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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Everything was going great, until my grandmother got busted for tax evasion and money laundering. The doobie in her purse suddenly wasn’t a problem anymore. The day the IRS picked up my grandma at the gas station and brought her in changed our lives forever. 
 
    So here we were now in Bitter End, Florida, and I already resented it. Yes, in Bitter End. It didn’t get much more ironic than this. 
 
    The rain in Florida was different than it was in Oregon. I guess I shouldn’t complain, but when a place is dubbed the Sunshine State and it rains this much, you begin to wonder whether the people who gave states their themes actually knew anything about them. 
 
    Honestly, I had no idea how Gran and I would survive here. And that was putting it mildly. We loved the mountains, and having to give up our house to move to a senior living complex was the last thing we imagined we’d be doing. 
 
    Still, I tried to keep it together for Gran, but I was about to reach the end of my rope soon. 
 
    Rain was pouring on the windshield of our shared older-model silver Ford Taurus. Gran peered out the cloudy window. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I said, cringing inside. “You can’t go hating it before you give it a chance.” I already hated it for the both of us. I took a deep breath and tried to think of the upside of all of this. Surely there had to be one. Then I said, “At least we still have each other. You know, not everyone gets that privilege.” There it was. The upside to our move. We were still alive, and we were not rotting in jail. I sometimes felt like Gran really forgot how lucky we were to be moving like this. Things could have gone an entirely different route. 
 
    “Piper, I’m moving into what amounts to a nursing home. I had my own house. My freedom! Ugh!” Gran huffed lightly as she brought her elbow up to rest on the side of the door ledge. 
 
    “It’s not a nursing home,” I said. “It’s a retirement community.” I cringed again. 
 
    “Call it whatever you want,” Gran said. “But if I’m getting a bathing assistant, I’m going to shoot them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. 
 
    “Do you think we’re actually going to enjoy our lives here?” Gran said. “We don’t know a living soul.” 
 
    “We’ve got each other, and we’ll meet people. You know that.” I actually did not know that, and I had zero interest myself in meeting new people, but I tried so hard not to bum out Gran. Not any more than she already was. 
 
    “Meet new people?” Gran said. “How would that even work?” 
 
    I had no idea how that would work. We had nothing in common with regular civilians. We didn’t act like regular civilians. Regular civilians were mostly a pain in the butt. And now we were about to be surrounded by them. 
 
    I shook off that thought and kept my eyes fixed on the road with an intentional focus. I didn’t need to get caught up in the same kind of melancholy vibes my grandmother was currently entertaining. We’ve had enough of that to last a lifetime. I thought about the idea of a pet, or something to ease her tensions, but I wasn’t sure that was the right thing for her either. Or for me. Or for the pet, for that matter. Although we had to leave everything behind, I felt pressed to keep it positive. Okay, more like relatively positive. It’s not like we’d had any choice. Only if you considered going to jail a healthy alternative. 
 
    “Would it help if I hired some sexy Floridian gator charmers to move your boxes in? Ya know, so you can watch some men at work?” I winked at her playfully as the car rolled by the sign that read Welcome to Till the Bitter End Independent Living. Where your tropical dreams come true. 
 
    “Well, would you look at that?” Gran said, snapping her head back toward me as a wicked grin slithered across her face. “Where all your dreams come true? Until the bitter end? If that’s so, sign me up for the move team—stat!” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” I said. 
 
    Our new town was only about thirty miles from the Atlantic Ocean, and it wasn’t a quaint little seaside village, but not a bustling metropolis either. I figured at the least this had to be idyllic, since we had previously lived in a small town on the West Coast. 
 
    “It’s nothing like Oregon, and you know our setup was pretty nice,” Gran said. “We both had space, and we had each other. But if they’ve got hot-looking studly men around, I ’spose it might grow on me.” 
 
    “I think we’re almost there, and hey, look.” I lifted my hand from the steering wheel just long enough to point out a recreation center that read Community Hall. “They’ve got some sort of recreational hall. That should be . . . fun.” I gulped hard. 
 
    “Yeah, if you like playing backgammon with pink-haired ladies,” Gran said. 
 
    “You could easily get a pink hair-dye kit and join the club, Gran.” 
 
    “I’d rather go rainbow,” she said. 
 
    I gave her a quick sideways glance and shook my head as I rolled the car into a narrow alley and began to search out the number. “What’s the house again?” I asked. 
 
    “Four-two-two.” Gran pursed her lips. “Too bad I didn’t get the four-two-oh house. Oh, by the way, what’s the pot laws ’round here?” 
 
    “You’re not going looking for pot first day in town, Gran,” I said. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll wait until the second day,” Gran said. 
 
    I pulled up to the curb in front of Gran’s new house. The rain almost stopped completely. 
 
    “I hate it.” Gran huffed. “It’s drab looking.” 
 
    The house was a one-bedroom, single-garage, gray-painted bungalow, with an equally gray-colored roof and a wide porch. The front yard had seen better days. Old wooden stairs led up to the porch and front door. There was a golf cart parked in front of the garage doors. 
 
    I slid the car into park and turned off the ignition. I let out a breath of air. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Shoot me now,” Gran said. 
 
    “Not if I shoot myself first,” I said. 
 
    We stood there in silence for a couple of minutes longer. 
 
    “Well, the house is all yours,” I said. “Come on, let’s unpack.” I flung the car door open and proceeded to the trunk. The air was getting more humid by the second. I was starting to wonder how these people here survived. I grabbed a box from the car and walked the short path to the house. 
 
    “That damn IRS seizure,” Gran said. “What I wouldn’t give to have our house back.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said. 
 
    Gran grabbed another box and was right behind me. We already got the key to the house, so she unlocked the door, and we stepped inside. 
 
    We stopped short and I was truly contemplating doing that Thelma and Louise move, grab Gran by her arm, jump back into the car and drive off whatever cliff we could find in Florida. Which made me wonder if they even had cliffs here. 
 
    “Aw, no,” Gran’s voice cracked. “Look at this furniture. It’s godawful. It’s all old-fashioned stuff. This isn’t gonna work. I need new furniture. The interior is horrendous. Who designed this crap? The seventies?” 
 
    I looked around: living room and dining nook in the front, kitchenette to the side, bedroom and bathroom in the back. There was light-yellow carpeting everywhere that hurt my retinas. A brown couch stood in the middle of the living room in front of an older-model television device shaped like a box. One of those CRT television sets that most likely belonged in a museum. Gran was right. This hadn’t changed since the seventies. 
 
    All in all, the house was equipped with everything basic one would need, just as we were told. If you got past the initial nausea, it kind of felt cozy. 
 
    “May I remind you of the reason we’re in this predicament?” I asked Gran. 
 
    She glanced at me sheepishly. “All right, all right, let’s get this over with,” she said. “But you do know this is the couch you’ll be crashing on?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    We brought in the rest of our stuff: three more boxes and a tote bag full of cookies, crackers, and a six-pack of beer. I found the keys to the golf cart on the counter and a map of the compound. Whoa, this place was like a village. 
 
    I walked over to the windows, pulled the greenish curtains aside, and considering we didn’t have much to unpack, decided to open them to let in some fresh air. Boy, was my expectation shot to death when the air that seeped in was anything but fresh. It was humid and hot. I realized quickly it would have been a lot wiser to just turn on the AC. God, this sucked, and I knew from Gran’s demeanor as she peered at the houses opposite hers—with a wide patch of green lawn between, and all painted in pastel colors with potted plants that were nice and colorful—why this was like a nightmare to her. 
 
    Gran squinted through the window. “Are those gnomes in that yard?” 
 
    I turned to look. “Yep.” 
 
    “This can’t get any worse.” 
 
    It was 4 p.m. and Gran and I were going through our last box when we heard the doorbell ringing and then a rapping at the front door. Glancing at Gran I knew we shared the same thought at once. Who could be visiting now? Nobody knew we were here. The administration office got a notice we’d be arriving sometime this week, but we hadn’t given them an exact timeline of our arrival. 
 
    Gran’s hand instantly moved to the small of her back, where her Glock was tucked in her jeans belt. This was a feat, of course, because Gran couldn’t have just gotten one legally. Not since we had entered the Witness Protection Program. As if we could go get fingerprinted for our gun permits? Yeah, right. 
 
    And as for me, I only needed two seconds to pull out my knife from my boots. I shook my head. I had boots on. I was going to have a hard time wearing flip-flops or whatever they wore around here in Florida. 
 
    Gran nodded at me. I walked toward the door cautiously and looked through the peephole. A little old lady with white curls on top of her head was standing outside with some kind of dish in her hand. I could already imagine Gran opening the door and giving the lady a death stare. I saw through the peephole how the little lady went from smiling, to awkwardly smiling, to downright looking scared as she stared back at the peephole. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Hi, my name is Edith Donovan. I’m your neighbor and I just wanted to take a moment to welcome the new residents to the community. I’ve brought a homemade peach pie for you.”  
 
    Gran relaxed her shoulders, and I heard her muttering. “I was wrong. It just got worse.” 
 
    “How did you even know we had arrived?” I asked our visitor. Continuing to peek out the peephole, I saw this Edith person nodding at the pastel house next door. The one with the gnomes. 
 
    “I live just there, and I saw you moving in.” 
 
    Gran muttered again. “You’re going to have me playing Gin rummy with her by the end of the week.” 
 
    “I thought poker was more your thang,” I said, grinning. 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    On second thought, I shouldn’t have mentioned that; Gran was an excellent poker player, but these were not the right circumstances for her to be showing off her skills when we were supposed to lay low. 
 
    I decided to open the door then, allowing it to slowly creak to about a crack—my eyes scanning the street quickly before I let the door part enough to take the pie from her. “Thank you,” I said, but just before slamming the door shut in her face, I realized that a normal person would probably invite her new neighbor inside. 
 
    I sighed and opened the door wide as the lady continued to hold her arms in the same position she had held the pie in before I took it. She was slim and about five foot one. Her white curls were perfectly arched, and she had a twinkle in her eyes. She had on a black-and-white polka-dot dress combined with chunky sandals. She had way too many wrinkles to count. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “We’re a little exhausted from the trip. Would you like to come in?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, don’t mind if I do.” Edith stepped inside and glanced at Gran with a slight smile. “And who is this?” 
 
    “Dorothy,” Gran said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Edith looked Gran up and down and took in her blue denim pants tucked in her black combat boots, and the thick leather jacket over a white top. From Gran’s short bob—that she had to dye from fiery orange to honey blond—with bouncing bangs and her blood-red lipstick, I could tell this was definitely not what Edith had expected. The embarrassed smile was back. She turned to me and seemed somewhat relieved that I, at least, was not wearing a jacket. 
 
    Edith looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Oh, I’m Piper,” I said. 
 
    Edith’s look didn’t change. 
 
    “Piper . . . um . . .” I began, but for the love of no-see-ums couldn’t remember what my new last name was. 
 
    Edith’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “Harris!” I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. Piper Harris. And this is my grandmother, Dorothy Harris.” 
 
    Edith’s shoulders relaxed. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you,” our visitor said. “You can call me Edie. Everybody calls me Edie.” She glanced around the room and smiled a bit. “The place is nice.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Gran said. 
 
    “Oh, well, I can come over and help you redecorate, if you like?” Edie asked. 
 
    I saw Gran sneaking a quick glance at the pastel-gnome house. “No.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, thank you. I’ll let you know if I need help.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Edie said. “Edgar Zimmerman used to live here in this house. Didn’t have much sense of style. So what brings you to Bitter End?” 
 
    “The weather—” 
 
    “The beach—” Gran and I started at the same time.  
 
    “Oh, is that your story then?” Edie asked. “The beaches?” 
 
    Our story. That was the right way to put it. I had no idea what our story was. I realized Gran and I didn’t take the time to get our story straight. We kept putting it off thinking we’d have enough time for it, but here we were with no coherent story. 
 
    Edie was still staring at the two of us, expecting an answer. 
 
    I pointed to Gran. “She wanted more sun and thought Florida would be great for her.” 
 
    “And she needs a new . . . um . . . professional challenge, so she just sort of came with me,” Gran said. 
 
    “Oh, how lovely. Where did you move from?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Seattle—” 
 
    “Boise—” Gran and I blurted out in unison. 
 
    “Um, what’s that now?” Edie’s eyes played ping-pong between Gran and me. 
 
    “Never mind, Gran’s tired from the trip,” I said. “We moved here from Boise.” 
 
    Gran shot me a death glare and mouthed, Idaho? 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    Gran sighed and said, “Piper is right. I’m not thinking straight. Boise it is.” 
 
    “Well then, I should probably let you two finish unpacking. Enjoy that pie. It was nice to meet you both. If you want me to show you around here, just holler.” 
 
    Edie left and I let out a breath of air. “Great, we’re off to a freaking good start here,” I said. “Blending in just like we’re supposed to.” 
 
    Gran folded her arms beneath her chest. “Hey, it’s not like your answers were better.” 
 
    “Ugh, I know,” I said. “And what’s with the jacket? Aren’t you warm in that thing?” 
 
    “Come to think of it, I am starting to sweat.” 
 
    “Then take it off,” I said. “Look, we have to play our parts and really blend in. We can’t wear boots around here in two-hundred-degree temperatures.” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll go shopping,” Gran said. “How long are you going to crash on the couch, anyway?” 
 
    “Until I find my own place.” 
 
    There was silence between us. Finding my own place meant we were going to be separated from one another, and that situation scared the crap out of me. I lived my whole life with Gran in our house. Technically, it was her house, but I lived upstairs. Since Gran was the only one who raised me, it was kind of my house too. My memory house. My home. With our furniture in it. And our stuff. Now it was all gone. I shook that thought away. 
 
    “Hey, where’s my phone charger?” I asked. 
 
