucked between Ludlow and Stanton. There was parking for bikes out front and even though it was early evening, the bar had a bunch of bikers in it. They were shooting pool, drinking long necks, and doing nothing to hide the fact that they were eyeing up the women.

      Randy led the ladies to a small booth in the far corner of the bar where he wiped the surface down with what appeared to be a soiled rag and took their order. The ladies looked at their surroundings.

      The bar was dimly lit, and the floor was old wooden boards with peanut casings strewn across it. There was a path through the peanuts leading to the restroom out back. The clientele all wore derivations of the same outfit, which is to say they were all bikers in denim and leather.

      The décor was homemade, currency from around the world stuck to the walls alongside photographs and beermats. It was vastly superior to the alley out back with the Chinese gunmen in it, but they could not have been more out of place if they were foxes trying to get into a chicken only nightclub by wearing red rubber gloves on their heads.

      It took less than two seconds for the first would-be suitor to approach them.

      ‘Well, hello, ladies,’ he leered appreciatively. His white round neck t-shirt was wet where beer, or perhaps dribble, had found its way to the cotton. His two front upper incisors were missing, and he was fifty if he was a day.

      Chelsea aimed her eyes at Barbie, ‘I assume he’s talking to you.’

      ‘Or you,’ the biker corrected her, putting a hand over his mouth to stifle a belch. ‘I’m not fussy.’ To increase his odds, he added, ‘Or one of the older ones for that matter,’ he smiled at Miss May and Patricia in turn. ‘I’m not fussy.’

      Barbie wrinkled her nose. ‘Ewww.’

      ‘Leave them alone, Bull,’ commanded a voice from a dark corner of the bar. To accentuate his command, the owner of the voice stepped into sight.

      Chelsea didn’t intend to say, ‘Wow,’ but the word just slipped out. The man behind the voice was a wonder of nature.

      Barbie didn’t say anything, but she nevertheless agreed wholeheartedly with the smaller woman’s comments.

      The man had to be six feet and six inches tall and was built like a linebacker. In jeans, dark t-shirt, and another leather vest thingy, he still looked like he could walk onto the set of an aftershave advertisement and not even need a person to touch up his hair. His face sported a thick covering of dark stubble, and his eyes were like two dark pools of chocolate.

      They were the kind of eyes women wanted to stare into endlessly.

      Bull bobbed his head and went back to his pool game, acting as if he hadn’t even noticed the women were there.

      The large handsome man’s eyes were still looking their way.

      A smile found its way to Chelsea’s face. It wasn’t intentional – she had a boyfriend, it just sort of appeared of its own volition.

      Barbie turned to the table and when she sat down, the tall man blinked and lost interest.

      Chelsea muttered something unprintable and plonked her own keister in the chair next to Miss May.

      Twenty minutes later, the women knew each other’s names and who was related to whom. There were several empty glasses beginning to form a pile on the table between the four women. There was only one topic of conversation.

      ‘Danvers is dirty,’ insisted Miss May.

      Barbie cocked an eyebrow. ‘What makes you think that?’

      ‘Did you hear him call for backup?’

      Barbie’s mouth made an O shape.

      Patricia nodded. ‘Good call. I missed that.’

      Miss May nodded to acknowledge the compliment. ‘Thank you. I used to be a prosecutor here.’

      It wasn’t the first time that had been mentioned, but Patricia was polite enough to let it pass without feeling a need to make a comment.

      ‘Danvers is dirty,’ the British sleuth agreed. ‘But what does that tell us? What was he here for? He warned me not to investigate. That makes me think there is something going on that he doesn’t want anyone poking their nose into.’

      ‘Oooh, that’s what we specialize in,’ grinned Chelsea. ‘Miss May and I have been solving murders in our town for a long time now. We’ve been to the city a bunch.’

      Barbie lifted her glass for Chelsea to clink hers against.

      ‘We need to include Teeny too,’ cautioned Miss May. ‘She would not be happy if we left her out.’

      ‘Who’s Teeny?’ Barbie wanted to know.

      Chelsea pulled a face, sucking in a breath through closed teeth as she attempted to find a way to describe her friend.

      She plumbed for, ‘Teeny is the third member of our team. If you think I’m short, wait until you meet Teeny.’

      Miss May chuckled, drawing attention her way. ‘Teeny is my age and an absolute firecracker. She’s joining us later she hopes, she needed to find someone to cover her shift. It was Teeny who got the call from Petey.’

      ‘We also need to know more about Kris Wu,’ commented Patricia. ‘I doubt his death was a random mugging gone wrong.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’ asked Barbie.

      ‘Because two minutes after we got to the site of his murder, a dirty cop and a gang of Chinese men with guns showed up,’ pointed out Miss May. ‘Patricia is right, we need to know more about the victim.’ She reached across to place a hand on Chelsea’s forearm. ‘Can you convince Detective Hudson to chase up some information?’

      ‘Who’s Detective Hudson?’ Barbie asked.

      ‘Chelsea’s boyfriend,’ answered Miss May without taking her eyes off Chelsea.

      ‘I can give him a call,’ Chelsea conceded. ‘I probably ought to tell him where I am anyway. We left so fast this morning I forgot to send him a text.’

      Chelsea sent a text to get her boyfriend involved and Patricia expressed her relief at having someone from law enforcement on their side. They called stumps on the consumption of gin before they really got a taste for it and were about to start discussing their next move when the door to the bar opened.

      The ladies didn’t notice the newcomers entering the dimly lit drinking house. Nor did they hear the quiet kerfuffle as the men formed up inside the door pointing ugly, black assault rifles in the general direction of everyone in the room.

      The bar’s owner, his barmen, and the two dozen biker patrons minding their own business as they supped ale, all saw them though. One barman instinctively reached for his phone, but the sudden appearance of a shiny machete made him withdraw his hand most hurriedly.

      The tall, handsome man moved into the centre of the room, his presence imposing. He was silent though, the presence of so many guns enough to deter him from challenging the newcomers.

      Now they had control of the bar, the man nearest the door, nodded to his boss who was waiting outside. In contrast to the thugs in their jackets, jeans, and running shoes, Mr Yibo wore a sharp suit. Paired with a fine wool winter coat and a scarf in a clashing colour, he believed he was twenty-first century business elegant.

      At the table of women, it was Chelsea who spotted the newcomers first. A colourful word slipped from her lips.

      ‘Chels,’ chided Miss May, never a fan of poor language. Then she saw the advancing horde and repeated what Chelsea said – it was appropriate to the situation.

      There were more than a dozen armed Chinese men in the bar and they all had the same symbol stitched onto their left deltoids. They were a gang, and the chances were that they were the same gang who shot at Danvers and fired an RPG just a short while ago.

      Barbie flinched, bunching her muscles as she looked for a way out. Their only choice was through the backdoor they used to get in.

      Seeing her glance that way, Mr Yibo shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t bother, my dear. I have men stationed in the alley out back.’ Seeing their concerned faces, he raised his hands in a bid to instil calm. ‘I mean you no harm ladies.’

      ‘You could have fooled me,’ commented Miss May.

      ‘Yeah,’ agreed Chelsea. ‘All those weapons make me think maybe you do mean us harm. Could you put them down? Or just like, aim them a little less … at us?’

      Mr Yibo raised an eyebrow in her direction.

      ‘Shutting up now.’ Chelsea mimed zipping her mouth closed, locking it, and throwing away the key.

      ‘What is it that you do want?’ asked Patricia, doing her best to keep the nerves she felt from affecting her voice.

      Mr Yibo nodded, pleased that he was able to get so swiftly to the point.

      ‘I want the marker, ladies. Hand it over and you may go on your way.’

      Patricia glanced at the three women sat around the table – all looked equally mystified. Certain her response would not be well received, she asked, ‘What marker?’

      Anger flashed across Mr Yibo’s eyes. ‘I must caution against attempting to keep it from me, ladies. It will not be beneficial for your health.’

      Miss May spoke up. ‘Honestly, we don’t have a … a marker. What is that anyway? Do you mean, like a dry-erase marker?’

      The gang boss in his sharp suit turned his head to one side and spoke in rapid Chinese to the man closest. He got a single word answer and a shake of the man’s head.

      ‘Very well,’ Mr Yibo brought his attention back to the table of women as he switched back to English again.

      ‘You just came from the police station where I know you spoke with the two young men who killed Kris Wu. I know they were not found to have the marker in their possession so they must have stashed it somewhere after they killed him.’

      ‘They didn’t kill him!’ blurted Chelsea. Drawing the scary-looking boss’s attention once more, she mimed zipping her mouth shut again, got halfway across her lips, and mimed opening it so she could speak. ‘Sorry, my mouth gets carried away sometimes. I babble. I’m famous for it in my hometown.’ She zipped up again, thought of something else and ran her finger back to the other side of her mouth. ‘Like when I’m nervous. That’s the worst time. Just can’t keep my mouth shut or my foot out of my mouth.’

      ‘Chels,’ Miss May nudged her arm.

      Chelsea zipped her mouth shut for a final time and left it that way.

      After checking Chelsea wasn’t going to say anything else, Barbie reaffirmed what she said. ‘The two men in custody did not kill Kris Wu. They found him and were trying to help.’

      Mr Yibo’s head dropped a little as if the muscles in his neck had unexpectedly deflated. When he brought his eyes back up, they were cold and hard.

      ‘Kris Wu was in possession of a marker which he stole from me. It was not on his body and not among the possessions recovered from your friends when they were arrested. Therefore, the two boys who followed him into the alley last night, stashed it somewhere.’

      Patricia gripped Barbie’s arm to hold her back from arguing. Miss May did likewise with Chelsea though she truly wanted to argue herself.

      ‘Tell me, ladies, if it was not to retrieve the marker, why did you go to the alley immediately after visiting your friends?’

      Prompted to speak, Patricia and Miss May exchanged a glance, both politely offering to let the other speak first.

      Seeing them hesitate, Barbie said, ‘We want to know who killed Kris Wu so that we can clear my brother and his friend’s names. They didn’t kill him, and I doubt they know anything about a marker. What is it anyway?’

      It being the second time they had asked him the question, Mr Yibo chose to answer.

      ‘The marker is nothing more than a token that represents an amount of money. You can think of it much the same as a casino chip.’ He leaned a little closer and lowered his voice to a dangerous growl when he added, ‘It’s how those of us involved in organised crime move money without needing to move physical money.’

      Patricia asked, ‘What does it look like?’ and got a signal from Miss May that she now understood what they were discussing.

      ‘Enough questions,’ snapped Mr Yibo, stifling any further chance of conversation. ‘Your friends are to be moved to the state penitentiary at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. You will bring the marker to me before that time or neither will live beyond their first hour there.’

      ‘What!’ blurted Barbie, her heart rate rising to a desperate level as she started to hyperventilate. ‘But we …’

      ‘Nine o’clock tomorrow!’ Mr Yibo raised his voice. ‘Or do you require additional motivation?’

      The man with the shiny machete came forward, dropping his assault rifle to hang from its strap so he could wield the large knife more effectively. The exact nature of the threat was unspecified and probably best left that way so far as the ladies were concerned.

      No one said anything for several seconds.

      ‘Nine o’clock tomorrow morning,’ Miss May confirmed their understanding.

      Mr Yibo nodded. ‘Good. I am glad you see the sense in cooperating.’ Another nod of his head carried an unspoken command for his men to withdraw. Silently, they reversed back to the door and out into the street, a man holding the door for Mr Yibo to leave.

      In the street, a large Chinese man wearing a heavy jacket and sunglasses even though it was dark, opened the rear door of a blacked-out Bentley.

      The large handsome man and many of the other bikers followed them out, saving some face perhaps after having their territory invaded.

      Patricia, Miss May, and their younger friends watched through the window, barely daring to breathe until the last armed man left the bar, the door swung shut and the cars outside pulled away.

      As Mr Yibo’s car cruised down the street, flanked front and rear by two cars each side, the unmistakable roar of motorcycle engines roared into life – the bikers were following, making sure the Chinese went back to their part of town.

      ‘Do you mind telling me what that was all about?’ demanded the bar owner, glaring at the four ladies he expected zero trouble from. ‘First you break in through my back door. Then a cohort of Chinese gangsters show up in my bar and threaten all my customers. I think maybe it’s time you left.’

      Miss May spoke for the group. ‘We are very sorry.’ There was no point protesting their innocence. They might not have invited the organised crime boss and his lackies inside, but they came because they were there anyway.

      ‘This place is going to the dogs, Randy!’ shouted an old man at the bar, his comment clearly addressed to the owner. ‘That’s two nights in a row there have been Chinese in here.’

      Halfway to the door, Patricia paused to question what she had just heard. ‘I’m sorry, what was that about there being Chinese men in here last night?’

      ‘I said out, ladies,’ insisted Randy, the bar owner, walking behind them to make sure they got the message.

      As they were ushered out of the door and into the streetlamp light outside, Patricia strained her ears to hear the old man explaining the previous evenings events to the man sitting one along.
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      On the street outside the bar, the four women took a moment to regroup and work out what to do next.

      ‘Did you notice how the gang boss was acting?’ Miss May posed her question at the British sleuth, keen to see how good she was.

      ‘He looked worried,’ supplied Patricia without needing to think. ‘And if I read his facial cues correctly, he was lying.’

      Miss May agreed. ‘Lying about what though?’ she asked.

      All Patricia could do was shrug. ‘If we knew that …’

      Barbie fretted, ‘We only have fourteen hours, girls.’

      Patricia placed a hand on her shoulder attempting to impart some reassurance. ‘It will be enough time, Barbie. We’ve never failed before.’

      ‘It was never my brother before,’ Barbie wailed in return.

      Chelsea turned to Miss May. ‘What else did you see?  I was too busy zipping and unzipping my lips to notice anything good. I was counting on you to spot any clues.’

      ‘Not this time, Chels,’ she sniffed. ‘There really wasn’t much to see. But,’ she swivelled on her heels to face Patricia, ‘I do recall a certain someone picking something up in the alleyway. What did you find behind the dumpster?’ She had opted to be gracious in the bar and let the British woman reveal what she found of her own volition.

      To be fair, they got interrupted before she could, but if Patricia didn’t ‘fess up now, Miss May was going to get uppity.

      Patricia flipped her eyebrows – the thing she found had completely slipped her mind. Holding her handbag open with one hand, she rooted through the detritus at the bottom with her other. Finally hooking it with a fingernail, she withdrew her hand into the streetlight to show her find.

      Barbie, Chelsea, and Miss May all leaned in, squinting at the object in Patricia’s palm. It was a small piece of thin white card. Roughly the size of a credit card, it had a barcode in the bottom left corner and above it an emblem and a name ‘Luggage Legends’. It also displayed the victim’s name ‘Kris Wu’ in the bottom right corner along with the time and date the card was printed.

      No one missed that it was only just over twenty-four hours old.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Barbie, fishing for her phone to look up the firm’s name.

      Miss May provided the answer first. ‘It’s a place to leave your luggage. In the days before terrorists, there were banks of lockers in Grand Central. Now there are none, but people still need to leave their luggage somewhere and Luggage Legends is one of the firms operating that type of service. They’re located right inside the terminal.’

      Chelsea frowned at her aunt. ‘How do you know that?’

      Miss May grinned. ‘I know lots of things, Chels.’

      Patricia looked at the card. ‘So basically, this is a key to a locker in Grand Central. That’s kind of a cliché, don’t you think?’

      Barbie shrugged. ‘My feet are getting cold,’ she remarked. Then, as if only just realising what had happened, her hands shot to her mouth. ‘Oh, my goodness!’

      ‘What?’ gasped Chelsea, looking around for danger.

      ‘We left our luggage in the alleyway!’

      As you might expect, there was no sign of it now. Both her suitcase and Patricia’s were stolen four seconds after the echoes of the last bullet faded to nothing.

      Looking down at her ruined clothes, and across at Barbie’s bare feet, Patricia sucked some air between her teeth and fished out her purse.

      ‘I guess we need to go shopping.’

      No one wanted to delay getting on with the investigation – there was too much on the line – and they agreed sticking together was the best plan, but as Miss May pointed out – there were shops to be found all around Grand Central.

      ‘Where are you guys staying?’ asked Chelsea. They had returned to East Houston where Barbie needed less than eight seconds to flag down a cab.

      Over her shoulder, as she opened the cab door, Barbie replied, ‘The Credenza on Times Square. Not that we got to check in yet.’

      Miss May frowned. ‘Are you seriously rich?’

      Barbie chuckled. ‘Patty is. Aren’t you, Patty?’

      Blushing slightly as the taxi merged with traffic, Patricia shook her head. ‘No, actually I am not rich at all. I have a paid job and earn a wage like most other people.’

      Miss May wasn’t willing to let this one go. The Credenza was one of the biggest, swankiest, and above all most expensive places to stay in New York.

      ‘The cheapest room rate at the Credenza is over a thousand dollars a night. So you’re either rich or terrible with your money.’

      Patricia blushed again, casting her eyes out the taxi’s window rather than meet Miss May’s questioning look.

      Barbie answered for her. ‘Patty saved the Maharaja of Zangrabar’s life and restored him to his throne. Now he insists on being her benefactor. The Maharaja has quite a bit of money to spare, so Patty can have anything she wants.’

      Chelsea’s eyes were wide like saucers. ‘That sounds like a pretty sweet deal. You didn’t have to uh, offer him anything else? Like promise him your hand in marriage or bump uglies with him first?’

      Patricia had never heard the phrase ‘bump uglies’ before but was worldly enough to work out what it meant.

      ‘Certainly not,’ she choked. ‘He’s a teenager for a start.’

      ‘Lots of teenage boys like an older woman,’ argued Chelsea. ‘Kids have a word for hot, mature women. A few words, in fact. There’s cougar, and—’

      Miss May nudged her niece with an elbow. ‘Chels.’

      ‘Yes, shutting up now.’ Chelsea almost did the zipping her mouth thing again but refrained because the cab was pulling up outside the rail terminal already.
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      The first thing they did was find new shoes for Barbie. She ducked into the first shop they found and came out just a couple of minutes later wearing a new pair of running shoes. They didn’t really go with her elegant dress, but somehow she still made the combination work.

      Patricia needed a whole new outfit - her clothes were grimy from ducking bullets in the alley, but she insisted it was something that could wait, and no one argued.

      Now was not the time for shopping.

      Grand Central Terminal was busy, but no busier than any other evening. Tens of thousands of commuters were making their way through the building, each with their own sense of direction and purpose.

      Trying to get through the press of people, the four amateur sleuths bumped and collided and had to dodge children, old ladies with dogs, and a luggage train that forged an easy path as it beeped continually, and people moved out of the way.

      The Luggage Legends place was easy to find – it had a sign above it that was thirty feet across and visible from any point inside the building.

      ‘Is it suspicious if we all go?’ asked Barbie.

      ‘I can do it,’ offered Chelsea. ‘I have an innocent face.’

      ‘Ha!’ cackled Miss May. ‘Your face has trouble written all over it, Chelsea. I’ll go.’ Remembering her manners, she added, ‘Unless Mrs Fisher wishes to contest me for the honour.’

      Patricia waved her off. ‘No, please.’

      Chelsea, Barbie, and Patricia then got to watch as the tall figure of Miss May crossed the final twenty yards to the counter beneath the Luggage Legends sign where she attempted to exchange the card for whatever had been left there.

      Would it be a large suitcase? Would it be more than one? Would it be the mysterious marker the Chinese gang boss wanted?

      When Miss May turned around and began to amble back their way, what they saw in her hand was a briefcase. It was a new, yet nondescript, black briefcase with a handle on top. Patricia found herself questioning when she last saw one in that style. The answer, she surmised, was not for many years.

      However, she did not get to dwell on the matter. Nor did she get to find out what was in the briefcase, for Barbie and Chelsea were both grabbing her arms.

      Barbie squealed in her left ear, ‘I think I just spotted Lieutenant Danvers!’

      On Patricia’s other side, Chelsea was attempting to tug her out into the open to close the distance to Miss May. ‘That’s not all! The Chinese are here too! They must have followed us!’ she shouted, pointing across the station with a wild arm.

      Patricia tracked her eyes where she thought Chelsea wanted her to look and sure enough, there were two Chinese men and when she looked at them, they saw her and started running.

      ‘Quick, Miss May!’ Chelsea hooked her aunt’s arm and swung her around to head away from the Chinese gang members.

      Barbie blocked her route.

      ‘Danvers is coming!’ she nodded her head as surreptitiously as possible to show where he was.

      Patricia’s heartrate was climbing. She hated being chased. She hated it just about as much as being shot at. At least when people shoot at you, you don’t have to get all sweaty and out of breath. Nevertheless, it was running time again.

      She picked a new direction – the only one they had left – and yelled, ‘Leg it!’ as she took off.

      Miss May, still holding the briefcase, found herself dragged along by Chelsea and Barbie, her feet barely touching the ground as they attempted to evade the Chinese gang members from the left and the dirty cop converging from the right.

      Neither interested party heard Patricia’s shout – there was too much background noise for that, but they saw Patricia break into a run and spotted the younger women hauling the eldest member of the party after her.

      They gave chase and it did not require a keen intellect to calculate they would catch their quarry long before the ladies could get to the nearest of the building’s exits.

      When Patricia glanced over her shoulder, she knew it too. However, this wasn’t Patricia’s first time being chased. Not by a long shot, and she had learned a few tricks along the way.

      ‘If in doubt,’ Patricia puffed as she ran. ‘Cheat.’
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      Chelsea’s phone rang, vibrating in the back right pocket of her jeans as she ran. Hooking it out with one hand to check who was calling, she thumbed the answer button and pressed it to her ear.

      ‘Not the best time, Wayne. Can I call you back?’

      At the other end of the line, Detective Wayne Hudson frowned. He could hear Chelsea’s breathing. Why was she out of breath? There could be a number of reasons, and he didn’t like any of them. Adding it to the details he found on the man she begged him to look up, he found a worrying trend.

      ‘Chelsea what are you mixed up in? I know you wouldn’t be running unless something was wrong.’

      ‘I run! I work out! Sometimes. Ugh, I don’t have time for this, Wayne. I’ll call you back!’ Chelsea stuffed the phone into her back pocket again and checked over her shoulder. ‘They’re gaining!’ she squealed.

      The Chinese gang guys were coming up fast. Still ten or more yards behind them, they were going to catch her, Barbie, and Miss May in the next thirty seconds. Danvers was about the same distance away but coming from a different direction. It didn’t look like Danvers had seen the Chinese yet and vice versa.

      Chelsea was about to ask if Miss May or Barbie had any ideas when the beeping sound of an oncoming luggage truck parted the crowd right in front of them. Sitting in the driver’s seat and yelling at them as she careened to a stop was the crazy English sleuth!

      Patricia screamed, ‘Get on!’ and not without cause because she had the luggage truck driver and station security chasing her.

      The rest of the luggage carts were unhitched so it was just the little golfcart looking thing, but without the towed weight to slow it down, the vehicle was actually kind of sporty.

      Miss May’s feet were barely on board when Patricia mashed the pedal. If the cart had bucked any harder when it took off, it might have popped a wheelie.

      Weaving through the crowd, all four women screaming for everyone to clear the way, and beeping the little horn as frequently as they could, they left Danvers and the Chinese gang members behind. The appearance of station security helped to dissuade the dirty cop and the armed criminals from following, but for the ladies, they were still not out of the woods.

      ‘They’ve got radios,’ yelled Chelsea. ‘They’ll call ahead and cut us off!’

      ‘I know,’ Patricia yelled over her shoulder, her focus on not running anyone over. ‘We need to ditch this fast before they get coordinated. Did we lose Danvers and the Chinese?’

      ‘Yes, Patty!’ shouted Barbie, standing high on top of the cart to scan ahead.

      The danger now was in getting caught by the station security guys. If that happened, they would get handed over to the local cops and the time they needed to save Bobbie and Petey would get eaten up explaining themselves.

      Barbie spotted what she was looking for, swung around and down from her place hanging onto the side of the cart to get to Patricia in the driver’s seat, and pointed off to the left.

      ‘Over there, Patty!’

      What she found was an exit that led into the crowded street outside but did not currently have security guards standing next to it.

      Ten more seconds of frantic driving, beeping, and yelling brought them close enough to abandon the cart.

      ‘More running?’ complained Miss May. ‘Usually, Chelsea and I are the ones doing the chasing. Well, Chelsea is. I’m there for moral support. We’re rarely the ones getting chased!’ she yelled as they ran through the doors and down some steps to merge with the crowd outside.

      Patricia huffed out a breathless laugh. ‘Really? Barbie and I get chased all the time.’

      ‘And shot at!’ added Barbie.

      There was no more time for swapping stories, the security guards would exit the building any second. They had a small window and needed to make good their escape.

      Thankfully, that proved easier than expected. Grand Central Terminal, serviced by numerous lines of the Metro system had convenient stairway access to the underground system all over the place.

      Out of sight by the time they got six steps down, they slowed their pace and let Miss May get her breath back.

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Barbie forging ahead to keep everyone behind her moving.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Chelsea raised her voice to be heard and cursed the crowded city. Life was so much simpler, and nicer, in Pine Grove. ‘Let’s just jump on the first train going downtown.’

      Miss May agreed. ‘Let’s catch our breath and see what’s in this briefcase. That’s what we came here for after all.’
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      The briefcase was locked, but lazily, Kris Wu, or whoever dropped it off at Luggage Legends, left the combination at the factory set to three zeroes. It was Miss May’s first guess and the locks snapped open with a tantalising click.

      She gripped the top lid and raised her chin to look at the three companions all gathered close to peer inside.

      ‘Ready?’ she asked.

      ‘Get it open already,’ Chelsea said. ‘Sorry. I’m just hungry. All that running. Open the case though, pretty please.’

      Chuckling to herself, Miss May lifted the lid and all four women stared at the contents.

      Barbie stuck out her bottom lip. ‘Well, that’s disappointing. I was expecting a stack of cash, and a gun. Or maybe some diamonds and a severed ear.’

      ‘Ewww,’ Chelsea recoiled.

      Grimacing, Barbie apologised. ‘Sorry. I’m not sure where the severed ear idea came from. I guess I was expecting more than this though.’

      The interior of the briefcase was almost entirely empty. The sum total of its contents was a single white envelope. On the front face was a name ‘Liu’.

      ‘Do you think maybe that’s Kris Wu’s girlfriend or his wife?’ asked Barbie.

      ‘Dang it!’ Chelsea sighed, digging around in her jeans to get to her phone. ‘I just remembered that Wayne called,’ she explained. ‘That was ten minutes ago, and I cut him off. He’s probably going to be worried. And upset. Maybe he’s assumed I’m dead and already moved on to date Chief Flanagan. I bet she can talk on the phone while running.’

      ‘Oh, I wondered who called you,’ said Miss May. ‘Did he find out anything about Kris Wu?’

      Chelsea chewed her lip – no signal. ‘I’ll have to get above ground again to find out. Sprinting through Grand Central to avoid a gang and a crooked cop did not seem like the optimum time for taking notes.’

      Bringing the group’s attention back to the envelope, Patricia said, ‘We need to open that. If there is a chance what he says inside can tell us what happened to him, we need to read it.’

      Miss May didn’t like opening mail addressed to someone else, but Patricia was right, and the circumstances justified it. Using a careful fingernail, she levered the flap open and withdrew the pages inside.

      There were two and they were written in Chinese.

      ‘We’re going to need a translator,’ Miss May huffed.

      Chelsea shrugged. ‘Anyone else hungry?’
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      Killing two birds with one stone, they found a Chinese restaurant half a block after exiting the Metro onto Lafayette Street. The waitress who took their order was happy to get a fifty-dollar bill tip up front to translate the letter for them and promised to have it back to them by the time their food was served.

      Chelsea made good use of the time to return her boyfriend’s call and set it face up on the table in their booth with the speaker enabled so everyone could hear.

      ‘Chelsea,’ Detective Hudson answered the call in a monosyllabic manner. The single word somehow managed to sound concerned and icy at once.

      ‘Hi, Wayne,’ Chelsea tried to bluster past hanging up on him earlier. ‘I’m with Miss May and some new friends in Manhattan. I have you on speaker,’ she warned before he could say anything too personal.

      The four ladies heard a sigh come through the phone. ‘Dare I ask what you are doing in New York, Chelsea? Does this have anything to do with Teeny borrowing a car from Big Dan and leaving town in a hurry?’

      Miss May hitched an eyebrow, wondering why Teeny would borrow a car – she had her own pink convertible.

      ‘Um, I think Teeny is on her way here,’ said Chelsea. ‘I guess you didn’t hear – we had to react fast, but Petey got himself arrested for murder last night.’

      ‘Murder?’ blurted the detective. ‘In New York?’

      ‘That’s right,’ replied Chelsea. Everyone else was keeping quiet so she could talk. ‘He didn’t do it. Obviously. Miss May and I are here to prove it and get him out.’

      Wayne was quiet for a few seconds before he spoke again. ‘Okay, so what is this Kris Wu guy’s connection? You know he’s a card-carrying member of the Fou Chin Clan, right?’

      Patricia couldn’t help herself. ‘The who?’

      Miss May butted in. ‘Sorry Wayne, we need to do some introductions. With us we have an English woman named Patricia Fisher and her friend Barbie from California. Barbie’s brother was with Petey when they got arrested. We’re trying to get them both out.’

      Patricia tried again. ‘Hi, this is Patricia. You said Fou Chin Clan? I haven’t heard of them. I thought almost all organised crime got wiped out a month ago when the Alliance of Families were arrested around the planet.’ Patricia felt no need to comment on her part in that victory.

      Miss May silently acknowledged the Englishwoman’s modesty. She and Chelsea had looked Patricia up when they left the police station – Patricia Fisher was credited by the press for single-handedly taking down the Alliance of Families organisation and the resulting arrest of almost ten thousand criminals worldwide.

      Detective Hudson scratched an itch on the back of his head.

      ‘Well, you are right about the Alliance of Families, but all that really did was create a power vacuum. New gangs are stepping up to fill the void and not every organised crime family on the planet fell under the Alliance of Families’ control.’

      ‘But the Fou Chin are new?’ Patricia tried to clarify.

      ‘That is my understanding,’ Wayne replied. ‘Honestly, it’s not really my area. I’m just a small-time local detective,’ he admitted.

      Chelsea was keeping happily quiet since the conversation had steered away from what she was doing in New York and why she was mixed up in gang murders. Unfortunately, though Patricia had momentarily distracted her boyfriend, that didn’t last long.