    “Think it’s still in the car,” Gran said. 
 
    I went outside and it was like hitting a wall. A wall made out of moistness, stuffiness, and oppressiveness. It was September, so I had good hopes that would subside to relatively normal breathing atmosphere in the next months. The scent of rain still lingered in the air. Clouds gave way to sunshine. Sunglasses! That was yet another item I had to put on our shopping list. The cheap sunglasses I’d used in the last couple of months broke a few days ago.  
 
    I was searching for the charger in the backseat area of the car when I heard a loud rumbling sound coming from afar. And getting closer. And getting louder. I looked up. A shiny Harley Davidson made its way down the narrow street: a Fat Boy V-twin softail cruiser with solid-cast disc wheels. I think I drooled just a little bit. Oh, and there was a guy on the motorcycle—jeans, black helmet, dark sunglasses, black T-shirt, and muscled arms with a tattoo on the left one. 
 
    I took a step farther from the car to take a better look at that feat of engineering just as the motorcycle rolled past me and straight through a puddle. Dirty water splashed all over me. 
 
    “Son of a bi—” I said.  
 
    The motorcycle stopped and the guy turned around. “Sorry, didn’t see you there,” he shouted. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Clearly,” I shouted back.  
 
    He grinned. “You just moved here?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re sharp,” I said. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” he replied. He stepped off his motorcycle and took off his helmet. Mid-thirties and about six foot two, he had short dark hair, sparkling dark eyes as far as I could see, a healthy tan, and was probably spending three hours a day at the gym. 
 
    I studied him for a few seconds. Did this guy live here or what? 
 
    “My grandmother moved here,” I said. “And I just sort of came with her.” 
 
    “That’s very nice of you,” he said. “So you’re Dorothy and Piper Harris?” 
 
    Crap. I felt my heart clench. How did he know our names? Were we in trouble? Did we have to move again? Was our cover blown? Was this guy sent out to shoot us? Man, was I dumb to let him see my face. “How do you know that?” I asked. 
 
    “I like to keep up to date with the goings-on around here,” he said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. 
 
    “Your names got registered at the community center as new arrivals this month,” the guy added. 
 
    “So you work here?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned again. “Sort of.” His eyes moved below my neck. 
 
    I looked down. Great. I could enter a wet T-shirt contest and probably win. My red bra was totally showing underneath my white shirt. 
 
    The guy’s eyes went back up. “I guess I’ll see you around then,” he said. He put his helmet back on, got on his bike and drove off. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and mumbled, “Jerk.” I got back into the car and found the charger beneath the mat on the floor. 
 
    I could see meeting new people was not going to be a simple task. On the one hand, one was supposed to be open and have trust in people, and on the other hand . . . well, there was us. In the past thirteen months we had been constantly on the lookout for hired killers out to get us. I mean, Gran snapped at a drive-thru employee because he was just curious where we were heading, for crying out loud. The acne-covered young guy handed Gran her fries, then I swear he started to cry. I wasn’t that much better either. Giving my name to a barista to write on the coffee cup opened up a whole new dimension of distrust. So basically, we were living our lives now always looking over our shoulders. And it sucked. Maybe I should get a gun too. 
 
    I went back inside the house and plugged in my phone. It was an older-model Nokia smartphone with a prepaid card in it. We couldn’t have a phone plan yet. That would have required legit papers and all. And with the name change that took a while, we were left with this option. Quite frankly, I felt more independent this way. And there was a lesser chance of getting tracked. 
 
    “Did you see that beauty?” Gran asked. 
 
    I blinked twice. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The cruiser,” Gran said. 
 
    “Oh.” Mental forehead smack. The bike, of course. 
 
    “Yes, I saw it,” I said. “And it hurts not to have one just like that.” My mind did a flashback to when Gran and I had to give up our prized bikes. 
 
    “Do you think we can—” Gran began. 
 
    “No!” I put my hand up. “I’m going to stop you right there. We are not buying new bikes. First of all, we don’t have any funds for it. And second of all, we’re not allowed to.” I cringed at the word “allowed.” This was new territory for us, to have someone tell us what’s “allowed.” 
 
    “If our cover is blown, then we have to start all over again,” I continued. “Or worse, we could get killed. Do you want that?” 
 
    Gran sighed. “Fine, fine. I know that too. It’s just . . . now that this is our last stop, it kind of starts to sink in. Like, this is it?” She looked around the room. 
 
    I tried not to get sucked into that mindset, although it was hard to keep my spirits up. 
 
    “We’ll make the best of it,” I said. 
 
    I changed my wet clothes and put on another white T-shirt. We definitely needed more clothes. Appropriate clothes. 
 
    “Who was that, by the way?” Gran asked. “The guy with the bike.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea. He said he works here.” 
 
    Gran’s eyebrows went up and down. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s a looker,” Gran said. 
 
    I felt a blush creep up my cheeks. What the hell? 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Haven’t noticed that,” I said. 
 
    “What’s his name?” Gran asked. 
 
    That was a good question. I didn’t even think about asking him that. “I have no idea, okay?” 
 
    Gran put her hands up in surrender, but I could see her smiling. “Okay, okay, but if he’s one of the sexy gator charmers, we’re definitely staying here.” 
 
    I turned on my phone and clicked on new message. 
 
    “You’re texting Dillon?” Gran asked. 
 
    I nodded. “We said we’d text him when we arrive.” Brett Dillon was a US marshal and the one in charge of relocating us. 
 
    I pressed send and let out a breath of air. 
 
    “Okay, we’re done unpacking, and Dillon knows we’re here,” I said. “What now?” 
 
    “Beer?” Gran asked on her way into the kitchen. 
 
    “I hope it had time to cool.” 
 
    “Sure it did,” Gran said. “I’ve put it in the freezer.” 
 
    I gave her a thumbs-up. “How about a slice of peach pie?” I asked. 
 
    “Peach pie and beer?” Gran stopped in her tracks. “Why the hell not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    It was a sunny afternoon in August when the US marshals burst into my home. I was at the stove, waiting for the meatballs to be done. Nice and crispy meatballs. I didn’t get the chance to eat those meatballs. I didn’t even remember if I pulled the pan aside. For all I knew, those meatballs were still on that stove. 
 
    Three marshals spoke over one another, explaining something to me about Gran and getting caught and the Falcons. At first, I couldn’t really process the gravity of the situation. My first thought was, Oh great, I need bail money for Gran. Not if they arrested me too; then I would have needed bail money for myself as well. But I knew the Oregon Falcons had our backs. They always did. I had the logo sticker on my bike, for crying out loud. We were Oregon Falcons. 
 
    Until I found out we weren’t anymore. Gran was going to testify against them. 
 
    And that’s when I learned how the system really works. To avoid prison time, and I mean a long prison time—like we’re-living-on-Mars-until-we-come-out kind of time—Gran was offered a deal by the US government: testify against your allies, and we’ll protect you. Oh, and there was a lot to tell. The Oregon Falcons was the most successful branch of the Falcons network. They kind of worked like the mob, only on motorcycles. So way cooler. 
 
    The DEA, the IRS, the district attorney, and basically every authority out there was after the Oregon Falcons for a long time, and they knew that busting Gran on a whole lot of extralegal activities was their best shot at weakening their power. They get the little guy in order to get the big guy, or best-case, the whole organization. 
 
    The only problem was that when the big guy found out what the little guy was up to, usually the big guy would appoint other semi-little guys to kill the little guy for betrayal. In fact, the optimal scenario was to get rid of the little guy before he could testify against the big guy. That’s why the little guy needed to be in hiding until the trial came up. 
 
    “And then what?” I threw my hands up in the air. We were at a motel in North Carolina about one week after leaving the meatballs behind. “Are we supposed to just go back home and live our lives like nothing happened? Like the rest of the Falcons can’t get to us after the trial?” 
 
    Dillon, the US marshal appointed to us, was seated in a cheap red velvet chair. He wore a dark blue suit; he always did, as I learned over the next months. “No,” he said. “You’re not going back home. You’re never going back home again. You’ll get a new name and a new place to live.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re taking care of it,” Dillon said. And by “we,” he meant WITSEC—the United States Federal Witness Protection Program. 
 
    I felt my knees buckle. I thought about how I left my home with the marshals when they came to pick me up. I left as if nothing was wrong. I didn’t pack or anything. The marshals were very adamant about leaving as fast as we could. I figured I’d be gone for a few hours and that’s it. I only had the clothes on my back. Literally. If I’d known right then I’ll never return back home . . . I’d have eaten those meatballs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Coffee,” Gran said. “We don’t have any coffee.” 
 
    “How can we not have coffee?” I asked. I was just finished showering and did a half-hearted attempt at towel-drying my long, wavy, dark brown hair. Living in this climate, it didn’t really matter. Whatever you did, your hair was probably always puffy. 
 
    “We don’t have coffee because we haven’t bought any,” Gran said. She was in the kitchen, opening cupboards and taking inventory. 
 
    The day before, we finished our beers and went straight to sleep. We felt exhausted. Besides, I saw the coffee maker on the counter, so I just assumed there’d be coffee too. Which meant today was turning out to be a big shopping day. 
 
    We got dressed in our usual attire and got out of the house. 
 
    “I think we have to take the golf cart,” I said to Gran, perusing the map I took with me. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” she said. 
 
    “Nope. This is apparently the main means of transportation around here. Look, they have diamond lanes for the carts.” 
 
    “Well then shoot me now,” Gran said. 
 
    “I need a cup of coffee first,” I said and jumped back inside the house to get the key to the cart. 
 
    We got in and it took a few tries until I got the hang of it. I understood Gran. It did feel pretty pathetic to go from a Harley to a golf cart. It felt like a kick in the shins. But I also knew I was better than Gran at compartmentalizing. So I just didn’t think about it. 
 
    We drove off and I gave the map to Gran to guide me to the dining hall.  
 
    “The dining hall?” Gran asked. “You wanna meet everybody here at once? I was kind of hoping I wouldn’t have to interact with anybody.” 
 
    “And what? Stay in your house forever? The dining hall is the closest venue for coffee right now.” 
 
    “Fine,” Gran said and looked at the map. “Take a right here.” 
 
    We drove through the community center, and it looked totally different than yesterday, when it was raining. The sun was shining brightly today, and a soft breeze blew through our hair. Gran and I gazed at our surroundings, while I drove slowly. The houses looked similar to that of our neighbor’s, Edie. Apparently, gnomes were a thing here. Also, everybody seemed to have a golf cart parked in front of their house. 
 
    We parked our golf cart in the designated parking lot, got out, and started walking. There were more and more people on the paths, and I could see we were nearing the center of the center, kind of. There was a wide patch of lawn to our left where a group of residents was busy sitting in front of wooden tripod stands and painting. Here and there were tables with chairs under huge beach umbrellas. Some guys were playing chess under a tree. I saw one swimming pool. Some kind of water aerobics class was taking place in the pool. The men and women were wearing bright-colored swimsuits and matching bathing caps. 
 
    “If there’s a hell, this is it,” Gran said. 
 
    What worried me most was not Gran’s definition of hell, but the hundred pair of eyes staring at us. We looked so out of place as we strolled across this picture-perfect world in our biker boots. 
 
    “This is weird,” Gran said. 
 
    “Please don’t pull your gun on them,” I said. 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “Am I not allowed to do anything ’round here?” 
 
    “We should have gone shopping for clothes first,” I said. “This is not the way to blend in.” 
 
    “Look at them,” Gran said as we walked along the path between the pool and the mini-golf course. “I should call Dillon right now and have him remove me from here immediately.” 
 
    “You know he won’t do that,” I said. “You know he said we’re getting a pretty good deal here.” The first month at the senior center in Bitter End was already paid for, and that included housing and dining. 
 
    Gran huffed and mumbled something, but I decided to ignore that and focus on getting that damned cup of coffee. It was already 9 a.m. and I hadn’t had any caffeine in my system. 
 
    Five minutes later, we arrived at the dining hall. Gran and I walked in, and everybody stopped with their forks in midair. Followed by a head-to-toe scan. 
 
    Wow, these people sure didn’t know what subtle meant. I guess I already knew what the gossip du jour was going to be. 
 
    I straightened my back, fluffed my thick hair, and was ready to tackle . . . basically every person in that room. 
 
    “Dorothy! Piper!” a familiar voice rang out. I saw a smiling Edie standing from a table and making her way toward us. “I’m so glad to see you.” She took Gran’s and my hand in hers as a way of greeting. “Are you here for breakfast?” 
 
    Today, Edie was wearing a blue and yellow polka-dot dress and the same chunky sandals. I looked behind her shoulder and saw maximum confusion in the eyes of the other patrons. Even one staff member was standing open-mouthed behind one of the counters, with the coffeepot in her hand. 
 
    “For breakfast? Um . . .” Gran said. 
 
    “Come,” Edie said. “Come sit with us.” 
 
    With us? Just like Gran, I was so not in the mood to meet other new people. It was enough Gran and I stood out like aliens. 
 
    We walked past another table where two women sat. One of them, her hair up in a tight bun, shot a dirty look at Edie. “Doing charity work again?” she asked Edie and pointed at us. 
 
    “Who you calling charity work?” Gran was instantly in her face, and her hand flew to the small of her back. 
 
    The woman’s eyes grew huge, and she dropped her fork on the table. There was utter silence for a few beats. More than when we walked in. 
 
    “Mind your own business, you old crow,” Edie said to the woman. Then she turned to us, all smiling again. “Don’t mind her. She always gets her panties in a bunch.” 
 
    As we walked away, I couldn’t help myself. I made eye contact with the rude woman and pointed two V-sign fingers first at my own eyes, then in her direction, to signify “I’m watching you.” 
 
    We made it to Edie’s table unharmed. Better yet, we made it to the table without harming anyone. 
 