      ‘Shall we circle back to the part about why Chelsea is investigating the murder of a Chinese mafia scumbag?’ Wayne pressed for an answer.

      Miss May put her hand over Chelsea’s and answered for her. ‘It’s like we said, Detective Hudson. Petey is in trouble, and someone needs to get him out of it. It’s not like we could turn to you for help, we are way outside of your jurisdiction.’

      While the others conversed, Barbie got online. Her first search was for the Fou Chin Clan. When the first hit showed her the gang symbol, she turned her phone around for all to see.

      Patricia, Chelsea, and Miss May all understood what it meant. The symbol on Barbie’s phone was the same one Yibo’s men all wore, and that meant Kris Wu was one of his.

      Detective Hudson didn’t argue about the jurisdiction thing; he knew they were right. However, he wasn’t content to let things sit as they were.

      ‘I want you to contact local law enforcement there. Tell them what you think you know and leave the investigation to them. These gangs are not to be messed with.’

      Chelsea let her mouth off the leash. ‘And what, Wayne? Us poor girls might get into trouble? You think we need a man to look after us?’

      ‘I think you’re going to get into trouble, yes, Chels,’ he replied without rising to her bait. ‘It’s not like it would be the first time now, would it?’

      Chelsea poked her tongue out at the phone, making Barbie snigger.

      Barbie was busily trying to find information on Kris Wu, but wasn’t getting very far – apparently gangsters don’t do social media. She tried the direct approach instead.

      ‘Hi, um, Wayne. This is Barbie. Can you tell us anything about Kris Wu other than that he is dead and was a member of the Fou Chin Clan?’

      Detective Hudson sighed. The right thing to do, he knew, was to refuse to divulge any information the women might be able to use to further their investigation. However, doing so wouldn’t stop them, they would charge blindly onwards probably tripping over gang members in their bid to find out what he could tell them right now.

      For the next five minutes, and with all four women listening, he read through Kris Wu’s arrest record and file. He was a third-generation American citizen and the son of a man who worked his whole life as a hairdresser. Aged thirty-four, his record read as that of a man who had been seduced into the gang life at an early age. There was an address for him which Wayne refused to give them on the grounds that his gang friends were bound to be watching the place or living nearby. The final piece of news was one that surprised the group of ladies.

      ‘He’s married?’ Chelsea asked.

      Wayne shrugged, not that anyone could see it, so added, ‘Gang members are just like everyone else. They get married, they have kids. You could even say they have careers with promotions, although it’s kind of a twisted way to view the world.’

      ‘How many kids?’ asked Barbie, hating that there were now more fatherless children in the world.

      Wayne checked the file again. ‘It doesn’t say.’

      Further conversation was stalled by the arrival of their food. It was the same waitress who took their order, and she had a notebook sticking out of her pocket along with the original letter they paid her to translate.

      Quickly, Miss May snatched up Chelsea’s phone and thumbed the button to take it off speaker. ‘Is there anything else, Wayne? We have to go.’

      ‘Yes, I’d like a word with Chelsea in private if I may.’

      Miss May thrust the phone at her niece, saying, ‘He wishes to talk to you. You might want to take it outside.’

      Chelsea’s cheeks reddened as she slipped from the booth to talk more privately across the other side of the restaurant, and that left the three ladies at the table staring expectantly at the waitress.

      She had plates in either hand. ‘The kung-po king prawn?’ she asked, no longer able to remember who had ordered what.

      Miss May’s eyes flared. ‘Never mind all that. Just put the plates down and we’ll sort it out. Please tell us what was in that letter.’

      The young waitress leaned back a little, scouting around to see if her manager was watching, then schooched into the empty seat Chelsea left. The women all leaned in toward the centre of the table in a conspiratorial manner.

      They were all ears.

      ‘Well,’ the young woman started. ‘It’s a bit sad, actually.’

      ‘How so?’ asked Miss May.

      ‘It’s from a man to his wife and to his baby daughter, but it is written as if he will be dead by the time they read it. I saw this sort of thing on a film – it was about soldiers writing letters to their wives on the eve of battle. If they died, the letter would be sent home.’

      Barbie tried hard not to curl her lip upward. ‘A message from beyond the grave.’

      Zhou Li, they learned the waitress’s name, read her transcript word for word. There could be no doubt Kris Wu believed he was in grave danger because his letter started with “If you are reading this, my darling, I was not careful enough and I am no longer with you.” It went on to explain that he had made provision for her and their daughter, and how sorry he was that he never got to see her.

      ‘He never got to see her?’ questioned Barbie, failing to follow.

      ‘Yes,’ explained Zhou, ‘She is travelling to America from China. He also tells his wife, her name is Liu, to take the marker to a man called Freddie Lee and he gives an address.’ Zhou turned the page around to show them. ‘It’s on Hester.’

      Barbie pulled up a map on her phone. ‘That’s only a few blocks from East Houston where Kris Wu was killed.’

      ‘He was killed!’ squeaked Zhou.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Miss May made an apologetic face. ‘We probably should have mentioned that bit. We’re investigating a murder,’ she explained.

      Zhou’s face crinkled a little. ‘Are you … cops?’

      ‘Licensed investigators,’ replied Patricia before anyone else could think to speak. She was stretching the truth only slightly.

      Miss May and Patricia were both deep in thought, each trying to add up what they had just learned and trying to make sense of the puzzle. However, what Zhou said next snapped them both back to the present.

      ‘Can you say that again?’ prompted Patricia.

      Zhou gave the women a surprised look but did as they asked, ‘Do you think this is to do with the marker everyone is talking about?

      Patricia glanced across the table at Miss May before asking, ‘What are they saying?’

      Zhou checked about for anyone listening once more before lowering her voice. ‘I heard it from my boyfriend. He’s got a couple of friends who are … well, they are not exactly law-abiding, shall we say. Apparently, there is a high-price marker, and everyone is looking for it.’

      Barbie scrunched up her face in a confused frown. ‘I still don’t get how this marker thing works,’ she complained.

      ‘Neither did I until my boyfriend explained it,’ admitted Zhou. ‘Freddie Lee is a loan shark and a financier – I know that much. He is someone who holds and controls money. The marker will have a number on it that corresponds to an entry in a ledger and only the person in possession of the marker can retrieve the money Freddie Lee is holding.’

      It was like a beam of light shining through the window to illuminate their heads. Suddenly, they all got it. Danvers, Yibo, anyone else who knew about it … they all wanted the marker because it would instantly net them a pile of cash. Yibo claimed Kris Wu stole the money from him, but even at the time, Patricia believed he was being convenient with the truth. Kris Wu was one of Yibo’s men so it could be true, or it could just be that Yibo knew about the money and wanted it for himself.

      ‘Does it say how much money it is in his letter?’ asked Miss May.

      Zhou shook her head. ‘All I know is my boyfriend’s friends were very excited about it. I think it must be quite a bit of money.’

      ‘Do you have any idea what the marker looks like?’ asked Barbie. Looking at Miss May and Patricia, she explained, ‘It would be helpful to know just so we can be sure if we do find it.’

      Zhou Li bit her lip in thought. ‘You know, I think there might be an old one pinned to a board in the kitchen. One of the chefs likes to gamble, but is terrible at it and keeps the marker to remind himself how much debt he got into the last time he felt lucky.’

      She dashed away to get it, returning less than a minute later with something in her right hand. It was a simple piece of card, not unlike the Luggage Legends tag they found. This one was cream instead of white and embossed on one side with a colourful lily and Chinese symbols going down one edge. On the bottom was a number – 053.

      Barbie took it when Zhou offered.

      Chelsea returned to the table, her phone call completed, just as Zhou’s manager came looking for her. Getting berated by her manager in rapid-fire Chinese, Zhou apologised, left the ladies with both the original letter and her handwritten translation, and scurried away.

      They caught Chelsea up quickly on what they had just learned.

      ‘So what’s our next move?’ she asked, sucking up noodles fast so they could get back to searching for the truth.

      Patricia said, ‘Well, we now have a probable motive for Kris Wu’s murder. Someone wanted the marker, but at this point we don’t know if they got it or not.’

      Miss May butted in. ‘I think we should assume they did not. If the marker has already been cashed in, there wouldn’t be so many people trying to find it.’

      ‘True,’ Patricia conceded. ‘I think we can also assume Kris Wu’s wife hasn’t arrived yet.’

      ‘Why’s that?’ asked Barbie.

      ‘She didn’t get to the letter. We got there first.’

      ‘But she didn’t have the token to exchange at Luggage Legends,’ Chelsea pointed out. ‘Surely that means even if she is here, she couldn’t get to the briefcase.’

      Patricia liked how sharp her new friends were.

      ‘How was he going to get it to her?’ asked Barbie. ‘The letter was in case he died before she arrived. Hold on …’ Barbie had her lips skewed to one side in a classic deep thought pose. ‘Ignoring that I cannot see how she was ever going to get the card to collect the briefcase, what was the money for and where did it come from?’

      Patricia’s head snapped up, locking eyes with Miss May. They didn’t realise they were both thinking the same thing until both blurted simultaneously, ‘He stole it!’

      ‘That’s what Mr Yibo told us,’ Barbie pointed out patiently.

      She wasn’t wrong but neither Miss May nor Patricia had believed him.

      ‘He was lying,’ Miss May insisted. ‘But maybe there was some truth in the lie.’

      ‘It was stolen …’ Patricia tried to link her thoughts to arrive at a conclusion.

      ‘But not from Mr Yibo,’ concluded Miss May.

      ‘Or not from the Fou Chin Clan,’ added Patricia.

      Barbie said, ‘Wow. You two are good together.’

      Chelsea frowned, maybe a little jealous that her aunt had found a such a good sleuthing partner, but went back to reading the letter.

      Chelsea read through it twice while they ate, all four women fuelling themselves for whatever might come next. With a ticking clock and the lives of Petey and Bobbie on the line, sleep didn’t seem like an option. They were going to have to keep going until they cracked the case.

      Neither Miss May nor Patricia had said it yet, but they were both thinking the same thing. There was an obvious next move for them, and it involved a trip to see a loan shark called Freddie Lee.

      As they were getting up, Chelsea tutted as she remembered something.

      ‘I forgot to say, Teeny messaged me. She’s on her way here and asked where we are staying.’

      ‘Where are you staying?’ asked Barbie.

      Chelsea admitted, ‘We didn’t get that far yet. We figured we could sort that out later.’

      It was getting late to find accommodation already.

      ‘So where did you say to meet us?’ asked Miss May.

      Chelsea reached the door to the restaurant and pulled it open, letting the cool night air in. ‘I said I’d get back to her. What’s the address for the place we are going? I’ll give her that.’
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      Approaching the area known as Chinatown, Patricia felt her pulse getting noticeably faster. They were attracting attention.

      Unwanted attention. No one approached, but they spotted several men watching as they advanced up the street.

      The address for the loan shark was in Kris Wu’s letter, he clearly expected his wife to go there but she didn’t have the marker. If they understood correctly, Kris Wu intended to place it in the briefcase with the letter but hadn’t been able to. He might have been on his way to do it when he was killed, but whatever the case, the marker’s location was unknown.

      At 6152 Elizabeth Street they paused. It was the right address but the business to their front was a haberdashery.

      ‘Why would a shop selling linen and thread be open at this time of the day?’ wondered Miss May out loud. The question wasn’t really a question. It was a prompt to make her companions answer.

      ‘Because it’s not really a linen and thread store. It’s a front. Fancy front. A haberdashery. Is that what this is called?’ replied Chelsea.

      Patricia rubbed at an itch on the tip of her nose. This American girl really did babble when nervous.  ‘Yes. That would be my guess too.’

      ‘In we go then.’ Barbie started forward, angling toward the open front door. Her friends needed half a second to get their feet moving, and in the gap between Barbie setting off and the other three ladies following, a man the size of a bear stepped out of the Haberdashery’s doorway.

      He had to turn sideways to do it because his shoulders were wider than the door. He had a tattoo that covered more than one half of his face and a shaved head. At a guess, he had to weigh three-hundred and fifty pounds and most of it was muscle.

      Barbie uttered something unprintable as her feet faltered.

      Miss May was not so easily put off. ‘Hello,’ she waved to the giant man. ‘We’re here to see Freddie Lee. Is he in?’

      The giant man’s brow furrowed in a deep frown. ‘Why do you want to see Mr Lee?’ His voice was so deep it sounded like his tonsils had to be anchored to the bottom of the ocean. More than that though, his tone and demeanour were discouraging. He had told them to go away without actually saying the words.

      Miss May’s reply came smoothly. ‘We know the location of the marker everyone is looking for.’

      The giant’s right eyebrow climbed his head, at which altitude it probably felt faint from lack of oxygen. If he had a reply for Miss May, they never got to hear it because a voice echoed out from within to change the situation.

      ‘Let them in, Tommy.’ The voice was older and nowhere near as deep, though it was distinctly male.

      Tommy the giant stepped to one side, unblocking the door so the women could enter.

      Barbie was the first to cross the threshold, her concern for her brother more powerful than the nerves she felt. However, once inside, she couldn’t see where the voice might have originated from. There were two women in the shop, both in their late forties. They looked to be sisters and were silently working at one end, laying out long swathes of bright orange material.

      The small sound of a foot moving through fine dust drew Barbie’s eyes cross the room. Ducking her head slightly, she spotted a man with thinning grey hair sitting alone at a table against the far wall. He held a ledger in one hand and a pen in the other. His focus was entirely on the task before him.

      As Barbie approached, her companions weaving through the shop behind her, the old man looked up, drew in a breath through his nose to then release it as a sigh before closing the ledger.

      Swivelling in his chair so he faced them, he asked. ‘Can I help you, ladies?’

      Barbie was the first to speak. ‘We are trying to work out who killed Kris Wu. My brother and his friend have been arrested for the crime, but they didn’t do it. We think he might have been killed for the marker that you gave him. Who knew about it?’ She didn’t say please after her questions because she was on an emotional rollercoaster and being polite simply slipped her mind.

      The man studied Barbie’s face for several seconds before answering.

      ‘What happened to Kris Wu was his own doing. He brought it entirely upon himself.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ Patricia wanted to know. ‘Do you know who killed him?’

      The Chinese man turned his head to look at her. ‘I do not. Such things are not of interest to me. I manage this city’s money, remaining neutral in all things and guaranteed protection because I can financially cripple any of the gangs with a line in my ledger. Kris Wu brought me money to hold much the same as anyone else would. Where it came from is also of no interest. However, if the rumours are true, it was not his.’

      ‘Whose was it?’ asked Miss May instantly, beating Patricia to the question by a split second.

      Freddie Lee met her gaze. ‘I neither know nor care and if I did know I would not tell you. If your friends are innocent of Kris Wu’s murder their situation is regrettable. However, it is not one I can influence.’

      ‘Did Kris Wu say when he was coming back for it?’ Patricia posed a question she thought the man might answer.

      The loan shark considered it for a second but chose to speak. ‘I believe he hoped to return for it tomorrow. He acted as if there was an event due to occur and he needed somewhere safe for the money until then – twenty million dollars is a lot of money to carry around.’

      ‘Twenty million!’ gasped all four women as one voice.

      Mr Lee didn’t reply, he blinked once and waited for the ladies to ask another question.

      ‘Please,’ begged Barbie, tears beginning to brim as the hopelessness of their race against time got the better of her. ‘Can you tell us anything that will help us to find Kris Wu’s murderer?’

      The man’s attention shifted once again, but not to Barbie. Instead, he looked toward the door before shouting a single word. ‘Tommy.’

      The giant ducked back into the building, focusing his attention of the four women.

      ‘The ladies are leaving, Tommy. Please show them out.’

      Tommy began moving instantly, his legs controlled by Freddie Lee’s words. The threat was unspoken but it was clear, nevertheless.

      Barbie came forward, placing her hand on Freddie’s left forearm as she begged him, ‘Please. I need to help my brother. If you know who killed Kris Wu, please tell me. Or point us in the right direction if you cannot reveal the name.’

      Tommy was just about to grab the back of Patricia’s collar. He operated within a very simple set of rules – he did whatever Freddie Lee said and he did it fast and generally with a side order of violence.

      Freddie raised his hand to make Tommy pause.

      Miss May sensed a chink in the loan shark’s armour. The young blonde woman had begged for his help and offered him a way to do it that would not break any codes. He wouldn’t give a name, but perhaps he would give them a steer.

      ‘Can you help us?’ Miss May asked, her voice a firm but gentle whisper.

      What none of the women knew was that Freddie Lee had no intention of helping them. He was, however, prepared to help himself.

      The money he held for Kris Wu wasn’t the kind of money he wanted. It was stolen for a start, and the people it was stolen from would know by now that he held it. Freddie was connected and respected and that meant the owners would examine their options before coming directly to him – such things caused territorial wars and backlash that always led to terrible bloodshed. However, despite what he told the women about being protected and his ability to cripple anyone should he choose to, there was too much money on the line for the owners to write it off, and sooner or later, they would choose to pay Freddie a visit.

      It was with that in mind that he employed the women.

      ‘Finding Kris Wu’s killer will not resolve your problem,’ he advised them, making each of the women frown in confusion. ‘You claim to know the location of the marker. Retrieving it will remove any reason for the two men to be held in custody and eradicate the death mark they both carry.’

      ‘What? How?’ Barbie didn’t understand at all. ‘How will finding this stupid marker help my brother?’

      Freddie nodded to Tommy again, who mimed taking his blackjack from his inner jacket pocket as a question to his boss. The small shake of Freddie’s head went unnoticed by the ladies. So too the disappointed look on Tommy’s face.

      ‘It is time for you to leave, ladies. I wish you luck in your quest and advise you to not disturb me again unless you have the marker.’

      As Tommy loomed, using his size to get the women moving since his boss didn’t want them hurt, the four sleuths all hurried back across the fake haberdashery and out of the door.

      Tommy followed them out, planting his enormous frame to block the entrance once again.

      ‘Where to now?’ asked Chelsea.

      Miss May heard her question, but her attention was aimed down the street. So, too, was Patricia’s, who had seen the exact same thing.

      ‘Um, Chels. We may need to do that running thing again,’ murmured Barbie, tracking Patricia’s gaze.
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      ‘Who are they?’ asked Barbie, doing her best to stop her voice from squeaking when she spoke.

      Fifty yards down the street were a dozen men wearing matching suits and little black masks that covered their eyes – kinda like a masquerade ball accessory. They didn’t look like they wanted to go dancing though. The dull black hatchets each man carried were just one clue.

      A small Chinese woman wearing the same eye mask but dressed in an emerald-green winter coat and shiny black thigh-length boots with laces down the sides, appeared from behind them, striding through their midst until she was at the head.

      ‘You are the women who know where the marker is.’ It was a statement, not a question.

      ‘We don’t have it,’ replied Miss May. ‘We don’t even really understand what it is.’

      Patricia added, ‘We are looking for it only so we can help our friends. They didn’t kill Kris Wu. Was he part of your … club?’ Patricia hazarded. She suspected the right word was gang, but that sounded offensive in her head.

      The Chinese woman blinked, her eyes never leaving the four women trapped in the street.

      Barbie glanced to her left to discover Tommy, the man mountain that he was, had elected to retreat inside the haberdashery and close the door. He was inside now, looking out with the two older women who worked there standing either side of him.

      Terrified again, and with fear powering her pulse, Barbie stammered. ‘I just want to clear my brother’s name. I don’t care what happens to the marker or who gets it.’

      ‘Ha!’ spat the Chinese woman. ‘You don’t care about twenty million dollars stolen from the Shenyang gang? Whoever returns that money to the Shenyang will be accorded honour and territory. Kris Wu was foolish to believe he could escape with it. Hiding it with Freddie Lee was a mistake. He should have left when he had the chance. No one cares who killed him, the location of the marker is all that matters now.’

      The woman, whoever she was, had given Miss May, Patricia, Barbie, and Chelsea more information in the last thirty seconds, than they had amassed so far tonight. Each was processing what they had just learned, rooted to the spot outside the haberdashery and certain the hatchet-toting, eye mask wearing, crazy Chinese gangsters facing them would give chase if they attempted to move.

      Unfortunately, the Chinese woman believed the women had to know more than they were letting on and planned to be vigorous in extracting any information.

      Bringing her right arm up to point down the street, she snarled, ‘Get them.’

      Her command elicited a banshee war cry from the six men spread out to her left. While those to her right remained in place, those to her left raised their hatchets and charged.

      If the ladies needed any encouragement to get moving, they had it. With squeals of terror, they twisted through one hundred and eighty degrees and fled.

      The end of the street where it met a busier road was no more than twenty yards away. Even towing Miss May along – Barbie and Chelsea had hold of her arms – they would make it that far before the gang caught them.

      What then though?

      It was a question for later. The only thing for right now, was to run and that was what they did.

      Ahead, the cross street was quiet. Cars going back and forth which might have signified the chance of help or rescue were non-existent, so they hit the junction and ploughed straight on over it. There were headlights to their left, a single car rolling toward them but too far away to be of any help.

      The gang were chasing, gaining fast. Barbie’s phone was in her hand, desperately calling nine-one-one though she did not believe there was time for the call to even connect.

      Fearing they would be caught at any second, the sound of an engine racing followed by cries of alarm and then pain made all four women glance over their shoulders.

      The six pursuing Chinese men had all reached the cross street at the same time and though they should have all been able to cross the street long before the only car in the road got to them, they were somehow all flying through the air.

      All six had been run down!

      Behind them and screeching to a stop was a shiny black Buick LeSabre from the 1970’s. It was a mammoth car and had ploughed through the small Chinese men like they were skittles.

      As the women stared and their hearts refused to beat, the men rained back to the Earth like confetti.

      Then Chelsea noticed the horrified looking driver and her eyes bugged out of her head. ‘Teeny!’

      Miss May gasped for breath, the sudden burst of energy demanding more oxygen than she had, but though her legs were protesting from all the running, she could see salvation and was ready to run again to get to it.

      Teeny was their way out. All they had to do was get to the car, but Teeny was getting out, and back at the haberdashery, the remaining hatchet-wielding maniacs were coming her way fast.

      ‘Teeny!’ barked Miss May. ‘Teeny, get back in the car!’

      The six Chinese men were strewn across the road. Well, actually five of them were. One was lying across the hood of Teeny’s car. He was trying to get up and still had hold of his hatchet.

      ‘I didn’t see them!’ protested Teeny, her hands gripping either side of her face in horror. ‘I saw you cross the road and accelerated to catch up. They came out of nowhere!’

      Chelsea shouted, ‘Teeny, get back in the car!’

      Miss May was bringing up the rear, Chelsea still towing her along. They were going to get to the car but the remaining six men with their hatchets were running straight for the other side of Teeny’s vehicle and it was going to be a close thing if the petite woman didn’t get back behind the wheel really rather soon.

      Barbie was running for the driver’s door but changed her trajectory when the man lying on the hood pushed himself back to upright. There was blood coming from his mouth, and an angry sneer that showed his teeth when he lifted his hatchet and roared.

      He was going to take a swipe at Teeny.

      Barbie, athletic little minx that she is, drove off with her right foot and leapt into the air. She sailed across the hood to connect with the man’s chest.

      Teeny, facing the wrong way, hadn’t even seen the man was there until he yelled his intention to kill her.

      Patricia, next to arrive, wasted no time on introductions, throwing herself through the open driver’s door to land behind the steering wheel.

      In a mild state of shock and confused about what was happening, Teeny’s eyes bugged clear out of her head.

      ‘Help! Help, I’m being carjacked! Help!’

      Barbie landed, following the man down and kicking the hatchet away before springing back to throw herself into the front passenger seat of the car.

      Teeny shouted again. ‘Waaaah! Carjackers!’

      Miss May and Chelsea shouted back, ‘Teeeennnnnyyyy! Get in the car!’

      Patricia had the steering wheel in her hands and was poised to go, her eyes on the final two members of their team. The second they were in the car she was going to stamp on the pedal, and she wasn’t going to stop until they were somewhere many miles away.

      Chelsea dropped Miss May’s arm to grab Teeny instead. Teeny was utterly bewildered by events and her feet were too confused to work out which way they should point. It proved arbitrary because Chelsea threw her into the back of the car, diving in after her and pulling her legs in to leave room for Miss May.

      In an uncharacteristic display of excitement, Miss May screamed, ‘Pedal to the metal, Patty!’ as her feet left the tarmac and she landed on the backseat of the car a half second later. She expected to find herself slammed into the back of the seat as the car took off, but with the Chinese men now getting to their feet and their friends about to arrive, the car was going nowhere.

      ‘Where’s the gearstick?’ wailed Patricia.

      With no time to explain, Barbie jumped across the car, pushed the lever down one to engage drive and stamped her right foot down on top of Patricia’s.

      The car took off like a cat with a firecracker up its butt.

      However, there were two women trying to steer it and the force of acceleration made it impossible for Barbie to get back into her seat.

      All five women were screaming, and they were not the only ones, for in their haste to escape, they hit one of the injured men Teeny had already run over once and he was now clinging to the car’s hood.

      ‘There’s a man on the bonnet!’ shrieked Patricia.

      From the back, Chelsea questioned, ‘Bonnet? What the heck is a bonnet?’

      ‘She means the hood!’ yelled Barbie, trying to yank the wheel to throw the gangster off. She was turning it in the opposite direction to Patricia and consequently achieving nothing.

      Half-buried under Chelsea as the younger woman tried to right herself and find her limbs, Teeny had nothing but questions.

      ‘What in the name of sprinkles is going on?’ she wanted to know. ‘And who is this British lady?’

      ‘Introductions later!’ yelled Barbie, slapping Patricia’s hand away and cranking the wheel hard to the left.

      The car’s back end slid out, threatening to escape Barbie’s control, but the gangster lost his grip as the forces working against his body shifted. He fell from sight just as Barbie got the car pointing the right way again.

      She let Patricia grab the wheel once more and after a quick check in the rear-view mirror, she slid back across to her own seat.

      Miss May managed to shuffle her own butt around so it was in the seat. Now upright and feeling semi-safe, she posed a question, ‘Teeny whose car is this and where is your car?’

      ‘My car got a flat. Big Dan didn’t have the right tire in his shop but said he could have one for me by tomorrow morning. When I told him I couldn’t wait, he offered to loan me his uncle’s car.’

      ‘This is Big Dan’s uncle’s car?’ questioned Chelsea. ‘It looks like someone’s pride and joy. It’s immaculate.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Teeny blushed. ‘I kinda had to twist his arm and promise to bring it back without a scratch on it. Do you think I might’ve dented the front fender when I ploughed into all those guys with hatchets? Who were they anyway?’

      In the front of the car, Barbie tapped Patricia’s arm. ‘You can slow down now.’

      They were still going at break-neck speed to get away, but no one was following.

      Barbie twisted in her seat to check those in the back. ‘We lost them,’ she announced quietly. Extending her hand – awkward in the confined space - Barbie smiled at the newest member of the group. ‘Hi, I’m Barbie.’

      Teeny’s confused response was drowned out by the ‘Whooo!’ sound of a police siren.

      Still facing out the back of the car, her head blocking Patricia’s rear-view, Barbie said, ‘Uh-oh.’
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      ‘Uh-oh?’ Chelsea said with a gulp, craning her own neck to see. ‘Why uh-oh? Maybe some cops would be good right about now. Normally I wouldn’t say that, but we could use a little reinforcement from a cop or two.’

      Barbie sucked air between her teeth. ‘Not this one.’

      Patricia cruised to a stop wondering if she would get arrested, or just escorted to an airport and sent home. She had been speeding, driving erratically – which would probably make the officer think she was inebriated – didn’t have a seat belt on, and it wasn’t even her car. She couldn’t even claim to have the owner’s permission to drive it.

      However, when she checked the driver’s door mirror and saw who was getting out of the car, she doubted those concerns should be at the top of her list.

      Lieutenant Danvers had his sidearm drawn and was approaching the car from the rear.

      ‘What do we do, Patty?’ Barbie chattered nervously, her eyes watching the seasoned cop as he neared their car. He was on the sidewalk, coming up on Patricia with his gun pointing down and both hands interlocked to control it.

      Would he simply shoot them all? Just how dirty was he? Twenty million was a lot of motivation after all. Maybe he killed Kris Wu.

      Coming alongside their windows, the five women in the car were silent. Nervously, Patricia powered down her window.

      Danvers stared inside, his eyes narrowed, looking at each face in turn. Three seconds ticked by and just when Miss May was about ready to burst from the tension, the cop’s shoulders sagged, and he swore.

      ‘You teamed up then?’ he concluded. ‘And brought in another friend,’ he added observing Teeny sandwiched in the back of the car. ‘How are you all still alive? Are you all okay?’

      His demeanour was throwing Patricia. Her left hand had been gripping the door handle, ready to throw it open and into his shins if the cop showed the slightest sign of raising his weapon. Now he was asking how they were? It was such an unexpected shift from what she expected, she felt it much akin to discovering her dogs could play the bagpipes.

      Wrestling her eyebrows under control for they had made a bid for freedom via the top of her head, she was beaten to the punch by Miss May when from the backseat, she asked, ‘Why didn’t you call for backup in the alley?’

      Lieutenant Danvers put his gun back into the holster inside his jacket and reached up to grab something out of sight on top of the car. A wrenching sound of metal on metal preceded his hands coming back into view with a hatchet in them.

      ‘I guess you met the Tianjin gang. The hatchet is their calling card.’

      Patricia chose to seek clarification, ‘Eye masks, nice suits, generally murderous disposition?’

      ‘That’s them,’ Danvers confirmed. ‘Led by a nice lady called Vera Wong. She likes to kill people by cutting them into pieces.’

      Barbie cringed. ‘Ewwww.’

      Miss May levered her door open. It was cramped in the back of the car, and she had a truckload of questions for the officer who was yet to answer her first one.

      Hearing Miss May’s door open, Barbie got out too, closely followed by Teeny and Chelsea. Finally, Patricia worked out how to put the car into ‘park’ and joined her friends on the sidewalk, though obviously she thought of it as a pavement.

      Seeing the women leave the car, Danvers met Miss May’s eyes. Her expression was expectant, and he supplied the answer she wanted.

      ‘I couldn’t call for backup, it would have tipped off the person I am trying to catch.’

      ‘And who is that?’ Miss May demanded.

      Barbie held up her hand, saying, ‘Wait. The man you are trying to catch? As in catch for the murder of Kris Wu?’