    “Dorothy, Piper, meet Beatrice and Theodore,” Edie said, pointing at the other two people at the table who were sipping coffee. 
 
    Even in sitting position, the woman named Beatrice looked to be so short, I could probably hold her in my hand. She had the same white curls on top of her head as Edie did. She wore glasses thick as my thigh, which is probably why her lipstick had problems staying within the lines. 
 
    The man stood to greet us. He was about six foot tall, had thinning gray hair, and I sensed he was an athlete in his younger years. He had broad shoulders and a sturdy build. 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you,” Theodore said, all smiling. 
 
    “Edie has already told us about her new neighbors,” Beatrice said. 
 
    Gran cleared her throat. “Well . . . um . . . it’s nice to be mentioned,” she said. 
 
    Edie brought two other chairs to the table. “Sit, sit,” she pointed. 
 
    I studied Edie as I took a seat. Why was she so nice to us? She didn’t even know us, and let’s face it, we didn’t exactly make a great first impression. What was her agenda? Then I shook my head. Wow, this was what it had come to. I was suspecting a little old lady of having an agenda.  
 
    “So, Edie tells us you moved here from Boise?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “Apparently news travels fast around here,” I deadpanned.  
 
    Beatrice was taken aback a bit. 
 
    “I mean, yes, we moved here from Boise.” I tried a more pleasant tone. 
 
    “Are you looking forward to spending your days in the sun?” Theodore asked and glanced half-embarrassed at Gran’s boots. 
 
    Gran looked down and then up again. “Very much,” she said. “We’re actually going shopping today to get something more . . . appropriate for this place.” 
 
    “Oh, then you should definitely go to Bitter End Liberty Square and check out the stores,” Edie said. “They have the best stuff there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “So what do you do for a living?” Beatrice asked me. 
 
    Damn. What was I supposed to say again? Dillon and I brainstormed a few valid options, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember if we’d agreed on one. I stared at Edie’s and Beatrice’s perfectly shaped white curls and just blurted out my answer. “I’m a hairdresser,” I said. 
 
    Gran gave me a glance. 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Beatrice clapped her hands. “Just what we need around here.” 
 
    I surely hoped not. 
 
    “Um, sure,” I said. 
 
    A staff member came with a fresh coffeepot and Gran and I helped ourselves. 
 
    “Thanks, Denise,” Edie said. 
 
    I took big gulps and didn’t even bother with the milk. I realized right then how hungry I was, and Gran probably too. We ate so much junk in the last couple of days, being on the road and all, and now, delicious smells were wafting through the air, making my stomach rumble. 
 
    Gran and I got some food from the buffet. There were some healthy choices and some semi-healthy choices. Gran got brown bread with scrambled eggs and ham, and I got porridge, muffins with jam, and banana slices on the side. 
 
    We dug in. Our table companions were watching us, half-amused. 
 
    “Oh my,” Beatrice said. “What I wouldn’t give to have your appetite. Unfortunately, I seem to have lost that somewhere around my fifties.” 
 
    Gran munched on a piece of ham. “I would kill myself if I stopped craving this.” 
 
    “Well . . .” Beatrice said. “It hasn’t come to that yet.” 
 
    “I like women with a healthy appetite,” Theodore grinned at Gran. 
 
     I had to stifle a laugh so hard, I almost spit my coffee out. Was he hitting on Gran? 
 
    Gran looked up. “Then you’ll absolutely adore me,” she said.  
 
    “Ha,” Theodore said. “Aren’t you the optimistic one?” 
 
    Gran and Theodore locked eyes. Uh-oh. It appeared Gran had met her match. Edie and Beatrice leaned back, probably to not get in the way in case this became more than just a verbal duel. 
 
    The staring contest between Gran and Theodore ran for about one minute, then Gran got back to her piece of ham. I could see Edie and Beatrice letting a breath out. 
 
    “So,” I said, while chewing the heavenly bites of the muffin. “What’s your story?” 
 
    “Our story?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Why’d you move to Florida? I assume you moved here from somewhere else.” 
 
    “It’s more tax-friendly,” Theodore said. 
 
    “My son moved me here,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “I freakin’ love the sun,” Edie said. 
 
    We all stared at Edie. 
 
    “What?” she said innocently. “I do.” 
 
    I smiled at her. Surprisingly, it was a genuine smile, not the trying-to-blend-in fake smile. 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I moved here five years ago from Georgia,” Edie said. “So it wasn’t that far for me. I used to come to Florida on vacation all the time and I love it here.” 
 
    “Wow,” Gran said. “You survived here a whole five years?” 
 
    “Survived?” Edie asked. “I’m having the time of my life.” 
 
    Gran gave her a quizzical look. “What is there to do all day here?” 
 
    “There’s lots of stuff to do around here,” Edie said. “We’ve got indoor activities and outdoor activities, and then there’s the beach not that far away. And if all that fails, we can always do pot.” 
 
    This time, my coffee did come out. Straight out of my nose. “What did you just say?” I asked. 
 
    “You know . . . pot,” Theodore said and connected his thumb and index finger together, then brought them to his mouth and pretended to take a hit. 
 
    “I’ve got some in my purse right now,” Beatrice added, while nonchalantly taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    Gran’s eyes sparkled. “Really?” 
 
    Right away, Edie, Beatrice, and Theodore exchanged worried looks. 
 
    “Dorothy, we’re just pulling your leg,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran’s shoulders slouched. “Oh. But of course you are.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’re wicked.” 
 
    “We’re not as boring as we come off,” Edie said. 
 
    “Obviously not,” I said. 
 
    “Hmph,” Gran said and took a full bite of scrambled eggs. “That’s cruel.” 
 
    I wiped some coffee off my shirt. “Theodore, when did you move here?” 
 
    “About two and a half years ago,” he said. “I lived with my wife near Chicago, and after she passed, it was time for a change.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. 
 
    Theodore waved that thought away. “Thank you. Most of us came here without a partner.” He snuck a glance at Gran. “Either divorced or widowed.” Gran ignored him. 
 
    “True,” Beatrice said. “I divorced my husband over ten years ago and had been living with my son and his family until I came here.” 
 
    “He kicked you out, huh?” Gran asked. 
 
    “Um . . . well . . .” I could see Beatrice was trying hard to find the right words. “He made me see this would be a better option for me, so . . .” She sighed. “You know what? Yes. Yes, he didn’t want me there anymore. And that’s the godawful truth after all those years I spent diapering him, clothing him, helping him with homework . . .” 
 
    “Tell it like it is, sister,” Edie said, and they clinked their coffee mugs. “Good thing these are Irish coffees.” 
 
    Gran and I looked up at them. “You’re kidding again, right?” I asked. 
 
    Edie smiled sheepishly. “Maybe we are.” 
 
    I shook my head and dug into my last muffin. “This is going to be fun,” I said. 
 
    About twenty minutes later, Gran and I said goodbye to our breakfast posse and headed back to our golf cart. We drove back to the house, where we exchanged the cart for the car. As soon as we were in, we turned on the AC. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see where this Bitter End Liberty Square is,” Gran said with my phone in her 
 
     hand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Another thirty minutes later, we arrived and parked our car in the only free spot we found on the side of one of the streets. What we’ve seen of Bitter End so far were a lot of palm trees, neat and clean streets, low houses painted in pastel colors—so it was not just the community center—and a heavily populated downtown. I could see lots of shops on either side of Liberty Square. 
 
    “Let’s go in and see what we’ll find,” I said. 
 
    The problem was not the finding, as I soon learned. The problem was the accepting. Accepting to wear flowered tops instead of a leather jacket. Bright-colored muumuus instead of jeans. Flip-flops and sandals instead of boots. 
 
    “I look ridiculous,” Gran said, coming out of one of the dressing rooms and looking at herself in the mirror. 
 
    I cringed inside. I’d never seen Gran wearing a dress, and it looked totally bizarre on her. “Nonsense,” I said. “You just look . . . different. Different is good. We need different now. Different is . . .” I shook my head. There was no use. 
 
    “See?” Gran said. “Different sucks. I don’t even have a place for my gun anymore. Unless I start wearing briefs that have that flap in the middle. Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
    I tried on shorts, a blue top, and flip-flops. “I feel my IQ dropping ten points,” I said, standing in front of the mirror. 
 
    Gran laughed and I laughed with her. This whole situation was way too odd for us. Honestly, I didn’t know how we’d ever survive here. 
 
    “Maybe we should get one of those spray-on tans,” Gran said. “Look at us. We’re white as cheese.” 
 
    “Hmph. You do have a point there. But a spray-on tan? We’re so close to the Ocean and you have a pool back at the center.” 
 
    Gran pondered about that for a second. “You’re right. Then let’s hit the beach.” 
 
    As strange as it was hearing that sentence come out of Gran’s mouth, I concurred. Might as well see how this lying-on-the-beach thing turned out, since we were in trying-out-new-stuff mode anyway. 
 
    We bought the dresses, tops, shorts, flip-flops, sunglasses and walked back to the car. I started the ignition and realized we didn’t have any swimsuits. Mental forehead smack. We got out of the car, trekked all the way back to the store, and stood with our arms crossed over our chests in front of the bikini rack. We exchanged looks. No way were we wearing that. 
 
    We huffed it back to the car, still in our jeans, boots, and Gran in her leather jacket. We changed into our new clothes in the car, then drove to the nearest gas station. I filled up the tank and bought a six-pack of beer, along with two bags of chips. Then we were on our way to Shady Beach. 
 
    “Really?” I asked Gran. “Shady Beach?” 
 
    Gran looked at the phone screen again. “That’s what it says here.” 
 
    “Jeez Louise. Shady Beach in Bitter End. I swear whoever came up with these names was dead drunk.” 
 
    About one hour later, we stood with our feet in the sand, watching the sea. The beach was wide enough to allow for the occasional beach chair and blanket. A couple of parents were playing some ball game with their kids. There were a few people bathing in the sea. A group of girls was lying in the sand to toast, turning around every five minutes like kebab skewers. 
 
    It was the first time in my life I was on a tropical beach. I still didn’t understand how people could stand this heat. Sixty degrees, that was my kind of temperature. 
 
    We had requested that we get relocated in any place with sixty degrees max. Dillon even asked us where we’d want to go, and I was quite pleased that he was actually going to take our needs into consideration. Boy, was I wrong. The opposite happened. Dillon had said there was a good chance Gran and I mentioned some of our favorite places to someone in our past, making it more probable someone would find us there. And he wasn’t all that wrong. Everyone knew Gran and I hated the heat. 
 
    So Florida it was. Our worst nightmare. 
 
    Gran and I found some towels in the trunk of our car that we took from one of the motels we stayed at in the last year. I didn’t remember if they were clean or not, but I really didn’t care. They were perfect for us to plant our butts in the sand. We found a spot under a palm tree and lay down. We watched the people on the beach, and it wasn’t long until we felt sleepy. I didn’t know if it was the weather or the beers we had with us. 
 
    “Not so obvious,” I told Gran, while she took a gulp. “We don’t want any trouble with the law. We’ve had enough of that to last for a lifetime.” 
 
    After two beers and a bag of chips, I felt my eyelids closing. 
 
    When I opened them again, it was early evening and the sun had started to set. I shook Gran awake. 
 
    “What? Where?” she said, looking confused. 
 
    “We fell asleep on the beach,” I said. 
 
    “Well . . . this is a first,” Gran said, yawning. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go; we look like two bums with no place to live,” I said, getting up. 
 
    The beach had emptied, and I felt a sea breeze smelling like salt. We gathered our stuff and headed back to the car. An hour later we arrived at Gran’s house. It was almost 8 p.m. and it was dark outside. The only light came from streetlamps and front porches. I pulled up to the curb and Gran and I got out of the car. On the way inside the house, I heard something and stopped short. It seemed to come from Edie’s house next door. It sounded like . . . slapping? 
 
    Intrigued, I turned around and walked alongside the lawn between the two houses. Gran was right on my heels. I passed the potted plants and saw Edie in her front yard, slouched over a man, who was just lying there. She was smacking him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
    Edie looked up like a deer caught in the headlights. “I think he’s . . . dead,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Did you say dead?” Gran asked. “What do you mean dead? Like dead dead?” 
 
    I put my hands up. “Wait a minute. I’m sure this is all a mistake. The man can’t be dead.” 
 
    “But I think he is,” Edie said. 
 
    Regretting coming over, I shook my head. I walked over to Edie and the stranger lying on the ground. I checked for a pulse then looked at Edie. “This man is dead,” I said. 
 
    “That’s what I told you,” Edie said. 
 
    “Did you . . . slap him dead?” I asked. 
 
    Edie’s hand flew to her chest. “Did I sla—? Of course not. This is how I found him. At first I thought he fainted or something, so I tried to wake him up.” 
 
    Gran came over and looked down at the dead man. “Who is this, anyway?” 
 
    “It’s Edgar,” Edie said. “Edgar Zimmerman.” 
 
    “The guy who lived in Gran’s house before her?” I asked. 
 
    Edie nodded. 
 
    “And what does he—?” I started to ask, but then saw a small dark puddle oozing from underneath the dead man. “What is that?” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Gran said, eyeing the puddle. “This man is definitely not dead because someone smacked him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edie looked alarmed. 
 
    “See that?” I pointed to the puddle. “That’s blood.” 
 
    “Blood?” Edie’s voice rose an octave. 
 
    “I’m guessing someone stabbed him,” Gran said. “Or shot him.” She took a closer look. “No, I’m going with the stabbing. If he were shot, then there already would have been blood everywhere. And someone would have heard the shot.” 
 
    Edie turned white as a sheet. “What are you talking about?” she asked with arms flailing in the air. “You mean someone murdered him? This cannot be happening!” 
 