      Lieutenant Danvers had the decency to look guilty. ‘Maybe.’ Seeing that he was about to get hit with a stack of questions, he followed up quickly with, ‘Look, I don’t know. Okay? You’re about to ask if I think Bobbie and Petey did it, and the answer is no, okay?’ He had to raise his voice and plough on to stop the barrage of questions coming from the five women. ‘I had to lock them up. The beat cops arrested them, and I knew if I let them out, the gangs would have picked them up five minutes later.’

      The five women formed an imposing line a yard in front of his face, their glares forcing him to take a step backward.

      Patricia growled. ‘I think you’ve got some explaining to do, Lieutenant.’

      Danvers wanted to go somewhere safer, to get the women off the street, but they could feel the opportunity to find out the truth and after his revelation about knowing the boys were innocent, they were going nowhere until they heard everything.

      ‘Okay,’ he relented when it was clear they were not going to give up and wouldn’t be moved. ‘Kris Wu is … was a confidential informant – a CI - a person who reports to law enforcement on criminal activity. Most usually, these people are operating on the wrong side of the law and that was certainly true of Kris Wu.’

      ‘How did you recruit him?’ asked Miss May.

      Danvers gave a tired laugh. ‘I didn’t. He wasn’t my CI,’ he explained though it added little clarity. ‘He was CI for an FBI agent called Hu Chang. I was assigned by my chief to be Hu’s local liaison officer. We’ve been working together ever since the Alliance of Families was exposed.’ He looked at Patricia and Barbie. ‘I believe I have you to thank for that.’

      Patricia hated being praised. Hated it. She inclined her head to show thanks and left it at that.

      Danvers continued, ‘Agent Chang was sent to crack the new gangs taking over in New York. They were quick to jump on the opportunities up for grabs with the loss of the major organised crime families. There had been a power struggle and the gangs are still sorting out where the new territory lines are. The Shenyang are the biggest but there are other major players. Kris Wu just got married a short while ago – he met a woman on a trip to China last year. The point is, he wanted out and Hu Chang was able to recruit him. Kris Wu would get immunity for his crimes if he helped us take down the new gangs before they could establish their power base. New York is always going to be a hotspot – a lot of drugs come in through the ports and the gangs control its distribution. Then there is protection, prostitution ...’

      Miss May butted in, ‘You can skip that part. We all know what gangs get up to.’

      ‘I don’t,’ said Teeny. ‘I’m interested. Are the hatchets part of the protection or the prostitution?’

      ‘No time,’ Chelsea pointed out. ‘We need to focus on Petey.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Danvers tried to steer the women back onto topic. ‘Agent Chang vanished two days ago, and I think he was killed. I tried to contact Kris Wu, but he had gone to ground. Then, yesterday I started hearing all these rumours that someone had ripped off the Shenyang gang. Before I know it, Kris Wu gets stabbed in an alleyway and dies. He was miles from his turf. I’m trying to work out what was going on, but I think he took the money and was planning to run with it.’

      Patricia interrupted him, ‘He gave it to Freddie Lee.’

      ‘The loan shark?’ blurted Lieutenant Danvers, his jaw dropping open. Then he tipped his head back and closed his eyes. ‘Of course. That’s why there are people out looking for a missing marker. He dropped the money off with Freddie Lee. The Shenyang will try to resolve this without bloodshed – killing Freddie would be bad for business; he manages the finances of half the gangs in this city. It’s also why everyone wants the marker. They can claim the money and try to vanish with it. If they get away, they are rich. Or they can hand it back to the Shenyang because everyone assumes they are going to be the ones to take over the city’s criminal empire. Having the Shenyang owe you a debt would put a person in a strong position.’

      ‘Why would anyone want that?’ asked Teeny, still trying to catch up on all that had happened.

      Lieutenant Danvers looked down at her face. ‘Imagine having a deadly gang you could call upon to do you a favour when someone ticked you off?’

      Teeny pursed her lips. ‘Yeah, I can see how that might come in handy. I’d like to stop Big Dan’s ex-girlfriend from calling him and asking for “car repairs”. I mean, her car did break down, but come on, lady.’

      Danvers went on. ‘For the smaller gangs, it could be a ticket to the big time, but whatever the case, there are a lot of people looking for the marker. The question is, why did Kris Wu take the money?’

      ‘His wife is about to arrive from China with his daughter,’ said Barbie. ‘We found a letter from him to his wife explaining it all.’

      Danvers choked out a surprised gasp. ‘Wow. You ladies sure don’t hang around.’

      Unnoticed by the small group, a panel van was approaching. It was dark grey to blend into the background and the windows were tinted almost completely black to hide the occupants. Traffic was going by steadily, so a van passing them was nothing unusual. However, as it neared the parked car and the gaggle of women on the sidewalk, the side door slid open.

      This went unnoticed by the five women; they were all facing the other way, but Lieutenant Danvers saw it.
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      Lieutenant Danvers bellowed, ‘Down!’ and threw himself forward. As he reached for his gun a man appeared in the side door of the panel van, hanging on to the top handle.

      Danvers saw a flash as the gun started spewing bullets long before he could bring his own weapon into play. He barged into Barbie, knocking her down as he tried to get his body between the civilians and the shooter.

      Falling backward, Barbie heard the zip-crack of bullets going over her head. With panicked eyes, she checked left and right, to see her friends hunkering down to the sidewalk. The van could be heard accelerating down the street, its wheels burning rubber to escape the scene.

      In an instant, the street was quiet again. Quiet except for the sound of Danvers’ laboured breathing and the tinkling noise of small glass fragments falling to the asphalt.

      The lieutenant had some choice words to say. So did Teeny, who was staring in rapt horror at the three missing side windows on Big Dan’s uncle’s beautiful vintage Buick.

      Acting with uncharacteristic poise, Chelsea already had her hands on the wound at the top righthand side of the cop’s chest. The bullets had been fired erratically from a moving vehicle, most of them striking the car or the wall behind, but two hit Lieutenant Danvers when he failed to heed his own advice and duck. Neither wound looked life threatening, but the one in his chest was still inside and would require surgery to remove.

      Gritting his teeth as he levered himself off the ground with Barbie and Chelsea helping him, Danvers used his radio to report ‘officer down’. With that done, he turned his attention to the women.

      ‘I told you not to investigate this,’ he growled.

      Patricia, feeling sympathetic toward the officer now that she knew he wasn’t dirty and had probably just saved their lives, said, ‘We had no choice. You could have told us Bobbie and Petey were innocent.’

      ‘What do we do now?’ asked Teeny. ‘They don’t have to go to the clanker, right? They get outta jail free, like in Monopoly?’

      Danvers shot her a look. ‘Goodness no. I charged them with murder. The only other person who knows they are innocent is my chief. Without him changing things, they will be transferred to state pen in the morning. Like I said, if they get released the gangs will pick them up. It would be like signing their death sentence.’ He was starting to look a little pale.

      ‘But they don’t know anything,’ wailed Barbie.

      ‘But the gangs don’t know that,’ Danvers pointed out. ‘They had already been arrested by the time I got involved. It was too late to undo it. Look, worst case scenario they do a couple of days in state pen. Yes, it’s not a nice place, but they will be safe there.’

      ‘Safe!’ blurted Miss May. ‘The Fou Chin Clan already promised to kill them both the moment they arrive if we don’t find the marker and hand it over.’

      Danvers clearly hadn’t thought of that. ‘Really?’ He swore, colouring the air a little more with his choice of words. ‘I need to speak to my chief.’ Danvers’ eyes dropped, and he mumbled his next words.

      ‘Hey, stay with us,’ demanded Barbie, gripping the man’s shoulder hard to jolt him back to life before he lost consciousness. ‘It’s better if you stay awake.’

      She could see how much blood he had lost, they all could.

      Remembering his train of thought, he managed to say, ‘We need to hold them at the station.’

      The sound of distant sirens was coming closer, the cavalry on their way to save one of their own. Seconds later, a police car screeched around a distant corner and into sight, the wheels gripping the road’s surface as the driver controlled the skid. A second car followed close behind and an aid car was right behind it.

      The sight drew the attention of the ladies for a few seconds and when they looked back down at the stricken cop, he was unconscious.

      The paramedics gave aid and were swift to assess his need to be evacuated to hospital as a vital emergency. What had not initially looked like life-threatening wounds, were in fact exactly that. He was bleeding out, and though the paramedics were confident he would survive, they nevertheless acted as though they were in a race against the clock to keep him alive.

      His departure left the five women on the sidewalk with the cops. They wanted statements but were surprised by what the women had to say now that Lieutenant Danvers was being treated.  It all got too complicated for the officers to decipher so they had them follow them back to their precinct where they hoped to sort it out.

      All five women hoped this was it. They were going to get to speak to Danvers’ chief and he would have sufficient pull to have the boys released. Or, if not released, then at least held at the station until someone could corroborate what they were saying.

      It took over an hour of increasingly irritated sitting on the uncomfortable plastic chairs for the chief to finally summon them, but then they discovered it wasn’t the chief they were going to see at all.

      ‘Hi, I’m Captain Mainwaring,’ a haggard looking man in a cheap suit hung through the doorframe into reception. ‘I was told you ladies had a story to tell me.’ He had a coffee stain across his shirt and tie.

      Barbie was the first to her feet, but the others all followed suit. Their reaction made the captain’s eyebrows rise and he made a down motion with one hand.

      ‘This doesn’t need all five of you. I’m sure one or two will do. Follow me.’

      The women turned inward, looking at each other.

      Barbie said, ‘You go, Patty. Make him listen, please.’ There was heart-breaking need in Barbie’s voice. She wanted this to be over for her brother.

      ‘And you, Miss May,’ Teeny volunteered her friend. Miss May was the best choice for their group – she was the least likely to lose her cool and everyone knew it.

      The two older women looked inward at each other, nodded silently, and followed the captain, not that he had bothered to wait for them. It was a simple task – tell the senior cop what they knew, make sure Bobbie and Petey were safe, and then walk away. They didn’t need to solve this case. It didn’t matter about the stolen money and the missing marker.

      Their sole focus was the two innocent young men.

      They turned a corner in the narrow corridor behind the station’s front reception desk and found the captain waiting for them and looking impatient.

      ‘Come on, ladies. I have too many things on my plate already. Let’s get this done.’ He didn’t hold the door and didn’t ask them to sit or offer them a drink. He did, however, take a call when the women got into his office which made them wait another minute while he barked orders at someone.

      When he dropped the phone back into its cradle – the office and its furnishings really were that old - he gave them a semi-interested expression.

      ‘Now, I believe you have evidence that the two men I have in custody for the murder of Kris Wu are innocent, yes?’

      ‘Where is the chief?’ asked Patricia, concerned that this was not going the way she expected.

      ‘He had a heart attack at six o’clock this evening. You’ve got me instead. I’m the stand-in chief. So, what evidence?’

      A heart attack? Danvers said the chief was the only one at the station who knew what was going on!

      ‘The two men are innocent. They need to be released,’ blurted Patricia.

      Captain Mainwaring waited for the punchline.

      Miss May tried to explain. ‘Lieutenant Danvers only charged them so they wouldn’t be released. He wanted to protect them from the Chinese gangs who are chasing a marker worth twenty million dollars.’

      ‘Is that what they killed Kris Wu for?’ the captain asked.

      ‘They didn’t kill him,’ Patricia protested. ‘The chief knew about it. Can we speak to him? Did he … die?

      ‘Die? No. But he is in surgery. Emergency triple bypass apparently. He needs to get back quickly because doing his job is going to kill me. No wonder he had a heart attack.’

      ‘Please,’ begged Miss May. ‘You’re not hearing us. The situation is urgent. Desperate. Time sensitive. Should I keep going?’ She got a glare in response but powered onward. ‘Lieutenant Danvers knows the boys are innocent. So does your chief. Danvers said they were the only two in the loop. It has something to do with an FBI agent called Hu Chang. He went missing two days ago and Lieutenant Danvers thinks one of the Chinese gangs found out about who he was and killed him. Kris Wu was Agent Chang’s CI. Chang was killed and Wu took the money and tried to run. He had to stick around though, because his wife and daughter are on their way here, so he placed it with a loan shark called Freddie Lee. Danvers thinks Kris Wu was killed for the marker, but the marker’s missing and no one seems to know who took it. That’s why half of Chinatown is looking for it. You need to stop Bobbie and Petey from being transferred to the state penitentiary in the morning or they’ll be killed by the Chinese gangs when they get there. Can you do that for us?’

      Miss May fell silent, her story told. She and Patricia waited for the captain to speak.

      He swung his eyes from one to the other and then back to the first again.

      ‘I’m not hearing any evidence,’ he pointed out. ‘Do you have any?’

      Patricia pulled out the letter they found in the briefcase. ‘This is a letter Kris Wu wrote to his wife. It’s in Chinese but we had it translated.’

      The captain took it, inspected it for about five seconds and put it down on his desk next to a coffee spill.

      ‘I’ll have someone look into it, okay?’ Seeing their faces, he repeated himself with a little added hardness in his voice. ‘Okay? I’m stand in chief, one of my senior detectives got shot tonight in a drive by shooting that might have tie-ins to Chinese gang operations and I’m not making any decisions about anything until I know for certain it won’t cost me my pension.’

      The man was clearly feeling harassed, and though both Patricia and Miss May were unhappy with their result, they could see they were not going to do any better.

      The captain shouted for an officer to escort the ladies back to their friends in reception and was on the phone before a young man in uniform appeared.

      It wasn’t exactly a bust, but it was far from a result. Mercifully, Patricia had an inkling of a plan forming at the back of her head. This was not the first time she had faced similar odds. There were rival gangs all after one thing and they believed she, or her friends, held the key to getting it.

      Her plan was nuts, but it had worked once before. Sort of.
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      ‘No, Patty!’ exclaimed Barbie. ‘Patty, that is a terrible idea.’

      ‘Do you have a better one?’ Patricia countered knowing that her blonde friend was going to have to say no.

      ‘Hold on. Just, quick clarification,’ Chelsea said. ‘What exactly is “doing a Malta”?’

      Barbie frowned at her English friend. ‘Malta is a place we went to a few months ago. Patricia found herself in possession of a data storage device that half the spies on the planet were ready to kill for. I’m still not sure how we got out of that one alive.’

      ‘We did it by turning everyone against themselves,’ Patricia reminded her. ‘Everyone wants the marker. If we let them know we have it, we can lure them all to a single point and have the cops arrest them all.’

      Miss May flared her eyes. ‘That’s a bold plan, Patricia.’

      Barbie rolled her eyes. ‘Patty specialises in those. Once we all dressed up as corpses and pretended to be zombies to scare people out of the infirmary on the ship.’

      Patricia snorted a laugh. ‘Yeah, that was a good one.’ Catching Barbie’s expression, she pointed out, ‘Hey, it worked, didn’t it?’

      Teeny voiced her opinion. ‘It sounds kinda dangerous. Not that I’m afraid or anything. Just an observation, like, oh the sky is blue, that plan sounds reckless and terrifying.’

      ‘It is,’ agreed Barbie.

      Patricia raised her hands in surrender. ‘Ok. No pulling a Malta. I get it. Let’s come up with something else.’

      ‘All we need is something tangible to take to the cops, right?’ Chelsea got everyone to listen to her. ‘We need ice-cold, rock-hard evidence that will cast doubt on Bobbie and Petey’s guilt.’

      ‘Yeah,’ agreed Teeny. ‘Do we have anything like that?’

      Miss May shook her head. ‘Nope.’