    “Okay, let’s all calm down,” I said. Man, how I wished we'd gone inside Gran’s house, instead of getting stuck here with a dead body. Our second day into our new lives and this is what happens. Gotta love the irony. 
 
    “Oh my god, oh my god, what should we do?” Edie cried. 
 
    “We?” Gran asked. 
 
    I elbowed Gran then put my hands on my hips. “First of all, nobody touches the dead man. Second of all, Edie, go inside, call the cops and wait for them. Gran and I are going back to the house, because . . . well, this really is none of our business and—” 
 
    Edie stood. “No way,” she said. “You’re not leaving me here alone now. Not after you tell me Edgar might have gotten stabbed. In my front yard!” 
 
    “Not might have,” Gran pointed out. “Most certainly.” 
 
    “How do you know that just by looking at him?” Edie asked. “He might have tripped or something and landed in . . .” 
 
    “Grass?” Gran said. “Yep, those things sure are spiky.” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “Fine, I don’t know. But still, I can’t be alone now. Let’s call the police.” She walked down the small pathway to her house. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Gran whispered to me. “We can’t be involved in this.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered back. “This is the last thing we need.” 
 
    I watched Edie open the front door of her house. I wanted to turn around and get out of there, but somehow, I felt glued to the ground. I sensed Gran felt the same. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Edie called out. 
 
    Gran and I sighed, then traipsed inside the house. Where I almost went blind. There was wallpaper on every wall with a floral pattern so busy one could get dizzy. The décor of the living room was antique-y and cozy, but way too stuffed for my taste. Probably for a lot of people’s taste. The layout of the house seemed to resemble Gran’s. Except there was no yellow carpeting everywhere. But there were a couple of dolls placed on the couch next to fluffy colorful pillows. The dolls were giving me the creeps. 
 
    “Let me get my cell phone,” Edie said and headed to the kitchen area. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, officers were swarming the place. Gran and I gave our statements, as short as they were, and I hoped the cops didn’t think to run us through the system. They didn’t have any reason to, and I expected they wouldn’t find any. Dillon told us our new identities would be secured and that only WITSEC and the involved marshals knew about our former identities. And also the judge who performed the legal name change, only he would seal the court records, making it harder for every other authority to find out who we were, and making it easier for us to start over. Gran and I got new birth certificates, driver’s licenses, and Social Security cards. 
 
    However, if someone did start digging around, they would find out we didn’t have any financial documentation. No prior banking records, no credit reports, no nothing. To say that would be highly suspicious was an understatement. 
 
    I stepped out of Edie’s house just as the EMTs were taking the body away. There were still some officers scattered around the perimeter of the house. A whole bunch of people—residents of the center, I assumed—gathered on the street and were talking behind hands and pointing at Edie’s house. This was probably all the excitement they’d gotten in years. 
 
    Out of curiosity, I would have liked to know how on earth that man got stabbed in Edie’s front yard. Or what he was doing there in the first place. But that wasn’t for me to find out. I couldn’t help but think, though, that a murderer was literally so close to us, to Gran’s house, probably only minutes before we came home. 
 
    I was so deep in my own thoughts I didn’t realize someone heading in my direction until it was too late. I bumped against a hard chest. 
 
    “What the . . .?” I started and looked up. “You!” 
 
    “So we meet again,” he smiled. “Better watch where you’re going.” 
 
    I peeled myself off his chest, breathing in his woodsy cologne, and feeling a blast of heat running through my body. It was the guy on the motorcycle I met the day before. I cleared my throat. “Well, thanks. It’s dark outside and I . . . didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. “That’s not something I hear often.” 
 
    “Pretty cocky for a staff member at a community center,” I said. 
 
    He grinned. “I didn’t say I work at the community center.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “You said you sort of work here. So what is it that you do?” 
 
    At that moment, Gran and Edie stepped out of the house, finishing talking to an officer. Motorcycle Guy’s grin disappeared when he looked toward them. In fact, he looked downright concerned. He sprinted to Edie and gave her a quick hug. 
 
    What the hell? I exchanged looks with Gran, who headed over to me. Was this normal behavior around here? 
 
    “Grams, are you all right?” he asked Edie. “I came as soon as I heard. What happened here?” 
 
    Grams? For real? 
 
    “It was horrible,” Edie said. “Edgar just lay there on my lawn and there was blood underneath him.” She shook her whole body in disgust. “That image is going to haunt me forever.” Then she pointed at Gran and me. “And then they said Edgar got stabbed!” 
 
    Freaking awesome. 
 
    Motorcycle Guy turned to us, frowning. He took Edie by her arm, and they walked over to us. He nodded to an officer, who nodded back. This couldn’t have gotten any worse. Gran mumbled to me, “We so should have bailed when we had the chance.” I mumbled back, “You’re right about that.” 
 
    “So, what do you ladies have to do with this?” Motorcycle Guy asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. “You a cop?” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “This is my grandson, Ryker. He owns Donovan’s Security and Investigations. His office is right next to the community center, on the south side.” 
 
    “PI firm?” Gran asked. 
 
    Edie nodded. “And security.” 
 
    “Would it have been a problem if I were a cop?” Ryker asked me. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “No problem.” 
 
    He waited a moment before he said, “Good. So what happened here?” 
 
    I understood his interest in this incident because his grandmother was somehow involved. That was the only reason I didn’t put up resistance to his query. If he were doing this solely because of his profession—let’s face it, PI’s are curious by nature, or else they wouldn’t be PI’s—my attitude toward him would have been slightly different. In my opinion, PI’s were just wannabe cops. And I wasn’t such a big fan of cops either. 
 
    We told Ryker how we found Edie when we came home. 
 
    “And you just assumed it was foul play?” he asked. 
 
    “We . . . um . . . watch a lot of crime shows,” I said. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Gran added. “We’re big fans.” 
 
    Ryker studied us. “You don’t seem to be shaken up or upset—or anything for that matter—considering you just dealt with a dead body.” 
 
    Uh-oh. Maybe I underestimated this guy. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Look . . . Ryker is it? We don’t know that person.” I pointed to the spot where the dead man lay. “We’ve never met that person. At least not when he was alive. I can’t get all emotional about someone I don’t know. And Gran and I just moved here, and we’ve got our own sh—I mean, stuff to deal with, okay? We talked to the police, we talked to you; now if you don’t mind, we’d like to head to the house and go on with our lives.” 
 
    “Ooh, solid burn.” Gran let out a honking laugh. 
 
    I turned on my heels and headed back to the house with Gran following closely. 
 
    “That guy’s got it bad for you,” Gran said. 
 
    I gave her a death stare. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We forgot to buy coffee,” Gran said, staring at the coffee maker. 
 
    I was still lying on the ugly couch in Gran’s living room. “No coffee? Again?” I groaned. 
 
    “No,” Gran said. “We bought all kinds of crap yesterday, but we forgot the coffee.” 
 
    I stood in a sitting position and stretched my couch-shaped muscles. “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s almost ten,” Gran said. 
 
    “Christ, this is no way to live. We can’t be sleeping away our lives like this.” 
 
    “Why not?” Gran asked. “It’s not like we have something to do or somewhere to be.” 
 
    She was right about that. I walked over to the window and looked outside. The sky was blue, and the sun was shining. 
 
    “Okay, time to face the world outside,” I said. 
 
    Thirty minutes later we were in the golf cart, on our way to the dining hall. I had on capri pants, one of my white tops, and flip-flops. My feet had never been this airy. It was unsettling. Gran, on the other hand, wore a light-blue dress and her biker boots. We both wore dark sunglasses. 
 
    “I feel so uncomfortable,” Gran said, pulling down on her dress. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said as I swerved to the right. “Driving in these shoes is like playing darts blindfolded.” 
 
    We entered the dining hall and looked around. Just like the day before, all pairs of eyes landed on us. On Gran’s boots, to be exact. Luckily for us, the place was half-empty at this time of day, so there were fewer people to shoot daggers at. 
 
    Gran and I took a seat at an empty table and asked for a pot of coffee. Then we got sandwiches, fruit, and two milkshakes. At this rate, we were going to put on so much weight, nobody from our old lives would ever recognize us. 
 
    We were sipping our coffees when Edie walked into the place. Everybody stopped moving and there was silence. Gee, flashback from yesterday. Edie looked like she hadn't slept in a week. Her curls were all over the place, she had huge bags under her eyes, and seemed to be a bit slouched over. She stopped in her tracks and looked around, zoning in on us. She straightened her back, lifted her chin, and headed over. 
 
    “Thank god you’re here,” she said, slumping in the empty chair at our table. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, although I kind of already knew the answer. 
 
    Edie turned to the staff, pointed to a coffee cup, then turned her attention back to us. “It’s chaos! It’s mayhem!” 
 
    “What is?” Gran asked. “Didn’t the police clarify everything last night?” 
 
    Edie sighed. “After you left, the officers stuck around and looked for clues and whatnot. They sealed off my front yard with that awful yellow crime scene tape. Didn’t you see it this morning?” 
 
    Gran and I exchanged looks. From my vantage point inside Gran’s house, I could see only part of Edie’s house and her yard. I didn’t see the crime scene tape, and apparently, neither Gran nor I thought of going over this morning. 
 
    “Um . . . well . . . we didn’t exactly see . . .” Gran began. 
 
    “Because we had the . . .” I continued. “No coffee and . . .” 
 
    “It was late and . . .” Gran said. 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “Fine, whatever. You’re probably the only people around here who don’t care about gossip.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gran said. 
 
    The staff member brought Edie a cup and she helped herself from the coffeepot. “I’m an outcast. Everybody thinks I had something to do with Edgar’s death. And that damned tape in front of my house doesn’t make things better.” 
 
    “Why would people think that?” I asked, taking another bite of my sandwich. “And how do they know who died? It happened just over twelve hours ago. Unless the cops talked to the residents, but I’m assuming they didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, news travels way too fast around here,” Edie said, sipping some coffee. “And they think that, because they’re closed-minded and stupid.” 
 
    A woman from a nearby table turned and stared at Edie like she had the plague. Edie didn’t look away. She frowned and said to the woman in a loud voice, “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips together and looked away. Edie turned to us. “What did I just say? Closed-minded and stupid.” 
 
    Despite the unpleasant situation our breakfast companion was going through, I smiled. I kind of liked the way she was handling it. 
 
    “So, you were right,” Edie continued. “Edgar was stabbed. They don’t know with what yet. There was nothing sticking out of him, so whoever did it, took the weapon with them.” Edie shook her head. “I can’t even believe the words I’m saying. Edgar. Dead. Stabbed. Weapon. It’s horrible.” 
 
    Gran bit into her chicken sandwich and I sipped my milkshake. 
 
    “Why aren’t you two more freaked out?” Edie asked. 
 
    Gran shrugged. “We didn’t know that Edgar person. And we’re still adjusting to our new living situation and the fact that, apparently, we’re supposed to be more appalled by strangers dying.” 
 
    Edie studied Gran for a second, then resumed sipping her coffee. “You two are odd.” 
 
    That got another smile from me. 
 
    “So what was this Edgar doing at your house, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “If I only knew that,” Edie said. “I was inside when I thought I heard some noise or some voices outside. I went out and saw Edgar lying on the ground and, as I approached him, I saw he didn’t move. I honestly didn’t know what to think of it. When he didn’t get up, I knelt beside him and tried to wake him up. Until I realized he was gone. And that’s when you two came.” 
 
    “The guy who lived in my house just decided to visit you?” Gran asked. 
 
    “Well . . . to be honest . . .” I think I saw Edie blushing. “Edgar and I used to hook up now and then.” 
 
    I almost choked on my milkshake. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Gran grinned. “Now we’re talking.” 
 
    “Don’t be so surprised,” Edie said to me. “You’re still young and you probably can’t imagine that people who are older also have . . . needs and desires. But Edgar and I didn’t have something serious going on. He is, I mean, was way too peculiar for that. But you know, being neighbors and all, you go over for a glass of wine, and”—Edie moved her eyebrows up and down—“things happen.” 
 
    It was official. I was never going to drink milkshakes again. 
 
    “Do you think he came back for a lil’ something?” Gran asked. 
 
    “Stop, please!” I put my hands over my ears. 
 
    Edie totally ignored me. “I don’t know,” she said. “I wouldn’t have expected it. We didn’t stay in touch or anything. He’d moved away about two months ago and it was quite sudden. Basically, he was just gone. Nobody knows why. But because he was more of a loner and didn’t exactly interact much with the other residents here, nobody thought anything of it. I don’t even know where he moved to.” Edie sighed. “And now he was back, and somebody killed him in my front yard. I can’t believe this. There was a murderer in my front yard.” 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. 
 
    “I wish I could stop obsessing about it, but this is huge,” Edie said. 
 
    “I say don’t worry,” I said. “The police will take care of it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Edie said, lost in thought. She didn’t look like she believed that. “Guess they will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The roller coaster of emotions and stress I went through in the last thirteen months could last for a lifetime. I think I even spotted some gray hairs. 
 
    There was the leaving-the-meatballs-behind episode. There was the moving from motel to motel almost every month. There was Dillon, who tried to explain the situation as best he could. He went with us every time we moved; that was his job. He enlisted help from the local marshals to watch out for us. One time, I wanted to walk the short distance from the motel room to the gas station on the other side of the street to get some rum, or whiskey, or tequila—whatever made me feel less inclined to take the marshals’ guns and shoot ourselves free—but even then someone came with me. I guessed I could have been grateful because they were putting their lives on the line for us, kind of like bodyguards to celebrities or politicians, but instead, I thought of them as babysitters. Annoying, adhering-to-the-rules babysitters. 
 
    To be honest, Gran and I kind of made Dillon’s life a living hell. But what did he expect? Were we supposed to say thank him for being pulled out of our lives? 
 
    “I know how you feel,” Dillon used to say and rub his forehead. 
 
    My answer always was, “No, Dillon, you don’t know how we feel.” 
 
    He’d sigh. “You’re right. I don’t know. I can only imagine. But look, you’re getting off pretty easy, even if it doesn’t seem like it. I know you got used to a certain kind of life, but let’s not play coy. We all know what that life entailed, and it was not always on the right side of the law.” 
 
    My answer to that was a scoff because, well . . . he was not that far off. 
 
    “I thought only regular people, you know, innocent people”—I laid on the sarcasm on the word “innocent”—“get into your precious witness protection program.” To be honest, I’d only heard of this program on TV shows, and it always involved some unfortunate souls who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, witnessing some terrible crime. 
 
    However, what I found out from Dillon, and I got the impression he divulged this fact as a favor to us—for whatever reason, I don’t know—was that in real life, only about 6 percent of the witnesses going into the program didn’t have any criminal record. TV shows were not real life. 
 
    Dillon also told us that we were probably going to adapt to our new lives easier than those “innocent” people. I think he meant that as a good thing, but somehow it didn’t comfort me at all. He said those innocent people paid a higher price in giving up their old lives and starting new ones. He said people with no criminal record or activity were forced to live a lie by their new circumstances, although they did the right thing in testifying against whomever did the wrongdoings, and that was something that took a toll on them. Much heavier than people with criminal activities, who already . . . well, who already knew their way around the truth. 
 
    “Gee, Dillon,” I had said. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “It’s not a compliment,” Dillon had answered. “It’s statistics. I’m not going to sugarcoat it for you.” 
 
    That, he didn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I set the last bag in the back seat of the car. After breakfast, Gran and I drove to downtown Bitter End in search of groceries. We took our time. Like Gran had said, not like we had to be somewhere. We bought bread, potatoes, a couple of steaks, rice, spaghetti, some vegetables. Oil, vinegar, salt, pepper, sugar. And of course, coffee. Some more beer and chips. And two bottles of dark rum. Those were the most important items. We also loaded up on some soaps, shower gel, shampoo, and other toiletries. Man, this shopping trip was costing us a fortune. 
 
    We also stopped by the gas station, more out of sheer boredom since I’d filled up the tank only the day before. By that time, it was blazing hot, and I dreaded even getting out of the car. Maybe next time we'd kill time in an air-conditioned café or something. I didn’t lose any time at the gas pump, and we drove back to the community center. 
 
    On our drive there, Gran and I talked about what to do for vehicular transportation. Right now, we had the Ford Taurus and the golf cart. Gran rolled her eyes at the mention of the golf cart. Nevertheless, if she had to live in that new and . . . let’s just say, slow environment, a golf cart seemed like a plausible alternative.  
 
    “Yeah?” Gran said. “What if I also get one of those oxygen tanks to carry around with me? Would I fit in better then?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anyone walking around with those things, but yeah, I get what you’re saying,” I said, stopping for a light. “Let’s just decide later.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Gran said. 
 
    We got back to the house and started unloading our grocery bags. I looked in the direction of Edie’s house, while Gran was grabbing two bags out of the back seat. “What’s wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said, still staring. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I walked the few feet to Edie’s house. I really didn’t know why. I didn’t really care what happened. You could say I was just curious. I peeked over and saw that the crime scene tape Edie had mentioned had been removed. Nothing else seemed out of the ordinary. It was like nothing happened, really. I shrugged and walked back over to the car. 
 
    Thirty minutes later we had every grocery item in its place. Gran and I stood in front of the kitchen counter with our arms crossed over our chests. 
 
    “Now what?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I guess I could start looking for an apartment,” I said, not totally convinced. 
 
    Gran glanced at me. “That’s really what you want to do now?” 
 
    I sighed. “Not really.”  
 
    Truth was, I had zero stuff to do, like literally zero. So I could very well start looking for a place for myself now. I couldn’t live with Gran forever in this house. House rules or something like that. I could also start looking for a job—no. My mind was not ready for a new place and a new job right now. I kinda got used to not having to work. Dillon expected I step it up once we got here, but how to do that after you’ve spent the last year living your daily life out of motel rooms? My day job was watching reruns of Everybody loves Raymond. 
 
    And now, I was still adjusting to the fact that I would never be able to return home. I couldn’t even process that thought for crying out loud, let alone say it out loud. And to whom could I say it? To Gran and myself. That’s it. I shook my head. I needed a drink. 
 
    Like reading my mind, Gran got out two glasses and poured some rum in them. We clinked glasses and chugged down the contents. I saw Gran glancing toward the window. 
 
    “You want to go out?” I asked. “And . . . mingle?” 
 
    Gran turned to me. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She poured more rum into our glasses and nudged me to the couch. The math was easy, really. It was hot outside and there was AC inside. 
 
    We had just planted our butts on the couch when there was a knock at the door. Gran and I were immediately up and exchanged glances. 
 
    “Don’t people have anything better to do around here?” Gran hissed. 
 
    She walked slowly to the door and looked through the peephole. Then she turned to me and rolled her eyes. She opened the door and I saw Theodore smiling at her. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” he said, beaming at Gran.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile myself. Something about Theodore was incredibly adorable. 
 
    Gran’s face didn’t move a muscle. “Hello. Can I help you?” 
 
    Well, at least she said hello, I thought. 
 
    Theodore’s eyes landed on the glass Gran was still holding. Then he looked my way and noticed my glass too. He gave a nod of approval. “I see someone is having a good time. In the middle of the day, too.” 
 
    “Not much else to do ’round here,” Gran said, still standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Well, I may help you with that,” Theodore said, wiping some sweat off his forehead with a handkerchief. “There’s the Fall Fest Dance tomorrow at the rec hall. I wanted to ask you ladies to join me there. Actually, to join us all there.” He motioned with his hands around him. 
 
    “By us you mean everybody here?” Gran asked, her tone not exactly joyful. 
 
    “Of course,” Theodore said. “We would be happy to get to know our new resident and her granddaughter better.” He looked down at Gran’s glass again. “You could even sneak in your own booze if that’s what’s holding you back. I won’t tell anybody.” He winked. 
 
    Wow. He was good. 
 
    So good, that even Gran was thrown off. She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, we’ll see.” 
 
    Theodore’s smile grew bigger, as he kept his eyes trained on Gran. Who didn’t look away. Sheesh. Was this another staring contest? 
 
    I put my glass on the kitchen counter and walked over to the door.  
 
    “Hi Theodore,” I said. 
 
    “Good to see you, Piper,” he replied. 
 
    “What exactly is this Fall Fest Dance tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
    Theodore wiped some more sweat off his forehead. “It’s basically what we do around here for fun. There’s food, there’s drinks, there’s dancing. It’s inside the rec hall, so the heat won’t be a problem. Starts at 6 p.m.” 
 
    “At six? Wow.” 
 
    Theodore grinned. “Well, you know. Us old folks like to go to bed early.” There was something in the way he said that that made me think he was so not like the “old folks” around here. 
 
    “We’ll try to swing by,” I said to him. 
 
    Gran whipped her head toward me. “We will?” 
 
    “Is there anything we should bring?” I asked Theodore, ignoring Gran. 
 
    He shook his head. “Everything is being taken care of. There are extra funds for events like this.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Thank you for letting us know.” 
 
    I elbowed Gran. She softly grunted. “Yes, thank you,” she deadpanned. 
 
    Theodore smiled and turned to leave. Just before Gran closed the door, I jumped outside. 
 
    “Theodore, wait,” I said. 
 
    He turned back around. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you something. What is the deal with that murder in Edie’s front yard? I assume you know all about it?” 
 
    Theodore’s expression grew grim. “Poor Edie,” he said. “You expect people to die here now and then but not this way. It was Edgar, you know? He used to live in this house.” 
 
    I nodded. “I heard that. What’s the word on the street?” I asked. “If you could call it that. Does anybody know something? It’s weird he was murdered in Edie’s front yard and Edie says she didn’t even know he was back.” 
 
    Theodore wiped his forehead again. “I know. Nobody knows why Edgar was here. Nobody really knew Edgar, actually. He kept to himself, never joined community activities. I don’t even remember or know when he moved here. If he has kids, I wouldn’t know about it. He never mentioned kids or grandkids.” 
 
    “And nobody saw him yesterday evening?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Theodore said. “But I know he moved out of this house about two months ago. He was just simply gone. We heard the house became vacant but not what happened to the resident. To be honest, we didn’t spend much time contemplating his whereabouts; he was not exactly popular around here.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “So a complete mystery.” 
 
    Theodore put on a wicked smile. “You’re getting curious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I . . .” I started, “I . . . I was inquiring mainly because it happened right by Gran’s house, and we don’t really want to be in the spotlight.” 
 
    Only that was a lie. We weren’t in the spotlight, Edie was. Maybe I was just curious. Although I shouldn’t have been. I had other problems on my mind, and being curious about a murder that didn’t even have anything to do with Gran or me should be the last thing on the list to think about. It shouldn’t even be on the list, as a matter of fact. 
 
    “Of course not,” Theodore said, but I got the impression he didn’t believe me for a second. “And because you’re just inquiring for your grandmother and yourself, I can let you know as soon as I find out anything else. If I do.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sure thing.” 
 
    I realized Theodore didn’t say anything about Edie and Edgar hooking up—man, I cringed just thinking about it. Either he didn’t know anything—I had no idea how subtle Edie and Edgar were—or he did know and wasn’t saying anything because it was not his place. Which I’d find very chivalrous of him and that much more likeable and trustworthy. Hmph. Trustworthy. That word hit a total new level in the last year. It was too soon for trustworthy. I didn’t even know if trustworthy would ever become to me what it used to be. 
 
    Theodore wiped his forehead for the millionth time, and I decided to relieve him of standing in the hot sun. I thanked him and headed back inside. 
 
    Gran and I returned to the couch. We turned on the TV and watched numbly some show about picking out the perfect wedding dress. This felt familiar. We’d been doing this for over a year now. It kind of became our life. And I knew we had to snap out of it, just . . . not now. Not today. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and felt drowsy. What happened? Glancing next to me, I saw Gran with a half-full glass of rum in her hand lightly snoring on the couch, as the blue light from the TV screen shone on her face. She still had on her blue dress, that was now kind of tangled all around her. My glass was on the carpet next to the couch. I stretched myself and carefully took my glass to the kitchen counter. 
 
    It was shortly after 7 p.m. and already dark, which was fine by me, because that meant it should be cooler outside. My stomach rumbled, having had only breakfast today. But I also needed a walk to get my blood going and stretch my limbs. I opted for the latter first. This way, Gran could rest a bit longer. Finally, I could get out at night without the babysitting marshals. This felt like freedom. 
 
    Tiptoeing through the living room, I opened the front door and walked outside. It was still hot but more breathable. I looked over to Edie’s house and it was eerily quiet and pitch-dark inside. Either she wasn’t at home, or she had her curtains drawn all the way. I shrugged and started on my walk. 
 
    There were only a few people on the narrow street, and now and then a golf cart drove by. It was cloudy and the only source of light came from the streetlamps. After about fifteen minutes, the narrow street gave way to a wide patch of lawn. In the middle of the lawn was the community pool, shining blue from the lights beneath. 
 
    I could already feel a blister forming between my toes. I was so not used to wearing these flip-flop shoes. 
 
    I passed the dining hall and saw through the windows it was packed. Which kind of made sense; it was dinnertime after all. My stomach growled again, and I ignored it. I’d wake up Gran when I got back to the house, and we would fix ourselves something to eat. 
 
    The administration building, clearly marked as such, was next to the dining hall, separated only by a narrow stretch of lawn. The building was three stories high and made out of solid brick. I made a mental note to come by here with Gran and notify them of our arrival. 
 
    As I was passing by, I thought I saw a dark shadow glued to the wall. I stopped in my tracks and turned around. Yep, there was definitely someone there. Someone was tiptoeing silently against the wall, then they were lurking by the door. There was only a small light above the entrance, but kind of crooked, so the person remained in the shadow. 
 
    Now, I know I should have just walked away. That was absolutely not my business, and I didn’t really care. Or I shouldn’t have cared. But this was a community center for the elderly and who could be wanting to sneak around here? Especially one day after a murder occurred? 
 
    Despite all my rational thoughts to forget about it and go on with my walk, curiosity got the better of me. Curiosity and potential guilt. What if another resident wound up hurt tomorrow morning and it turned out I could have stopped the perp tonight? I wasn’t about to get too emotional about the people living here, but I wasn’t a monster either. Damn it. I silently grunted and hid behind a small bush. What the hell are you doing? went on in my head over and over. Followed closely by, This is not what you need right now. You could get into trouble. And then, Stupid flip-flops, can’t even hide my knife in them. 
 
    That’s when I heard some clicking sounds. Was this person trying to pick the lock? By the sound of it, unsuccessfully, I might add. I sighed. 
 
    Screw it, I’m going in. 
 
    I jumped up, looked left and right, and crept across the front area of the building, nearing the shadow at the door. Hmm. The shadow looked kind of small. I raised my arm and touched their shoulder, ready to pounce if needed. 
 
    They started, turned around, and all I could hear was a loud yelp. I looked down to see a whole lot of white curls and polka-dots. 
 
    It was Edie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “What, are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Edie said. 
 
    “Edie? What the hell are you doing here?” I took a step back. 
 
    She looked around, then pulled me closer to the wall. “Shh. Could you lower your voice? Somebody could hear you.” 
 
    “What are you doing sneaking around here?” I asked. “Were you trying to break into the administration building?” 
 
    Even in the shadow, I could see Edie blushing. “Well, when you put it like that . . .” 
 
    “Why on earth would you do that?” I asked. 
 