      ‘How about if we find the marker?’ asked Teeny.

      Chelsea chuckled sadly. ‘I mean, that would be great. Only problem? We don’t have any idea where it is. Half of Chinatown is looking for it.’

      ‘Actually,’ started Patricia, the back of her head itching like mad as thoughts aligned in her head.

      Miss May jumped in. ‘I think maybe we do know where it is.’

      She locked eyes with Patricia and they both blurted, ‘The biker bar!’

      ‘What?’ questioned Barbie.

      ‘Why would it be there?’ Chelsea asked. ‘I mean, a dive bar filled with drunk bikers … seems like a questionable place to stash your millions.’

      Teeny raised her hand. ‘What biker bar?’

      They explained on the way, filling Teeny in on more of the events she had missed that day.

      Patricia explained what she heard as they were being kicked out of the bar. ‘One of the men drinking in the bar complained about there being a Chinese guy in there the previous evening. I tried to question it at the time, but the owner kicked us out.’

      Barbie was used to Patricia making massive leaps in her investigations and that they often turned out to be bang on the money, but this was a little too random even for her.

      ‘A Chinese man was in the bar, Patty? How many Chinese men do you think live in New York?’

      Miss May corrected her. ‘The man didn’t just say a Chinese man, he said a Chinese man came in, stayed a while and then left. Then another Chinese man arrived. First one and then another and then more.’

      Chelsea was with Barbie. ‘So? Barbie is right, there are lots of Chinese people in New York. How can you be so sure any of them were Kris Wu and why would that mean the marker is there?’

      Miss May and Patricia exchanged a look, the English sleuth giving her American counterpart the nod so she could explain.

      ‘The first man was Kris Wu.’ Seeing confused faces looking back at her in the tight confines of Big Dan’s car, she went back a step further. ‘What do we know about Kris Wu?’ she asked.

      ‘Not much,’ replied Chelsea.

      ‘But what we do know is pertinent,’ Miss May countered. ‘He was a member of an organised crime family and had turned informant. He was providing information to an FBI agent, right?’

      Barbie made a connection. ‘He got spooked when the FBI agent was killed and worried they might be coming for him next.’

      ‘Like maybe the guy gave up his name when they were “making him talk”,’ Teeny used air quotes around the terrifying term.

      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Miss May. ‘Kris Wu is scared but he can’t leave because his wife and child are about to arrive. Believing he has no choice but to run, he snatches a load of money, which he’ll need to evade the gangs and start a new life somewhere else.’

      Patricia took over the story, ‘But he doesn’t get away clean. Something he did, whether it was getting spotted by someone, or just that Agent Chang really did give up his name, they are on to him and so he leaves the letter for his wife.’

      ‘Hold up,’ Chelsea jumped in, seeing a flaw in their theory. ‘How was his wife ever going to find the briefcase? We had the ticket for the luggage place. It was in the alley where he died. She had no way of tracking it down.’

      Miss May tapped her nose with her pointer finger. ‘Great question, Chels. My guess is that Mr Wu was trying to get to somewhere, but he never made it. His killer caught up to him before he could hand the letter over. I think he was on his way to Grand Central to drop off the marker with the letter and that was when his luck ran out.’

      Barbie and Chelsea were still arguing. ‘But if the killer caught up to him in the biker bar, how was it that he was in the same bar as Bobbie and Petey? That had to be after he left the biker bar, because he was killed after he left the Orange Banana Bar.’

      Again, and quite frustratingly, Patricia and Miss May nodded.

      With a hand, Miss May deferred to Patricia so she could explain.

      Patricia pursed her lips and framed her thoughts before she started talking.

      ‘If we go back to what the man said in Rugged Tires Biker Bar before we left, you will remember a Chinese man came in and then another, and then a whole group. The first was Kris Wu. He knew he was being tailed, so attempted to find somewhere he could hide out. If the gangs were looking for him, they might have positioned people at the Metro stations or in the streets.’

      Chelsea picked up what the English woman was saying. ‘He had to get off the streets and go somewhere the gangs might not look. Okay, okay. That makes sense.’

      Patricia nodded. ‘Hence a biker bar. He left the marker there somewhere, stayed for one drink and then tried to move on. Then his killer arrived. He was looking for Kris Wu because he wanted the marker. The killer planned to cash it in or hand it back to the Shenyang. Whichever it is doesn’t matter, but he also left the bar when he discovered Kris Wu wasn’t there and moved on. Kris Wu’s aim must have been to get to Grand Central but the streets were crawling with Chinese gang members. He can’t move for fear of being seen, so he ducks into yet another bar.’

      ‘The Orange Banana,’ guessed Teeny, smiling to herself for getting it right when Miss May nodded. ‘That reminds me of the knock-knock joke, how does it go? Banana, banana, banana, orange ya glad I didn’t say banana? Sorry. Bad time for a joke. Continue.’

      ‘It’s there that his killer finds him,’ Miss May explained. ‘Not sure how, but I’m assuming this killer was smart and has eyes everywhere. The point is, Kris Wu sees him and flees, probably going out of a back door which leads him into the alley where his luck truly runs out.’

      Barbie finished the tale, ‘Then Bobbie and Petey leave the bar, stop in the alley, and find Kris Wu bleeding to death and beyond saving.’

      Chelsea frowned deeply, aiming her eyes at Patricia, ‘How can you be so sure the marker is in the biker bar?’

      Patricia shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’

      Chelsea threw her hands in the air.

      ‘But,’ Miss May added quickly, ‘we know Kris Wu went to see Freddie. We know Kris stole the money earlier that day, and we know the marker is yet to be found. The police would have been all over the Orange Banana Bar. I’m willing to bet we were sitting a few feet from it in Rugged Tires earlier today.’

      The ladies fell silent, each holding their own thoughts as they covered the final couple of blocks back to the biker bar.

      Barbie pulled out the old marker they picked up in the Chinese restaurant, turning it over and over in her hand and wondering what story it might hold.

      Parking Big Dan’s uncle’s now battered vintage Buick around the corner from the Rugged Tires bar, the ladies paused for a second to discuss their strategy.

      ‘What are we waiting for?’ asked Teeny. Trapped in the middle of the backseat between Patricia and Miss May, she couldn’t reach a door handle and had no idea why no one was moving.

      ‘The owner told us not to come back,’ explained Miss May. ‘He wasn’t pleased about the Chinese gangsters showing up in his bar.’

      ‘Well, that’s true,’ agreed Chelsea. ‘Except I saw the way the motorcycle club leader was looking at Miss Tall and Blonde,’ she pointed out while trying to keep her tone neutral – she wasn’t jealous of the younger, prettier, taller woman with the gravity defying chest. Not one bit, and you cannot prove otherwise.

      Barbie’s eyes took on a wistful look. ‘Yeah, he was …’

      ‘… shockingly good-looking?’ Chelsea supplied. ‘Like a giant bowl of ice cream you want to pour toffee sauce all over and eat with a spoon?’

      ‘And sprinkles,’ Teeny added. ‘I mean, I didn’t see the guy, but sprinkles never hurt.’

      ‘I have a boyfriend,’ Barbie protested. ‘It’s quite serious.’

      Chelsea wasn’t convinced. ‘I have a boyfriend too. The guy in the biker bar was something else though.’

      Interrupting the conversation for fear they might start discussing what they wanted to do to the biker man, Miss May said, ‘Well, I don’t like the idea of sending Barbie in alone with all those men.’ She grabbed her door handle. ‘Maybe the bar staff will have switched over and they won’t know us,’ she added hopefully.

      ‘I mean, based on my limited knowledge of bar shifts, that seems pretty improbable,’ chuckled Chelsea. ‘It’s only been a few hours. Sorry. Was that know-it-all-y?’

      That so little time had passed, and they had squeezed so much drama into it seemed unfathomable, but the clock wasn’t lying, it was only just ten o’clock.

      ‘So, we’re all going?’ Teeny wanted to confirm, poised on the back seat and ready to get out. ‘I’ve never been in a biker bar. I mean, I’ve been in bars, and there were bikers there. But, a real NYC biker bar? Kind of exciting.’

      Patricia leaned forward to tap Barbie on the arm. ‘We need to sex you up a bit, doll.’

      Barbie huffed out a breath that ruffled her lips. ‘Do I at least get to keep my clothes on this time?’
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      By common vote, Barbie was to be used to distract the predominantly male clientele outside of the bar. The five women had spent five minutes adjusting Barbie’s dress so it showed the maximum amount of cleavage, and rooting around in their various handbags and pockets to find some suitable makeup.

      They also refused to return her coat once they got it off to sort out her dress.

      ‘It gives you a vulnerable look,’ Patricia did her best to convince her friend being cold was a small sacrifice.

      ‘Plus, it um, highlights, certain uh, features you’ve got that might catch a man’s eye. Or… poke it out,’ added Chelsea, trying not to stare at Barbie’s visible nipples.

      Barbie glanced downward, and grimacing, she placed her hands over her boobs to warm them up.

      ‘My dress is ruined, you know,’ Barbie complained.

      ‘It adds to the vulnerable look,’ Patricia gave her a big thumbs up.

      Accepting defeat, Barbie snatched the dusty blue mascara Patricia found in her handbag. Then she quickly tidied her hair using her reflection in the car’s one remaining side window, and they found a fire engine red lipstick in the glove box.

      ‘What is Big Dan’s uncle doing with a red lipstick in his glovebox?’ Chelsea asked and then decided she probably didn’t want to know.

      From the trunk, which Patricia confusingly called the boot, Teeny produced a pair of pink leather cowboy boots she’d hurriedly thrown in as she packed to leave Pine Grove. They didn’t exactly go with Barbie’s dress which had seen better days admittedly, but they were better than the sneakers she’d bought earlier.

      ‘They’re a bit tight,’ winced the tall blonde as she forced her feet into the boots. Standing up, the women agreed that it didn’t matter if she couldn’t walk, the men outside the bar were going to struggle to notice anything other than her chest.

      Out the front of Rugged Tires, there were now three times as many bikes parked. Chelsea tried to count them as she peered around the corner but gave up because people kept walking in front of them and new ones were still arriving.

      ‘There’re a lot of people in there now,’ she summarised. ‘I lost count at too many to karate kick by myself.’

      Patricia grabbed hold of Barbie’s arm. ‘Are you okay with the plan, sweetie?’

      Barbie understood the plan and was willing to go along with it because she wanted to save her brother. Being okay with it was a whole different thing.

      She drew in a deep breath to steady her nerves and recited how they hoped it was all going to go.

      ‘I parade around outside the bar, flirting with the men and drawing as many outside as I can.’

      ‘How are you going to do that?’ Teeny wanted to know.

      Barbie sighed. ‘I have a plan. You don’t need to know what it is. I keep them entertained until you call me to say you have the marker and hope you come to rescue me in the car before I find myself kidnapped and on my way to some biker hideout in the countryside. Is that about right?’ she asked with a distinct trace of snark in her voice.

      Chelsea was feeling very much glad she wasn’t the tall, pretty one in this particular moment. Not that she was ever going to be the tall one, unless she was standing next to Teeny and a bunch of toddlers.

      With a final exhalation of air, Barbie lifted her head, jiggled her boobs around to make them sit higher and strolled around the corner. As she headed toward the bikers, Miss May, Patricia, Chelsea, and Teeny all hustled the other way, back around to the rear door where they knew the emergency exit could be accessed.

      This time when they went inside, the owner wasn’t there to surprise them. Passing the storeroom in the back as they made their way past the restrooms and toward the bar, they could hear a crowd outside the bar.

      Squinting to get a view through the windows, they could see a wall of men out front, but no sign of Barbie.

      ‘Do you think she’ll be okay?’ asked Miss May.

      ‘Probably,’ replied Patricia, somewhat hesitantly. ‘However, the longer we leave her out there, the less likely it is that she remains that way.’

      With that in mind, the ladies sidled into the bar area looking to see who was still there. The answer, incredibly, was no one. Looking into the bar from the back corner, they could see over a hundred people outside. Just inside the door, the two barmen and the owner were crammed together to get a look at the show outside without having to abandon the premises.

      As silently as they could, the women split up to search.

      For two seconds.

      That was all it took to find the marker. Above the bar and along the walls, beer mats, foreign currency, and photographs were stapled. They were everywhere. There had to be a few thousand of them and many were faded with age and had to have been in the same place for years.

      That Miss May spotted it the moment she stared at the first piece of wall was entirely typical of her. Chelsea often marvelled at how she seemed to see everything.

      She picked out the thumb tack pinning it to the woodwork, held it aloft for the others to see, and started back toward the emergency exit.

      Outside in the street, Barbie was beginning to get nervous. Her ploy, very simply, was to get all the men looking her way. With her body that wasn’t hard to do, and she was prepared, if necessary, to drop the front of her dress and show off the goods. They were just a bunch of strangers – at least that’s what she told herself – and she would never have to see them again. If she succeeded in saving her brother, it was no big deal.

      What she hadn’t counted on was the bikers having girlfriends with them.

      Half a dozen ladies wearing thick denim or leather were advancing on her as she started to back away. They had a wide range of names they wished to call her, and they all fell into the same category.

      Alone and starting to worry she might have to make a run for it in the too-tight pink cowboy boots, Barbie glanced left and right as she weighed up her options.

      ‘Stop,’ commanded a man’s deep voice. It sounded like it was used to being obeyed, so it came as no surprise, and a blessed relief to Barbie, when the six women advancing on her with menacing expressions all stopped moving.

      Their faces didn’t change, but they did wait for further instruction.

      ‘This lady is just looking to have a good time,’ said the deep voice. The crowd of men outside the bar parted as the broad-shouldered, handsome man stepped out from between them. It was the same alpha male Barbie saw across the bar earlier. ‘One cannot blame her for seeking out the real men of this city.’

      The lady bikers retreated inside the bar, dragging some of the men with them.

      ‘You look cold,’ observed the alpha male, shrugging off his jacket and leather doublet. ‘I have to keep my cut,’ he said, taking back the leather waistcoat thing, ‘but you can have my jacket.’

      Barbie gratefully accepted it, revelling in the warm, masculine scent it gave off as she slipped it over her shoulders. It was big on her and that allowed her to wrap it around and overlap at the front. She was instantly warmer.

      ‘Barbie, let’s go!’ shouted Chelsea. The women had arrived back at the corner of the building. Unsure what they might see, Chelsea stuck her head out to sneak a peek and was genuinely disappointed to find the tall blonde being romanced by the unfairly handsome biker.

      ‘Barbie, is it?’ the alpha male asked, his tone soothing and gentle. ‘You look like you have had a tough day. Is there anything I can help you with?’

      Finding her voice finally, Barbie said, ‘I saw you in the bar earlier.’

      ‘And I saw you,’ he replied. ‘The Chinese gang, have they continued to cause you bother?’

      ‘A little,’ Barbie admitted.

      ‘Barbie! Come on!’ yelled Patricia. ‘We’ve got it. Let’s go!’

      ‘I have to go,’ Barbie whispered, entranced by the pack leader’s beguiling smile and eyes.

      ‘Yes,’ he nodded, ‘Your friends appear impatient. Before you go.’ He grabbed Barbie’s left wrist, gently stopping her from escaping while he fished in his pocket for something.

      At the corner, the women all saw the man grab their friend. As one they tensed, ready to go to her aid if that was what they had to do.

      ‘He’s going for a knife!’ squealed Patricia.