    Edie huffed. “It’s Edgar, okay? And him dying in my front yard. I can’t just stand around doing nothing. People here are acting as if I’m a pariah. But I didn’t murder Edgar. Why would I do that?” 
 
    To be honest, everybody was capable of murder given the right circumstances. If I were the police, I would suspect Edie as well. The little-old-lady appearance was not an alibi for murder. For all I knew, she could have done it, too. But I decided to keep that thought to myself. It really did seem improbable for Edie to be a killer. 
 
    “Okay, I get that,” I said. “But the police will get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    “Will they?” Edie crossed her arms. “Sure, it’s their job and all, but what if they don’t succeed? It wouldn’t be the first murder in history that doesn’t get solved. And then what? Oh my god, I’m going to have to move!” Edie shook her head. “No, I can’t let that happen. I just can’t sit at home with my hands in my lap, just waiting.” 
 
    I sighed. “What about Ryker?” 
 
    “Thank god my grandson does what he does, and I know I can count on him, and I know he will look into the matter on his own; but still, I can’t depend on anybody else for this. I can’t sit tight and wait. Although Ryker would rather I sit tight and wait.” 
 
    I studied Edie for a couple of seconds. And unfortunately, I totally got her. I wouldn’t be able to sit tight and wait either. 
 
    “Okay, so why the administration building?” I asked. “What were you looking for here?” 
 
    “I had to start somewhere,” Edie said. “I basically didn’t know anything—” 
 
    We heard footsteps coming from a path about twenty yards away. Edie and I glued ourselves to the brick wall. The footsteps faded away, and under a streetlamp I could see a gray-haired man walking toward the dining hall. Edie and I let out a breath of air. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “we don’t have to act like we’re doing something wrong here. We could be out for a stroll and talking. If we hide, we’re only going to draw attention to ourselves.” 
 
    “Oh yes, you’re right,” Edie said, relaxing her shoulders a bit. She continued. “I don’t know anything about Edgar. Don’t know if he has kids or not. Or an ex-wife somewhere, or if he was a widower. Heck, for all I know, he could have had a living wife somewhere.” 
 
    “He didn’t give you any personal information?” 
 
    Edie thought about it for a few seconds. “I think he mentioned once he lived in Illinois before coming to Bitter End, but I’m not sure I remember correctly.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you know about him?” I asked. “Age? How long he’s been in Bitter End?” 
 
    “He was eighty-one and I think he moved into Dorothy’s house maybe three years ago,” Edie said. 
 
    I cringed. “Eighty-one?” 
 
    Edie put her hands on her hips. “He kept in great shape for eighty-one.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I muttered. 
 
    “Anyway,” Edie said, “everybody has their own info file here at the office.” She tipped her chin toward the building. “There should be more information on Edgar in there. Like a forwarding address when you move out, for example. But I can’t just ask to see someone else’s file. So I decided to go in and look for it myself.” 
 
    I frowned. “Do you even know how to pick a lock?” 
 
    Edie blushed again. “Well, I looked up some video tutorials on the Internet, but it looks easier than it actually is.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples and kept thinking I should leave Edie alone to do what she had to do. I could have been back on the couch right now, dreaming of my baby, my Harley Davidson Sportster with 121 horsepower, trailing the wide-open roads of upstate Oregon.  
 
    “Edie, you do know that if you get caught, the authorities can confiscate your computer and look through your browsing history?” 
 
    “Oh.” I could see Edie’s heart sinking. “But I used one of the computers from the break room. I don’t have a computer at home.” 
 
    I gave her a look. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, I get it,” she said, sounding defeated. 
 
    I watched Edie getting more disappointed by the second. And although that little voice in my head told me to scram, get out of there, beat it, run for the hills, I found myself asking, “What did you bring to pick the lock?” 
 
    Edie opened up her hand and said sheepishly, “A hairpin.” 
 
    “Good god,” I mumbled under my breath. 
 
    “Well excuse me for not having time to order one of those lock-picking sets for professional burglars,” Edie said. 
 
    I sighed and took the hairpin from her. “Come on, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    “Really?” Edie’s eyes sparkled. 
 
    I looked around, making sure nobody was near us. The dining hall still seemed packed, so we were good for a while. I bent the wire and jammed the one end into the lock, starting to work it. Edie got so close to me I could feel her breath on my cheek. “Whoa,” she said. “That looks awesome.” 
 
    “Edie,” I hissed. “You need to keep a lookout.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said, sounding disappointed. 
 
    After about sixty seconds, I heard a satisfying click and softly pushed the wooden door open. Edie turned back around. “Where did you learn to do that?” she asked. 
 
    “I watched some tutorials as well,” I said. 
 
    I entered the building with Edie close behind and closed the door. 
 
    “Did you bring a flashlight?” I asked her in the pitch-dark hallway. 
 
    “A . . . flashlight?” 
 
    “Yeah, a flashlight. We could also use your phone for that. Do you have it with you?” 
 
    “Um . . . I don’t have it with me,” Edie said in a small voice. 
 
    “Then how did you plan on seeing something in here?” I asked. 
 
    “I . . . um, didn’t really think that through.” 
 
    Clearly. 
 
    I muttered and pulled out my phone, turning on the flashlight. I wasn’t familiar with the inside of the building and its layout, since I’d never been in here before, so I had no idea where to go. I gave Edie my phone and she led the way. We walked through a long hallway, and I saw offices to the left and right. 
 
    “Do you even know which office it is?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “Of course I do,” she said. 
 
    At least she knew that. 
 
    We remained on the first floor and went into the third office on the left. The door was slightly open, as were all the doors there. 
 
    “They’re not so big on security here, huh?” I said. “Getting in using one hairpin. Doors to the offices are open. I haven’t seen any video cameras. Are there any hidden somewhere?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Edie said. “It’s not like the senior center here is a hotbed of criminal activity.” 
 
    “Obviously not,” I said. “Just two people breaking and entering. And the murder in your yard.” 
 
    In the office we saw a small desk, a computer on it, a cabinet in the corner, and a huge plant by the window. Edie went straight to the cabinet. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we look in the computer files?” I asked. 
 
    Edie snorted. “Please.” 
 
    “Wow, you really keep up with the times here.” 
 
    The cabinet was bursting with files. At least they were neatly organized in alphabetical order. We opened the drawers until we got to Z for Zimmerman. Just then, we heard voices outside the window. Instantly, I turned off the flashlight from my phone and listened. Edie grabbed my arm and squeezed. I heard two women talking outside, but the sound was muffled. They stopped in front of the window and chatted away. Great. I could see their shapes outside, lit by one of the lamps from the path. Hopefully they'd start moving again.  
 
    But no such luck. A man joined them, and they were all happily talking outside. 
 
    “Christ,” Edie said in a whisper. “They should go to bed already.” 
 
    “It’s barely eight thirty,” I whispered back. 
 
    “They’re old,” Edie said, by way of explanation. 
 
    “And when do you go to bed?” I asked. 
 
    “Me? Oh, I’m a night owl. I party all night long.” I could hear the sarcasm in her voice and couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    The happy trio didn’t move an inch. “Okay, we’re getting nowhere just waiting,” I said and moved with the Zimmerman file behind the cabinet, where a small burst of light from the camera flash wouldn’t be that visible to anyone standing outside the window. With a last glance toward the disturbing party, I took pictures of the file pages, then tucked the file back into its drawer. 
 
    “Now let’s get out of here,” I said to Edie. 
 
    We knew our way back, so I suggested we leave the flashlight turned off. Which turned out to be a mistake since Edie somehow stepped on my feet three times until we got to the front. We glued our ears to the door, trying to hear if anyone was outside. Now I hoped the yappers stayed where they were. 
 
    I didn’t hear anything, so I cracked the door open a bit and waited. Nothing. I cracked the door a bit more. Still nothing. Edie was behind me and almost climbed on top of me, stretching her neck to see something. 
 
    “Edie,” I hissed again. “Would you calm down? And get off me?” 
 
    Convinced nobody was outside, I opened the door wide and stepped out, along with Edie. 
 
    “How on earth did you learn to do all that?” Edie asked. “It was just like in a spy movie.” 
 
    “I just . . . winged it,” I said. 
 
    Edie raised an eyebrow. “You winged it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I . . . uh . . . watch a lot of crime shows.” 
 
    I was kind of hoping she would let it go. It was enough I got involved this much; she surely did not need to know how I learned to pick a lock and slip in and out without getting caught. 
 
    Edie watched me for a couple of seconds longer, then shook her head. “Fine, whatever you say. Now let’s go; we have to take a look at those pictures.” 
 
    Damn it. I knew what I’d gotten myself into by taking the pictures with my own phone. My plan now was to send the pictures to Edie and get myself out of this affair. Only somehow, I got the feeling Edie wouldn’t let that happen. I sighed. I knew I had to involve Gran in this too. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Edie said, “We’re going to Dorothy’s.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go to your house?” I asked. 
 
    “Because it’s too risky,” she said. “I really don’t feel safe there looking through stuff that has to do with Edgar, stuff that I obtained in a, let’s say, nonconventional way. What if the police come over again and catch me in the act?” 
 
    I eyed Edie. That was such a big fat lie. The same held true if we were at Gran’s house. And despite her little-old-lady-with-white-curls appearance, I had a feeling Edie was a tough cookie on the inside. Right now, I suspected she wanted a wider audience for her shenanigans. 
 
    “You do know that if we go to Gran’s we have to tell her what we’ve been up to?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    I shook my head. “So how can you trust we won’t tell anybody?” 
 
    Edie blinked twice. “I just do.” 
 
    “But you’ve barely just met us,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “Call it a sixth sense.” 
 
    Okay, this was fascinating and disturbing at the same time. How could this woman have trust in two complete strangers? 
 
    We walked back to Gran’s house in silence. By then, it was shortly past 9 p.m. and I was officially starving. We went in and saw Gran in the same position I left her in: on the couch, mouth half-open, snoring a bit, legs wide apart in her blue dress—which was, fortunately, long enough—with the glass of rum at a forty-five-degree angle. 
 
    Edie stopped in her tracks and her eyes went wide. “Whoa. Is she all right?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s fine,” I said and approached Gran, shaking her shoulder lightly. 
 
    Gran woke up with a jolt, splashing some rum onto the carpet. Not that it mattered, the carpet was ugly as it was. 
 
    “Wha—? Whe—?” Gran asked, confused. She quickly scanned the room and her eyes landed on Edie. “What is she doing here?” 
 
    I explained that Edie was there because we needed to find something out. Then I gave her a full report of the evening. 
 
    When I finished, Gran looked at Edie. “How do you not know how to pick a lock?” 
 
    “Is that what you got from all this?” Edie huffed. “Excuse me for living under a rock this whole time.” 
 
    Gran cracked a smile at Edie. Then she got up from the couch. “Anybody want some rum?” 
 
    “You know what?” Edie said. “Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    Gran poured some rum for all of us, then we took seats around the table in the dining nook. I knew Gran well, and although on the surface she seemed totally unfazed by our . . . let’s say, endeavor, tonight, I caught the look she gave me while she was fumbling with the rum bottle. The look that meant, “why did you get involved in this?” I knew that discussion was coming. 
 
    I pulled my phone out and we looked though the pictures. I expected to find a lot more information, but as it was, a lot of the fields in the forms were left empty. 
 
    Edgar Zimmerman, eighty-one years old. At least Edie got that right. There was his address here at the community center. No mention of any family members. His emergency contact person was someone named Laurie Smith and there was a telephone number next to it. Under “miscellaneous” there was an address. Thirty-One Mason Road, number five, Bitter End, Florida. So it was in town. No information on where he moved from. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Edie leaned back in her chair. “I had to fill out every single thing when I moved here. I’m surprised the administration let him off the hook with only this measly info.” 
 
    That reminded me of Gran’s and my measly info the senior center must have received. Dillon said he’d take care of it, so I hoped we wouldn’t encounter any problems. 
 
    Gran turned to Edie. “So you didn’t know anything about your man?” 
 
    “He was not my man,” Edie said. “He was only my man occasionally. I never even realized up until now that I didn’t know a whole lot about him. I mean, we talked and all, but it wasn’t about our past or anything. It was small stuff, you know? Mostly about what each of us had for dinner the night before, or some gossip about fellow residents, or browsing through shopping pages for walkers, stuff like that.” 
 
    Gran and I stared at Edie. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I was kidding about the last one.” Then she took another sip of rum. “So anyway, we didn’t really exchange any real information. But what we have now is a contact name with a phone number and an address.” 
 
    I frowned. This was so not going in the right direction. “Um . . . so?” 
 
    “So let’s get to it,” Edie said. “We have work to do.” 
 
    “We?” Gran and I said in unison. 
 
    Edie gulped down the last of her rum. “Yes, we.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    There was a lot Gran and I had to change. Starting with our names. But we weren’t the ones who chose them. It seemed we weren’t allowed to do anything once we got into the witness protection program. The risk was too high that we’d choose some names we mentioned in our former lives, names that we liked or names that were somehow related to our old names in any way. We were presented with the last name Harris and had to give a statement it was unassociated with our former lives. 
 
    We got to keep our first names, though, and man, was that a relief. I’d really have trouble identifying with any other name than Piper. It was totally deliberate that we didn’t have to change them as well. One does not get accustomed that fast with saying or signing a totally different name, and by keeping our first names, our reaction was natural when someone addressed us, and we had time to catch ourselves signing our old name before it was too late. 
 
    Dillon even made us practice writing our new names and new signatures. What good that did, I didn’t know. My brain got totally stuck when Edie asked about my last name. 
 
    “You know this isn’t a free pass to start a new hustle, right?” Dillon had said. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I’d said. 
 
    “You do very well know,” Dillon said. “Just because you’re getting a new name and can start over, doesn’t mean we’ll tolerate a new rap sheet.” 
 
    I did know very well what he was saying. Gran and I needed to be careful with our . . . endeavors. They needed to be on the right side of the law. Okay, that thought was so scary, I could have barfed every time I was reminded of it. To be honest, all I knew was life with the Oregon Falcons. I hung out with the boys since I was a teenager. I watched them work on their bikes in the shop. I rode with them in the rear passenger seat until I was old enough to ride my own bike. 
 
    I learned early on I belonged to a group that was so not on the right side of the law. This group had the local PD in their pocket. Nobody ever called the cops on the Falcons. You would have to be very stupid to do that, or have a death wish. 
 
    I never really questioned my affiliation to the Falcons. I already belonged to the group from birth. Being on that side of the law, the Falcon’s side, felt powerful. For Gran as well. She managed a trucking company that was the main source of revenue for the Oregon Falcons. The federal authorities had their eyes on that business for a long time. They kept digging and they kept waiting for the right moment to pounce. And boy, how hard they pounced once they were able to prove the discrepancies between the money going in and the money going out. Gran couldn’t stop them any longer. 
 
    So yeah, telling us about the right side of the law was kind of like trying to keep a top from spinning. 
 
    Another thing Gran and I had to change was our ankle tattoos featuring the shape of a falcon with the word Oregon etched beneath it. It wasn’t a huge tattoo, but it was the logo of the Oregon Falcon’s branch. And that was a no-no for the marshals. Too recognizable in case someone actually knew what the tattoo meant, or in case people would ask about the meaning of the tattoos. Then we would have to serve them up another lie. The marshals determined the risk was too high, so they paid for a couple of laser removal sessions for me and Gran, and now, all that was left in that spot was a pinkish-hued layer of skin and the assurance the skin would look normal again in time. 
 
    I haven’t told Gran about this, but I had tears in my eyes as I was sitting for each session. Even after it was over, I kept patting the spot where the tattoo was, like I was trying to soothe it. 
 
    With a new name and removed tattoo, I sometimes looked in the mirror and asked myself, “Who am I now?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t you just have said no?” Gran asked, brewing a second pot of coffee. “I don’t understand why that was so hard.” 
 
    Gran was wearing her usual jeans and white top, combined with her new memory-foam house slippers. 
 
    “I can’t explain it,” I said, taking a seat at the table in my new bathrobe. One of those super-thin ones, not like the ones I had back home. “She looked so tiny and helpless there, fumbling with that hairpin at the door.” 
 
    The conversation with Gran I knew was coming, came the next morning. We spent the evening with Edie yesterday. She wanted a solid and exact plan of what to do next, while Gran blocked every suggestion. I tried to find some middle ground. We drank some more rum. And since we still had peach pie leftovers from Edie, we ate that too. What I craved now was real food. And maybe less rum. Which was doable since we already finished the first bottle and the second one was almost empty now. 
 
    It was not until after midnight that Edie left, and Gran and I went straight to bed. Now, I had some mild back pains because of the stupid and uncomfortable couch—an issue that could be solved by me finding my own place to live. I shook my head. Nope, I still didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    I rubbed my temples while Gran went on and on about how she couldn’t understand how I got involved in this thing with Edie. It would have been so easy to just walk away. Now I had hard evidence on my phone for “stealing” information. I rubbed my temples some more. “You think I don’t know that? Like I said, I just couldn’t say no. Let’s just assume nobody is going to want to officially search my phone.” 
 
    Gran brought the pot of coffee to the table. “I hope not. This is our third day here and you’re already mixed up in stuff that is none of our business. And you got me involved in stuff as well, like that stupid fall-dance-whatever tonight.” 
 
    “Well, we were supposed to start a new life here, right?” I said. “So this is what I’m trying to do.” 
 
    We sipped our coffee in silence. Then Gran said, “So what’s the plan for today? Things got muddy last night, and I can’t remember exactly.” 
 
    I told her Edie was supposed to come by before noon. Then we'd make the call to that Laurie Smith person together. Edie was very adamant that we all be there for the call. 
 
    “Why the heck doesn’t she go to her other friends?” Gran asked. “Those other two? What’s their names? Beatrice and Theodore?” 
 
    I smiled. “Edie said they were not hip enough to know about stuff like this.” 
 
    Gran let out a scoff. “Well, I guess that’s a compliment.” 
 
    Not ten minutes later, we heard a knock on the door. Gran and I remained totally calm this time. Apparently people visit often here. 
 
    Gran looked though the peephole and opened the door to Edie. She was all smiling and had a basket in her hands. 
 
    “I brought homemade muffins and cream cheese,” she said. 
 
    I eyed the basket. “Interesting combination.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s the best,” Edie beamed. 
 
    Trust. Again that word. 
 
    Edie took a seat at the table, and I had déjà vu. We were sitting here in the same aggregation not twelve hours ago. Only now we had coffee and muffins, instead of booze and pie. 
 
    Edie clapped her hands together. “Come on now, let’s call that number.” 
 
    I glanced at the muffins. “I have to eat first.” 
 
    We dug in. The food was phenomenal. Just like the peach pie Edie brought us. 
 
    “Say, Edie,” I said while munching on my second muffin. “What did you do for a living?” 
 
    “I was a chef,” she said, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “In the last fifteen years before retiring, I ran a four-star kitchen in downtown Atlanta.” 
 
    Gran nodded while spreading some more cream cheese on her muffin top. “Not bad.” 
 
    “Makes sense now,” I said. “This is really good.” 
 
    Edie blushed. “I’m kind of rusty now since I don’t need to cook for people every night, but I can still whip up some amazing stuff.” 
 
    I laughed. “I like your self-confidence.” 
 
    “Working in the kitchen is tough,” Gran said, and I had a feeling she looked at Edie differently now. “It’s a high-stress environment and you need nerves of steel not to freak out. Really not bad, Edie.” 
 
    Edie blushed a deeper shade of red. “Why thank you, Dorothy. You’re right, that job is not for the fainthearted. But I had fun too. You always have to have fun. Did you also work in a restaurant?” 
 
    “No, I had an acquaintance who told me a bit about it,” Gran said. 
 
    “Then what was your profession?” Edie asked, taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    Uh-oh. Both Gran and I stopped with our muffins midair. 
 
    “I . . . um . . . I was an accountant,” Gran said. 
 
    An accountant? Jeez Louise. 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Edie said. “I bet you know all sorts of legal loopholes.” 
 
    I coughed so hard, coffee came back up out of my nose. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “A crumble got lodged in my throat.” 
 
    Gran kept her composure. “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” was all she said. 
 
    Time to change the subject. 
 
    “Okay, so,” I said to Edie, wiping my mouth, “did you bring your cell phone with you?” 
 
    Edie stared blankly at me. 
 
    “You didn’t bring it, did you?” I said. 
 
    “Christ,” Gran said under her breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t think of it, I barely use my phone,” Edie said in a small voice. 
 
    “We were supposed to make a call!” I sighed. “Whatever, give me my cell.” 
 
    Gran reached for my phone on the counter. 
 
    I dialed the number. 
 
    “Is it a local number?” Gran asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Cell phone.” 
 
    Gran leaned back in her chair and Edie got closer to me, biting on her nail. But all I got was the generic auto-reply that the user was temporarily not available, and I could leave a message after the beep. I hung up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Edie asked. 
 
    I reported what was wrong. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you leave a message?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Why am I calling, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes, took the cell from my hand, and dialed the number again. Gran cracked a smile and poured herself some more coffee. 
 
    Edie waited for a few beats, then said into the phone, “Hi, my name is Edith Donovan and I live at the senior center in Bitter End, Florida. Edgar Zimmerman lived right next to my house and now that Edgar has . . . passed away, there are some questions that still need to be answered. And since you are his emergency contact person, I thought you could—” Edie looked at the phone screen. “Crap, I was cut off.” 
 
    “I think they got the idea even so,” Gran said. 
 
    “I sure hope they’ll call back,” Edie said. 
 
    Great. Then they'd call back on my cell phone. I watched Edie. She was one clever fox. Looking at the evidence, I actually seemed more involved in the aftermath of this murder thing than her. 
 
    “Is there any way to find out who this Laurie Smith person is?” Edie asked. “I mean, I don’t even know if it’s a guy or a gal.” 
 
    Gran shook her head. “I don’t think there’s a way to find that out. Even if you google the person, there are definitely a lot of Smiths out there. And you don’t have any other data points.” 
 
    Edie lowered her head. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She drank the last of her coffee. “Now let’s go to that address in Bitter End.” 
 
    Gran let out a low snarl. 
 
    Edie looked at her and said, “do you have anything else to do today?” like she already knew the answer was “obviously not.” Gran narrowed her eyes at Edie but didn’t say anything. She just took another sip of her coffee. 
 
    Half an hour later, we were ready to rumble. I changed into the capri pants I had on yesterday, a soft green top, and those flip-flops I grew to really dislike. Gran, stubborn as she was, added her biker boots to her jeans-white top ensemble. I heard her muttering something along the lines of, “Screw those dresses.” 
 
    As soon as we stepped outside, the heat almost knocked us over. Edie caught on to that and looked Gran up and down, then shook her head. 
 
    I suggested . . . no, I demanded we take Edie’s car, which was parked in her garage. I was not letting myself get roped into taking our car. It was enough how deep we were in trouble already if someone caught us. 
 
    And speaking of catching us, we were heading over to Edie’s house when I saw the Fat-Boy Harley parked at the curb. A man was about to knock on Edie’s front door: Ryker. 
 
    Man, this couldn’t have been worse timing. I knew the guy would appear eventually; he was Edie’s grandson after all and was probably more invested in solving the murder than a regular PI, but just . . . not now. I knew I made Gran’s and my life harder getting involved in Edie’s thing. I didn’t need a PI on my tail. 
 
    Ryker frowned when he saw us coming. 
 
    Oh, goody. 
 
    He bent down and gave Edie a quick hug. I felt a spark of warmth flicker in my heart. I shook it away. Looking at Gran, I realized I hadn't given her a hug in forever. But then again, our relationship was different, and Gran absolutely hated sappy. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Ryker asked. 
 
    “Oh, Piper and Dorothy were just coming over for a visit,” Edie said. “You know, for a talk and some iced tea.” 
 
    I had to give her props. She lied like a pro. 
 
    Ryker raised his eyebrow. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really,” I chimed in. “Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    Ryker shrugged. “You and your grandmother don’t exactly come off as the chatting types.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t really know us, do you?” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Ryker said. 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. 
 
    Edie threw her hands up in the air. “You know what? I don’t have time for this, I have other problems on my mind. So can we please get whatever this is over with?” She pointed at Ryker and me. “I’m thirsty for that iced tea.” 
 
    “I just came by to see how you are,” Ryker said to Edie. 
 
    “Never better,” she deadpanned. 
 
    “I know this situation must be awful for you, Grams, and I told you I will look into it,” Ryker said. 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” Edie said. “Did you find out anything?” 
 
    Ryker glanced at me and Gran. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Edie said to Ryker. “They can know.” 
 
    I saw Ryker still hesitating. “You know what, Grams? I’m still looking into it. I’ll talk to you when I know more.” 
 
    “Fine,” Edie said. “Is Sam on it?” 
 
    Ryker smiled. “She’s all over it, as usual.” 
 
    As usual? How many murders happened here? 
 
    Ryker gave Edie another hug, then nodded at us and headed to his bike. 
 
    “Wait,” Edie said. “You’re coming to the Fall Fest Dance tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” he said.  
 
    He put his helmet on and got on his bike. I couldn’t help but gaze at his sculpted arms in that black T-shirt, and that tattoo on his left arm, a skull with a bike helmet on, nested between two pistols that crossed each other. That was kind of hot. The tattoo. 
 
    “Why is he coming tonight to that dance?” I asked Edie. 
 
    I found it very odd that a thirtysomething guy didn’t have anything better to do on a Saturday night than spend it with a bunch of elderly people. I thought about it for a second. Then again, I didn’t have anything better to do either. 
 
    “He’s part of the community here,” Edie said. “He’s also in charge of security here at the center.” 
 
    Of course he is. 
 
    Although what is there to secure at a senior community center? Well, except for the current murder we had on our hands. My guess was he had various motives for investigating. Not only for his grandmother, but now I understood this murder happened on his watch. He probably also had a reputation to uphold. That’s how the industry works. 
 
    “I heard you’re coming to the dance too,” Edie said. 
 
    I nodded. “That was the plan.” 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I think it’s a wonderful plan,” Edie said. 
 
    “Wait, are you coming too?” I asked. “Even with the whole you-being-a-pariah thing?” 
 
    Edie blew out a raspberry. “They can all bite my tushy. I’m the emcee for the evening.” 
 
    Oh wow. I didn’t know if I was more shocked that the event had an emcee or that Edie was appointed to be one. That should be interesting, to say the least. 
 
    Gran adjusted her sunglasses. “If we’re done chatting, ladies, I’d like to get a move on.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Imagine having family, friends, maybe a girlfriend or a boyfriend, and you couldn’t call them. You couldn’t see them. You couldn’t visit them. It’s like you disappeared from the face of the earth. If your grandfather died, you could not go to his funeral. If your friend died, you could not go to their funeral. Heck, you wouldn’t even find out they died. 
 
    Contacting people we knew in our past lives was another thing Gran and I weren’t allowed to do in our new lives. 
 
    Were people in WITSEC aware what they were asking of us? Many times I told Dillon to picture himself having no contact whatsoever with his wife. How would that have felt? He’d look me in the eye and say it was crucial for the success of this operation that we had absolute zero contact with the people we know. Forever. 
 
    In theory, I knew he was right. Especially since the people we knew were the people now trying to kill us. Funny how things change. I’d had thirteen months to digest the fact that the family I grew up with, the Oregon Falcons, became our enemy in a split-second. For thirteen months I had gone through myriad emotions, from feeling resentment, sadness, anger, resignation—and then back from the beginning. 
 