      What appeared in the man’s hand a moment later wasn’t a knife though, it was a pen. He bit the cap off, and holding Barbie’s arm, he began inscribing his number. He finished it with his name ‘Wolf’ and brought his eyes back up to meet the blonde’s.

      ‘So you can give me back my jacket,’ he explained. ‘Call me when you are done.’

      Mesmerised, Barbie had to really think about how her legs worked just to get them moving again.

      Wolf pushed her away, releasing her wrist with a final word, ‘Go.’

      ‘Barbie! Hurry!’ yelled Chelsea again with Teeny and Patricia making urgent gestures to break her reverie.

      Coming to her senses, and wondering what had just happened, Barbie ran to the corner where her friends were waiting. Before she turned down the alley to head back to their car, she took one last look over her shoulder to find the bike pack leader still in the street, his muscular frame outlined by the streetlight behind him. Then, yanked by her arm, she lost sight of him.

      They were on their way to Freddie Lee’s but if they thought the worst of the evening was now behind them, they were very much mistaken.
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      ‘Hello, girls,’ said a shadow just as they all got back to the Buick. A dark form detached itself from the side of a building in shadow to step into the light holding a machine pistol in its right hand. The man, unsurprisingly Chinese, was grinning as if he’d just been told something funny.

      They were trapped again. Having parked out of the way to sneak into the bar via the back door, they were out of sight of everyone and all alone with an armed man. He wasn’t wearing a suit and an eye mask, so he wasn’t one of Vera Wong’s men, and he wasn’t displaying the symbol of Yibo’s Fou Chin Clan. However, since there were so many other gangs and individuals after the marker, it did not come as a surprise that someone had found them.

      ‘I believe you have something that belongs to me,’ the man said, his voice calm and controlled.

      ‘Who are you?’ asked Miss May, attempting to keep her own voice calm.

      The muzzle of the gun rose an inch. ‘I’m not going to ask again,’ the man growled. ‘I already killed Kris Wu. I won’t even break a sweat killing the five of you.’

      ‘You killed Kris Wu!’ blurted Barbie. ‘You’re the reason my brother is in jail!’

      Patricia took a fast step forward to grab Barbie’s arm before she did anything foolish.

      Miss May asked, ‘What makes you think we have the marker?’

      The gunman chuckled. ‘It was in that biker bar, wasn’t it? I knew Kris had to have ditched it somewhere along the route. He knew he was going to get caught but even facing death, he couldn’t give up the money. He must have told himself there was still a chance he could escape, and he would double back later to get the marker. Kris was so dumb. He fell for every lie I ever told him.’

      The back of Patricia’s skull itched; a sure sign that she was adding things up in her head and getting them right.

      Barbie cried, ‘My brother is in jail for your crimes.’ She wanted to knock the gun from his hand and overpower him. She didn’t know if she had the strength or the skill, but she certainly had the righteous energy.

      The gunman shrugged. ‘I don’t care. Three seconds ladies. After that I shoot you full of holes and take the marker from your bodies.’

      A second of silence ticked by.

      ‘Here,’ said Miss May, holding up the marker.

      The gunman’s eyes sparkled upon seeing it.

      Barbie turned away from him, reaching out to take the small piece of embossed card from Miss May.

      ‘I’ll give it to him.’

      Close enough to whisper, Chelsea blurted, ‘That’s our only bargaining chip. Once he has it, he’s just gonna shoot us all. To death.’

      Barely able to believe she was saying it, Barbie replied, ‘When I hand it over, I’m going for his gun. He won’t expect it. Be ready to back me up, okay? All we have to do is get him to the ground and call the police.’ Barbie knew she was strong for a woman, her life as a gym instructor ensured her muscles were far more capable than they looked, and her friend, Patricia’s butler, Jermaine, had taught her some simple fighting moves.

      The man was Kris Wu’s killer. If she could just get his gun, this nightmare would be over, and her brother would walk free.

      ‘I’m coming with you,’ whispered Chelsea.

      When Barbie met Chelsea’s eyes, Miss May hissed, ‘She knows karate.’

      Barbie just nodded. Unable to say anything else, she took the marker from Miss May’s unresisting hand and turned around to face the gunman. She was going to distract him with the thing he wanted and put all her effort into taking the gun out of his hand. She could see the moves in her head. Grab his arm and force it down, spin into him with her left elbow high to connect with his face, then use both hands to twist his gun hand backward.

      Chelsea could see it all too. Barbie was ahead of her, and she couldn’t now nudge her to one side without their actions looking questionable. She would wait for Barbie to go for the gun then strike out at his hand.

      Yeah, none of that happened.
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      As Barbie took her first step toward the gunman, headlights swung into the alley to blind them all. Momentarily startled by the unexpected change in circumstances, Barbie should have grasped that moment to go for the gun.

      Instead, she hesitated like any normal person would and missed her chance.

      The gunman slammed into her, snatched the marker from her hand, and shoved her roughly away. As she fell back, she got to see the vicious leer on his face as he gripped the treasured piece of card triumphantly. Then the world filled with bright light and noise as he started firing, emptying a full magazine at the car heading his way.

      Gunfire returned, the five women hugging the dirty asphalt as shots whizzed by above their heads. It shut off almost instantly as the sound of fast feet reached the next corner and faded away.

      Kris Wu’s killer was escaping!

      The car screeched to a halt inches from Big Dan’s uncle’s wounded Buick. It had fresh bullet holes in it from the latest shots exchanged and a taillight had gone. Big Dan was not going to be happy.

      Another car arrived, and another, and when Patricia looked up, she saw how much trouble they were in.

      It was the Fou Chin Clan.

      ‘Get them up,’ commanded the harsh voice of Mr Yibo.

      The women were already trying to get to their feet, Chelsea and Barbie both giving Miss May a helping hand when the Chinese gang members started grabbing them.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ Miss May protested. ‘I’m doing it already.’

      The five women were hauled to their feet and grabbed roughly by their arms so they faced the Fou Chin leader.

      ‘Where is my marker?’ Mr Yibo demanded.

      Feeling indignant, Miss May said, ‘You lied to us. You claimed Kris Wu stole it from you. The money was stolen from the Shenyang family, wasn’t it?’

      ‘It is of no consequence,’ Yibo snapped.

      Patricia argued. ‘I think maybe it is. I think the Shenyang family are the big players here and that means you are either trying to curry favour by recovering it for them …’ Patricia watched his eyes to see how he reacted, ‘or you are in trouble and trying to fix the situation you find yourself in.’

      Mr Yibo’s eyes twitched, annoyance or possibly fear flitting across his face.

      ‘I think we struck a nerve,’ Chelsea saw the man react too. ‘He’s in trouble.’

      ‘Kris Wu was one of yours,’ Miss May stated. ‘He stole twenty million from the Shenyang family and now you have to get it back to them before they exact retribution on you.’

      Rage filled Yibo’s face. He didn’t need to admit it for the women to know they were right.

      ‘Hey!’ the new voice came from the mouth of the alley and all heads turned to see Wolf standing exposed in the open. Seeing the cars pull into the alley just after the women, he’d chosen to investigate.

      Yibo twitched his head. ‘Kill him,’ he sneered.

      The nearest two thugs spun around, bringing their assault rifles up already firing. There was no one there by the time their bullets reached the alley mouth, Wolf had already ducked back into cover behind the building.

      ‘What about the dames, boss?’ asked the man pinning Teeny’s arms to her sides.

      Yibo shot the women an angry glare. ‘Leave them. They mean nothing.’

      Abandoned in the alley, the women got to watch as Mr Yibo and the Fou Chin Clan ran for their cars.

      ‘Where are we going?’ the thug wanted to know.

      ‘Freddie Lee’s!’ Shouted Mr Yibo. ‘If whoever that was has the marker, he will be trying to get there as fast as possible. We have no time to lose!’

      ‘We have to go too!’ Chelsea ran for the Buick. ‘We don’t have the marker and if Kris Wu’s killer gets away, we have nothing at all.’

      ‘I’m never running again,’ huffed Miss May, hurrying back toward the car but barely able to believe the pace of events or that they were entertaining chasing the armed Chinese criminals.

      The Fou Chin were already leaving, their cars bursting from the far end of the alley to arrive back on Stanton Street with their tires slewing road dirt and their engines racing.

      Chelsea dropped back into the driver’s seat of Big Dan’s uncle’s once immaculate car. The Buick was leaning to one side now, the driver’s door mirror was missing, a stray bullet leaving behind nothing but a jagged piece of metal where the mirror had once mounted, but the engine ran when she turned the key.

      It became a straight up race. They had to get to Freddie Lee’s before the man with the marker could exchange it for the money and vanish. They also had to avoid getting killed by the Fou Chin clan, the man with the marker, or anyone else that turned up for the party.

      Things were tense in the Buick. Terror and adrenalin powered their pulses - none of them wanted to do what they were doing, and each held separate fears for how the next few minutes might play out, but they believed their only chance to get Bobbie and Petey out now was to catch the unknown player before anyone else could kill him or he could escape with the money.

      On the backseat of the ruined car, Miss May and Patricia were busy discussing what they had seen and what it could mean. They had met the killer and the man revealed that Kris Wu knew him.

      ‘He said Kris believed all the lies he ever told him,’ Miss May recited the unknown player’s words.

      ‘That might have allowed him to get close,’ commented Patricia. ‘I bet Kris thought it was a friendly face approaching him.’

      ‘Worse than that,’ argued Miss May. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he convinced Kris to leave the Orange Banana Bar with him. Kris must have thought he was saved, but the man was leading him to his death.’

      Patricia gave Miss May a meaningful look. ‘I think I know who it might be.’

      Miss May met her eyes. ‘Me too. He’s all by himself.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Patricia agreed.

      ‘Who?’ demanded Chelsea from the driver’s seat, ‘Who is he?’

      ‘Yeah, who?’ Teeny, sandwiched between the two sleuths, voiced her curiosity too. ‘I feel more behind than usual.’

      Barbie twisted in the front passenger seat to thump her friend’s arm. ‘Patty you are always doing this. Tell me what you know or so help me …’

      ‘Everybody, hold onto your horses!’ yelled Chelsea. They were back at Elizabeth Street where they would find the haberdashery and surely Kris Wu’s killer. She cranked the steering wheel hard to the left, sliding the car around a tight bend in a manner the car was never designed to endure. Fighting hard to keep the rear car of the Fou Chin Clan in her sight, she’d pushed the car to its limits.

      As she fought the wheel and the passengers all found themselves thrown against the opposite side of the car, something went clang and Chelsea lost control.

      ‘Waaaaaaahhh!’ Chelsea screamed as the steering wheel lost all resistance and simply spun in her hands. It was no longer connected to anything!

      Her thoughts on the matter were echoed by the passengers, each finding their own preferred pitch in which to scream.

      Mercifully, the brakes still worked, and Chelsea was able to bring the car to a stop before it mounted the kerb and slammed into a building. The giant car’s back end slid around, bringing them broadside into the middle of the road.

      They were back in Elizabeth Street, the haberdashery just fifty yards ahead of them where the Fou Chin’s cars were now parked.

      The Fou Chin were not getting out though, and from their position in the car, the ladies could see why.

      The Tianjin Clan led by Vera Wong were back. Her emerald-green coat ruffled in the light breeze, so too her hair, but none of that caught the eye because her intense angry stare was all captivating. Spread out to her left and right just like before, were her besuited men. Except now, half of them were sporting white bandages and several looked to be in pain and struggling to stand. The other, very noticeable, difference was the machine pistols they carried in place of their hatchets.

      They meant business.

      ‘I want that marker!’ shouted Vera Wong, her words aimed at the Fou Chin Clan.

      The rear door of Mr Yibo’s Bentley opened, and he stepped out.

      ‘I do not have the marker,’ he replied.

      ‘Liar!’ she screamed, her face contorting with rage. ‘Why are you here if you do not have it?’ Her troops all raised their guns.

      Mr Yibo’s calm exterior cracked. She had the drop on him. If her men started firing, they would cut his gang to pieces before they could get out of their cars or reverse out of the way.

      ‘Another man has the marker,’ he insisted, irritation evident in his voice. ‘While you corner me, he is exchanging it for the stolen Shenyang money. Join with me and we can return it together.’

      ‘Return it?’ laughed Vera Wong. ‘I am going to keep it. The Shenyang are not going to seize control of New York.’

      In the Buick, Chelsea realised no one was going anywhere because the broken car they were in blocked the escape route.

      ‘We have to get out of here,’ she murmured.

      Sitting next to her, Barbie agreed. ‘Chelsea is right. This is a tinderbox. One false move and there could be bullets flying everywhere.’

      The women grabbed door handles, poised to get out, and would have done so had the mouth of the street behind them not suddenly filled with bodies.

      ‘Oh, God, who are these guys?’ wailed Teeny. ‘Pine Grove murders are so much more peaceful than this!’

      Miss May gulped. ‘At a guess, I would say they are the Shenyang.’

      Her stab in the dark proved to be on the money and both the Fou Chin and Tianjin gangs had frozen to the spot.

      There had to be close to a hundred members of the Shenyang family blocking the road. They filled it from side to side and were three deep in places. They were all armed and Patricia picked out two men who had chased them at Grand Central a few hours ago.

      The women in Big Dan’s uncle’s car were hopelessly trapped.

      ‘You wish to keep my money, do you?’ a voice rang out from the centre of the Shenyang, drawing eyes toward the diminutive figure of an old man. Like an archetypal Chinese master, his facial hair was long and almost white, trailing from his chin and beneath his nose to form a long beard. He wore a suit, and on his feet were sandals.

      There could be no doubt he led the Shenyang family and was its patriarch.

      ‘You think we are not able to take control of this city?’ he questioned, his eyes invisible in the dark but undoubtedly staring straight at Vera Wong.

      On the spot and too late to retract her words, the head of the Tianjin gang had little choice but to fight. She was outnumbered, but where the Shenyang were exposed, her troops had the option of cover to their left and right, plus the Fou Chin Clan were smack in the middle between the two opposing factions – they were the ones in real danger if the shooting started.

      Unwilling to wait to see who started shooting, Patricia shoved her door open.

      ‘Wait!’ she begged.

      The street became a frozen tableau. In the window of the Haberdashery, Tommy’s giant tattooed face could be seen peeking out from between rolls of material. The Fou Chin, Vera Wong’s men, and the Shenyang were all staring at the out of place woman with the English accent.

      Another door opened and Miss May clambered out of the ailing car to join her new friend.

      ‘Yes, please wait,’ she begged. ‘You have all been misled.’

      ‘Kris Wu was informing on you,’ Patricia tried to get her words out quickly, unsure how long they could keep the street full of gun-toting killers from shooting everything and everyone in sight. ‘He was under the wing of an FBI agent called Hu Chang.’

      ‘What does this have to do with my money?’ demanded the aged Shenyang patriarch.

      ‘Kris Wu stole it because he believed you knew he was informing on you. He believed you were going to kill him, and he chose to flee.’

      ‘A wise move,’ agreed the Shenyang patriarch.

      Miss May took up the narrative. ‘But he wasn’t in any danger. None of you knew what he was doing, did you?’

      The silence in the street told a story more clearly than words.

      Patricia nodded – they had this part right and that meant they had most likely figured it all out.

      ‘Kris Wu took your money because he planned to escape, but it wasn’t his idea. The seed had been sown by someone else. When he heard that Agent Chang had gone missing, he assumed you had caught him and that he was dead. The logical conclusion following that was that Agent Chang would have given up Kris Wu’s name and he had to run.’

      ‘Again, a logical conclusion,’ agreed the patriarch. ‘However, I have never heard of an Agent Chang.’

      He confirmed what Miss May and Patricia believed and the final piece of the puzzle slotted into place.

      Mr Yibo could contain his curiosity no longer. ‘Who killed Kris Wu?’ he demanded to know.

      Miss May looked at Patricia who inclined her head. Miss May said, ‘Agent Chang.’

      The silence in the street was absolute.

      Vera Wong frowned in her misunderstanding. ‘But you said he was dead,’ she pointed out as if the two sleuths might have missed that vital fact.

      Barbie slipped from the confines of the car to join Miss May and Patricia in the street. It was partly because the car was never going to move again, and thus made for a poor means of escape, and partly because she could hear the rumble of large engines in the distance. It was faint, but it was also getting closer.

      Miss May turned her head to look at Vera Wong. ‘What I said was that Kris Wu assumed Agent Chang was dead. Agent Chang did not have the connections to steal the money. He needed someone on the inside for that, someone who could get to it … which is why he targeted Kris Wu. Kris Wu’s family is on their way to America. They’re due to arrive tomorrow.’

      ‘So this Agent Chang stole the money?’ Mr Yibo attempted to confirm, his brain unable to wade through the confusion.

      The patriarch sighed. ‘No, Yibo, you imbecile. Agent Chang ensured Kris Wu would do it when triggered. He made Wu believe his life was in danger from us by faking his own death. Wu grabbed the money when he made the drug drop to us yesterday afternoon. We were looking for him, but he stashed the money with Freddie Lee and with the marker in his possession, he attempted to hide. We found him, but by then he was already dead.’

      ‘So who killed him?’ Vera Wong wanted to know.

      Patricia supplied the answer before anyone else could. ‘Agent Chang. He’s in Freddie Lee’s right now. Or, at least, he was. I would imagine he has taken the money and fled already.’

      What happened next was difficult to recall. Who shot first, the order in which events played out, would be argued by all the surviving participants but never agreed upon.

      The only thing they knew for certain was that the police chose that moment to spring their trap and the world went up in smoke.

      Two bright floodlights, erected in secret just an hour ago high above the street on the roofs of the buildings on either side, flashed into life. The sudden intense light stunned everyone as SWAT units converged from both ends of the street.

      The on-scene commander, a woman named McNamara, had Captain Mainwaring at her side. He’d provided all the intel and got the units into place. It was a hunch, but one which paid off.

      Half the Chinese organised crime gangs in New York were likely to be in a single place at the same time. They were exposed and they were committing a crime carrying weapons in the street. The police waited for someone to admit to something more, which the Shenyang patriarch just had in talking about drug shipments. They were ready to pounce but there were five civilian women in the way.

      Mainwaring wanted to wait; McNamara overruled him. The chance of the ladies escaping alive was so slim, she calculated, and the chance for the criminals to escape too great, for her to hesitate in the moment of glory.

      At street level, it took half a second for the Chinese gangs to realise they had been lured into a trap. Their only choice was to shoot their way out.

      Vera Wong saw an opportunity to remove the head of the Shenyang family and Yibo saw a chance to wet his pants. As people started shooting and running, he threw himself to the ground and crawled under his car.

      The SWAT teams fired tear gas into the crowd. The Chinese gangsters were dispersing anyway, trying to find a way out of the street. Several bolted for Freddie Lee’s haberdashery, darting inside without resistance from Tommy because he had already gone out the back door and was doing his best to blend into the late-night pedestrian traffic.

      Barbie and Chelsea were holding hands, the two women gripping each other tightly amid the terror ensuing around them. However, most of the bullets were being fired outwards at the cops, placing the women in the eye of the storm, so to speak.

      When smoke began to fill the street, they saw their chance and screamed for their friends to follow. In a mad dash for cover, the five women ran headlong into Freddie Lee’s shop. Half the windows were missing, and fires had started where stray bullets caused material to smoulder and ignite.

      They ran through the shop, weaving along like a crocodile, all holding hands in a long line. They passed Freddie’s desk, seeing the ledger was gone along with Freddie, and they pushed on through the building until they found a back door. Exiting into a moonlit courtyard behind the shop, they sucked in clean cool air and thanked their lucky stars to still be in one piece.

      Back in Elizabeth Street the firing slowed and petered out. Apart from the few who escaped through the haberdashery, the Chinese gangs vying for control had either killed each other or been cut down by the police when they tried to resist. Now the police were moving in to mop up those who remained.

      In McNamara’s report, it would be recorded as a textbook operation. From her vantage point above, she’d seen the civilians escape and no civilian casualties meant she was in for a commendation for sure.

      Getting her breath back, Teeny asked, ‘What about the money and Kris Wu’s killer? We didn’t get either. How are we going to get Petey and his friend out now? Break ‘em out with our bare hands?’

      Chelsea sighed. ‘Teeny’s right. We still have no evidence to prove they didn’t kill Kris Wu. Agent Chang, I assume it was he who took the marker from us, has the money and can vanish into the wind.’

      Barbie lifted her hand. ‘He doesn’t have the money,’ she announced boldly. Opening her fingers, she revealed the marker lying flat on her palm.

      Teeny’s brow creased. ‘But we saw you give it to him in the alley behind the biker bar.’

      Patricia burst out laughing, the sound sudden and shocking in the quiet courtyard. ‘You switched it! You gave him the one we got from the waitress, didn’t you?’

      ‘Might have,’ grinned Barbie.

      ‘I think I’ll take that,’ announced Agent Chang as he appeared from the other side of the courtyard with his right arm raised and a gun pointed at the women yet again.

      All five women spun around to face the latest threat, gasping in shock and surprise to see Kris Wu’s killer lying in wait for them.

      Halfway to them, his pace faltered. The roar of large engines had been growing louder for the last few minutes and now it filled the air as motorcycles swept into the courtyard. Biker after biker rode straight at Agent Chang, Wolf in the lead astride a giant chrome-covered chopper.

      Agent Chang swivelled on his toes but couldn’t get the gun facing the right way in time to prevent Wolf from hitting him.

      The wayward FBI agent flew up and back, blasted from his feet by almost a thousand pounds of man and machine. With a fist raised to head height, Wolf called his motorcycle club to a halt.

      Patricia, Miss May, Teeny, Barbie, and Chelsea were all staring slack-jawed and open-mouthed at the mass of bikes and men, and the battered form of FBI Agent Chang.

      Sprawled on the ground, Chang wasn’t dead. He wasn’t even unconscious for he was trying to get up. It was, however, clear that he had been injured. Wolf sent men to remove his weapon and crossed the courtyard to get to Barbie and her friends.

      ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, Barbie,’ he purred in his deep bass voice and held her gaze with his own.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ complained Chelsea. ‘Get a room.’

      SWAT were clearing through the haberdashery behind them, urgent commands being shouted back and forth to make it clear they had total command of the area and the situation.

      They burst from the back of the building a moment later, excitement and adrenalin driving them to round up all the ladies and the bikers until they could sort out who was who.

      Captain Mainwaring arrived less than a minute after the SWAT team, clarifying who the women were and ensuring they were left alone.

      ‘Lieutenant Danvers came out of surgery and regained consciousness,’ he revealed. ‘He’s going to be fine, but he insisted they find him a phone so he could call me. It seems I treated you harshly earlier. Your story checks out. Now, can you please tell me what is going on?’

      As the controlled bedlam happened around them, the five women couldn’t help but exchange tired smiles. It was done.

      They explained about Agent Chang, pointing out the broken form receiving treatment from two paramedics just a few yards away, and they regaled the police captain with the story of Kris Wu and how they perceived events occurred the previous evening.

      There was, however, one vital piece of information they left out.
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      Wolf insisted on waiting until the police told the ladies they were free to go. Barbie, Chelsea, and everyone else wanted to go straight back to the police station, however Bobbie and Petey would not be processed and released until the morning – according to Captain Mainwaring it wasn’t as simple as just opening the cell door and waving them goodbye because they were innocent.

      The women were too tired to argue.

      The girls from Pine Grove never had gotten around to organising a place to stay that night. After arranging to have Big Dan’s uncle’s car towed away – not that there was much left of it - they were only too pleased to accompany Barbie and Patricia back to their hotel.

      ‘Won’t it be tight quarters?’ asked Teeny before they set off. ‘I mean, I’m small, but I sleep like Hulk Hogan.’

      Patricia didn’t bother to explain in detail, she just assured Teeny there would be enough room. The presidential suite at the Credenza had five bedrooms and a private swimming pool. They were not going to be squeezed in like sardines.

      The doorman at the Credenza had a startled expression and wide, wide eyes when the rumble of motorcycles coming his way turned off the road to swing under the hotel’s grand front façade.

      Riding pillion behind Wolf and four of his other bikers, the five ladies arrived safely back at their hotel.

      Chelsea, Miss May, Teeny, and Patricia moved to one side, politely thanking those they had ridden with, then waited for Barbie.

      Still astride his bike, Wolf hit Barbie with smouldering eyes when he said, ‘If you are ever back in New York …’

      Barbie offered him a lopsided smile. ‘I have a boyfriend. It’s kind of serious.’ She made it sound like an apology.

      Wolf nodded, his own smile one of regretful acceptance. ‘We miss every shot we don’t take, Barbie. I wish you health and happiness. And … if you are ever back in New York …’

      Barbie leaned down to plant a gentle kiss on the man’s cheek and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

      ‘The motorcycle club has a new tale to tell, one where we rode to the rescue of a beautiful woman and her friends.’

      Chelsea rolled her eyes.

      Wolf raised his right fist again, signalling that it was time to go. The engine noise increased as they pulled away never once looking back.

      Teeny said it, ‘That is one cool, sexy man. He’s no Big Dan, of course. But he is … something else.’
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      ‘Tell me again what we are doing here,’ requested Petey.

      The cold breeze and moist air coming off the Hudson River were making him want to be anywhere else. Preferably somewhere far away from New York and inside where it was warm. He was fantasising about eating every berry pie with a scoop of ice cream back in Pine Grove.

      ‘It’s okay, brah,’ drawled Bobbie, thumping a comradely fist against Petey’s shoulder. ‘We are free, brah. I don’t care what we do today, I am going to savour the sweet air and enjoy it.’

      Barbie leaned into her younger brother, glad to know he was safe again and they all watched the people filing through the port.

      Zhou Li, the young waitress they met the previous evening, had been surprised to receive their call late last night. They caught her just as the restaurant was shutting. Realising who she was talking to, Zhou had jabbered on about all that had allegedly happened.

      According to her, there had been some insane shootout between several of the Chinese gangs and the cops and Freddie Lee’s place had gone up in smoke!

      All five women were crowded around the phone in Patricia’s sumptuous suite. They were tired but there was a final piece of business to which they had to attend. If they wanted to go home the next day, it really couldn’t wait.

      They all agreed this was the right thing to do.

      Zhou Li stood at the exit to the port, a sign in her hands written in both Chinese and English which simply read ‘Liu Wu’.

      Several times they thought perhaps the woman exiting with a small child might be the dead man’s wife, but on each occasion, they saw the waitress ask a question and receive a head shake in reply.

      Eventually though, her question got a surprised look from a woman holding a small baby.

      ‘That’s her,’ said Miss May with a smile.

      ‘This is a good thing,’ agreed Patricia, pleased they were one voice on the subject.

      Zhou Li handed Liu Wu the letter from her husband. It had been carefully resealed and now contained the marker worth twenty million dollars.

      Arriving in America, Liu Wu was about to discover her husband was dead, but Freddie Lee still had the money and would set up shop somewhere else very soon. Zhou Li was going to ensure Kris Wu’s widow was given lodging and help as she adjusted, and whether she went back to China or stayed in the States, she was a rich woman now.

      It might not be all that she wanted, but life would go on and her daughter’s future would be secure.

      As Zhou Li began to lead Liu Wu away from the port, Patricia, Miss May, and all the others turned away, satisfied they had done all they could.

      ‘How soon is your flight?’ asked Miss May.

      Patricia checked her watch. ‘We need to check in two hours from now. We fly at two o’clock.’

      Miss May pursed her lips. ‘Time for a gin?’

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Readers,

      

        

      
        Thanks so much for reading this crossover novella!

      

        

      
        The novella you just read, “Big Apple Pie,” was a collaboration with one of my favorite authors, Steve Higgs. If you liked the book, good news — there’s way more where this came from. 

      

        

      
        But first, we wanted to say you might notice some fun British-isms in this story not normally present in the Chelsea Thomas books. That’s cuz our collaborator, Steve, is (you guessed it!) British.

      

        

      
        We love that Steve’s personality and culture made their way into this book, and we loved learning some new things, like how ‘calling stumps’ refers to both gin and cricket.

      

        

      
        We also wanted to thank Steve for suggesting this project.

        We got to know Steve in an online author group and quickly learned that he’s a great guy!

      

        

      
        Steve has provided mountains of advice for us as we build our author career. We owe so much to his generosity and we count ourselves lucky to be among his friends.

      

        

      
        If this crossover story was your first introduction to Steve’s writing, you’re in luck, because he has over 60 books across five series for you to explore. We’ve read Steve’s stories and can say with full confidence that you’re in for a treat. All of his series intertwine in exciting ways, and Steve’s characters are so unique and compelling, you won’t want to put his books down.

      

        

      
        Scroll down or turn the page to learn more about Steve’s work…

      

        

      
        And if you this crossover story was your first time reading  my Apple Orchard Series, you’re in luck there too. There are 14 books in the series (and counting) and I bet you’ll love each one because everyone loves mysteries with humor and heart.

      

        

      
        Click HERE for Book One in the Apple Orchard Series…

      

        

      
        Happy Reading!

      

        

      
        Chelsea Thomas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Missing Sapphire of Zangrabar by Steve Higgs
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      ‘When Steve Higgs writes, he hits it out of the park. I find myself laughing out loud and often.’

      When life gives you lemonss, empty your cheating husband’s bank accounts and go on a cruise.

      That’s right, isn’t it?

      Fuelled by anger, and decision impaired by gin, Patricia boards the world’s finest luxury cruise ship for a three-month tour of the world …

      … and awakes to find herself embroiled in a thirty-year-old priceless jewel theft.

      Less than twenty-four hours after setting sail, she’s accused of murder and confined to her cabin. Thankfully, she is staying in the royal suite and that means she has a butler to help her. When he recruits his gym instructor BFF, Barbie, the trio turn detective to find the real killer.

      But someone on board doesn’t want them to succeed and when the next body is found in her kitchen, the team realise it’s more than just her freedom at stake.

      They’d better solve this fast or all three of them might be next.

      Read this fast-paced adventure as a middle-aged housewife throws off the shackles of her old life and becomes the woman she was always meant to be.

      Don’t miss this funny, cozy mystery series.

      Author guarantee: This series contains no profanity and no graphic descriptions of sex or violence.

      “This book’s roster of suspects, witnesses, and victims are all new and Steve doesn’t write a character just to have another body count, he writes each and every one to evoke some feeling, be it anger, humor, or someone you wish you had in your own roster of friends.”

      “I always say that each new story in Steve Higg’s series is the best one yet, and this one had a lot going on, but it really was the best one for me yet.”

      Grab your book HERE.
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