    I knew Gran was feeling worse, though. She was the one who actually testified against our family. You know what that made you? A rat. There weren’t enough therapists in the world to make that feeling go away. Especially when you were over seventy and had lived your whole life with the people you now put in jail. But what was there to do when your own future looked grim? 
 
    I had to hand it to the federal agencies, though; they were smart about it. They made a member of the family vulnerable, then offered them a way out. At the same time, they offered protection for testifying. It’s just that the government couldn't afford to protect witnesses with guards at all times and forever and always. Protection through anonymity was the way to go. 
 
    The rules were strict. We didn’t take any pictures from the past, no high school diplomas, or any certificates with a name or a picture on it. Photo albums? Forget it. Pictures with your girlfriends from your sweet sixteen? They didn’t exist anymore, only in your memories. 
 
    I wondered if I’d ever forget my real name. Was that a possibility? The mind was a weird machine; if you fed it certain facts often enough, who’s to say it wouldn't start believing them. 
 
    I often thought of the one picture I had of my parents. It was a black-and-white photo, and they were both young, with hairstyles from the seventies, and were looking at each other with real love in their eyes. They seemed genuinely happy in that picture. Unfortunately, they both died in an airplane crash shortly after I was born. It was one of those small airplanes flying over the Oregon mountains, and the fog was just too thick. 
 
    From that moment on, Gran, my paternal grandmother, took me into her care. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I said, after Edie opened her garage door. 
 
    “Nice.” Gran’s eyes sparkled. “Now this is a beauty. What I wouldn’t give to drive this baby.” 
 
    I was staring at a shiny candy-apple-red Chevrolet Impala. 
 
    “What model year is this?” I asked Edie. 
 
    She grinned. “Nineteen sixty-seven.” 
 
    “Christ.” I shook my head. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong with the car?” Edie asked. “It’s a classic.” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with the car,” I said. “The car is gorgeous, it’s just that when you want to be inconspicuous, like um, now, then you can’t be driving this car.” 
 
    “Oh,” Edie said. “Like if someone sees us, then it would be easier to remember us.” 
 
    “Bingo,” I said.  
 
    This was getting frustrating. It was like the universe kept pushing me into these risky situations. I mean, it’s not like they were new territory for me, it was just the first time I was in these risky situations for someone else’s benefit. For a stranger, basically. Without anything to gain. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We’re taking our car.” Chances were slimmer anybody would notice an older-model silver Ford Taurus. 
 
    We got into the car, Gran in the passenger seat and Edie in the back. I turned on the AC and looked up Thirty-One Mason Road on my phone. 
 
    It was shortly after noon, and we were cruising through Bitter End. 
 
    “Edie, you mentioned a person named Sam,” I said. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Sam is Samantha and she’s great,” Edie said. “She’s about your age, I would say, and she works at Ryker’s PI firm. She’s kind of like his right hand.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. There I was, curious again. “And what exactly does the PI firm do? Are there many murders going on here that we should know about?” 
 
    Edie seemed to think about it. “Well, Ryker has one associate, Greg McHattie. He gets cases too. And there were, indeed, I think two murders, although not at the senior center. The suspects hired the firm to prove their innocence.” 
 
    “And did they?” Gran asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Edie said. “Although one of them turned out to be the felon.” She let out a honking laugh. “Blew up in his face, right? Other than that, I’d say they get all sorts of cases. Cheating spouses is really common. Or tracking down some lost love from kindergarten or whatever. And surveillance. Surveillance is also frequent. But Ryker says surveillance is totally boring. It always sounds more interesting than it is.” 
 
    “He’s right about that,” I said. 
 
    “Oh?” Edie sounded intrigued. 
 
    Gran gave me a sideways glance. 
 
    “Um . . . I read an article,” I said. “Something about . . . um, government authorities surveilling felons or something like that.” 
 
    “Oh!” Edie looked relieved. 
 
    Gran coughed twice. 
 
    “Anyway,” Edie continued, “I think you would definitely get along with Sam.” 
 
    I shrugged. Why my path would ever cross her path, I didn’t know. 
 
    “You know what I just realized?” Edie said, a note of delight in her voice. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Your name rhymes with Ryker’s!” she said. “Piper and Ryker.” She laughed. “Piper and Ryker, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s—” 
 
    “Stop it right there!” I said. 
 
    Gran burst out laughing as well. 
 
    “There will be no kissing or whatever just because our names rhyme,” I said. Wait. That didn’t come out right. “I mean, there will be no kissing whatsoever.” 
 
    Gran and Edie giggled. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “What is this? Kindergarten?” I had to admit, though, that I’d already noted the rhyming of our names. 
 
    Gran, with tears in her eyes, turned around and gave Edie a fist bump. I felt ganged up on by those two. 
 
    We were driving north of Bitter End, and fifteen minutes later, we found ourselves in a more industrial area. It looked deserted, even with the low office buildings there. We got to the address and stared at it. 
 
    “These are storage units,” Edie said, but it sounded more like a question. 
 
    I had to agree, it was odd. 
 
    Gran leaned forward and looked outside, probably at the clear blue sky. “If you wanna peruse the perimeter, I wouldn’t mind staying in the car.” 
 
    I circled around the block and saw five long rows of outdoor garages intersecting with other rows. It kind of looked like a maze. The number five in our address was most probably the storage unit number.  
 
    I parked three blocks away, on some lonesome road, that looked to be the back alley between two buildings. There were only two more cars parked farther away. I saw no people in the alley. I turned off the ignition and turned to face Gran and Edie. “Listen,” I said. “We have to be careful here. Keep your eyes open for any cops.” 
 
    “Cops?” Edie’s eyes went wide. “W-why?” 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “Because they probably read the old man’s file too. I suspect before we did. So they would want to find this address too.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Maybe they’ve already been here. Or maybe not, I don’t know. It all depends on their current workload.” 
 
    Edie gulped. “Okay. I’ll watch out for them.” 
 
    We got out of the car, Gran and I pushed our dark sunglasses further up our noses, Edie straightened her polka-dot dress, and we marched to unit number 5. 
 
    So far, so good. I saw no other soul here. Arrow signs were directing us to the unit numbers. The garages had two solid doors, each secured with a padlock. 
 
    “This way,” I said, walking through the narrow path between the units. 
 
    We turned a corner and I saw someone about thirty yards away. Instinctively, I backed away and blocked Gran and Edie with my arm. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Edie whispered. “A cop?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not a cop. Just a person.” 
 
    “So?” Edie asked. “Maybe they have a unit here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to risk anyone seeing us,” I said. 
 
    Gran looked up. “No cameras. At least that’s good.” 
 
    I peeked around the corner and saw a person in black baggy pants and a black hoodie. The hood was pulled over their head. Way to look suspicious, mystery dude. Or dudette, for that matter. From that angle, I could only see their back, but not their face. The dude or dudette was fumbling with something on one of the units. I took a closer look at the row of units: 10, 9, 8 . . . Crap. Hoodie was at unit number 5. 
 
    I felt someone pulling at my top. 
 
    “What?” I turned around, slightly on edge. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Edie asked, again biting on her nail. 
 
    “Something fishy is going on here,” I said. “That’s unit number 5.” 
 
    Gran and Edie peeked too. Edie slouched, Gran was behind her, or more like on top of her, and I stretched and got behind Gran. I was thankful there were no video cameras. 
 
    Hoodie lingered at the unit for a couple of seconds longer, then pulled something out of his pocket and started banging on the lock. Christ, he was trying to smash the padlock! What the hell? 
 
    Three seconds later, we heard metal crunching, and Hoodie reached for the door. A loud but muffled bang rang out. Hoodie was jostled a couple of feet backward and both doors to the unit caved in. 
 
    All three of us stood back. What just happened? 
 
    I peeked one more time and saw Hoodie limping away in the other direction, holding his left thigh. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said to the others. 
 
    We scrambled out of there, stepping on each other’s feet, trying to find our way back through the maze of units. 
 
    “Was that what I think it was?” Gran said, huffing. 
 
    “I think it was,” I said, looking at the arrow signs. “Take a left here.” 
 
    Edie was breathing hard and trying to catch up. “What what what?” 
 
    But I didn’t have time to explain. We so needed to just not be there. 
 
    We were all sweating when we got to the car. We jumped in just as I heard the police sirens. Someone from an office nearby probably heard the blast and saw people running away. Great. 
 
    I listened for the sirens and drove in the opposite direction. When we were far enough, I let out a breath I'd been holding in for too long. 
 
    “Okay, what the hell just happened back there?” Edie asked in a high-pitched voice. “You two know what happened. Care to share?” 
 
    “The garage doors were booby-trapped,” I said.  
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “That sounds dirty,” Edie said. “I heard that term before. Does that mean what I think it means?” 
 
    “Yes, it means the garage was supposed to implode if someone opened the doors,” Gran explained. 
 
    “Huh?” Edie scratched her head. “So you’re saying someone planned it that way? Like a bomb?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what it means,” Gran said, then turned to me. “Do we have any Diet Pepsi at the house? I got a craving for one.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Diet Pepsi?” Edie was flailing her arms in her air. “Who cares about a Diet Pepsi right now? There was a bomb going off back there!” 
 
    “It wasn’t a huge bomb, and it wasn’t meant to kill anyone,” Gran said. “It didn’t explode, it imploded. It was meant to scare off whoever came looking.” 
 
    Edie thought about it. “So actually we’re the lucky ones and we should be happy someone else got there before we did?” 
 
    “You got it,” Gran said. 
 
    “But why?” Edie asked. “Why was it booby-trapped?” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” I said. 
 
    “Did Edgar do it?” Edie asked. “I can’t imagine Edgar doing something like this.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. “I didn’t know Edgar. If you ask me, everybody is capable of anything. All I know is, this is the end for us sticking our nose in where it doesn’t belong. From now on, you’re on your own.” I looked at Edie in the rearview mirror. “And I would suggest you leave the investigation to the professionals.” 
 
    Edie’s chin dipped to her chest, and she let out a low sigh. Then she gazed outside the window, seemingly deep in thought. 
 
    I snuck a side glance at Gran. I knew we were both thinking the same. Booby-trapping is pro level. We were not dealing with some amateur here. If it weren’t for the whole “blend in,” “lay low” kind of vibe, I would so have wanted to dig deeper and find out what messed-up mind thought of that. Because let’s be real; it was messed-up. Hoodie almost got his leg blown up, no matter how much Gran was trying to minimize the whole incident. 
 
    The question was, why did someone plant a small explosive behind the garage doors? What was the purpose of it? Was that Edgar person really behind it? An eighty-one-year-old? To be honest, I'd heard about weirder accounts. And why was this address for the storage unit in his file? Was it just a diversion? Not to mention, I really wished I’d seen Hoodie’s face. 
 
    Edie broke the silence. “How do you think that guy in black knew about the unit?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said. “Either they went through Edgar’s file too, or . . . they knew from somewhere else.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Edie looked thoughtful. 
 
    “If you’re planning on telling the cops about the guy in black, you know you have to leave us out of it, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, if I tell them about what I saw, that means I was there too,” Edie said. “How on earth would I explain that?” 
 
    Gran nodded. “Then you better keep this to yourself.” 
 
    “Right,” Edie said but didn’t look convinced. 
 
    It was shortly after 2 p.m. when we arrived back at the senior center. I parked the car behind Gran’s golf cart and leaned back in my seat. What a day, and it was not over yet. I was just about to open the door, when there was a knock on my window, scaring the bejesus out of me. Edie yelped and even Gran twitched. 
 
    I turned to see Ryker frowning. I rolled down the window. 
 
    “What the heck?” I asked. “What are you scaring us for?” 
 
    He leaned in with a serious look and looked us each in the eye. “What were you doing at those storage units?” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Nobody said a word. To be honest, I had to wrap my mind around it first. Did he just ask what we were doing at the storage units? How did he know we were there? And most importantly, how did I miss him being on our tail? Man, I was losing my touch. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. “I’m waiting for an answer.” He turned to Edie. “Grams?” 
 
    “Um . . .” I heard Edie say. “We were just . . . um . . . driving around?” 
 
    Ryker sighed. “Care for another try?” 
 
    “I really don’t think it’s any of your business,” I said, snapping back to reality. 
 
    “Excuse me?” he said. 
 
    “You heard me,” I said. 
 
    “Look, I don’t care what you do, but if you’re dragging Grams into—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Edie said in a loud voice. “Nobody is dragging anybody here.” 
 
    I turned to look at Edie. 
 
    “I mean,” she said sheepishly, “if someone is dragging along someone else, then it’s me dragging them.” 
 
    Ryker frowned. 
 
    “Whatever,” Edie said. “We were just trying to figure something out, but it didn’t work, so you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “A garage unit just blew up,” Ryker said, “and you’re telling me not to worry?” 
 
    “Look,” I said, opening the car door, forcing Ryker to stand back, “this is between you and your grandmother. Unless a cop shows up with an arrest warrant, I don’t need to tell you anything.” Maybe it wasn’t so smart me snapping at Ryker like that. He could very well go to the cops and tell on us. But I decided to risk it. It was, after all, his Grams we were talking about. It took a lot more than that for me to suck up to anybody. 
 
    Stepping out of the car, I looked around for Ryker’s bike. No, he couldn’t have possibly ridden his bike to follow us around. That I would’ve noticed. And heard. My eyes zeroed in on a gray older-model Honda Civic parked at the curb between Edie’s house and the next one. I turned my head back around and saw Ryker grinning. 
 
    “Obviously, I didn’t ride my bike,” he said. 
 
    Could this guy read minds too now? 
 
    Smart move to ditch the Fat Boy when you’re doing PI work. The Honda was the perfect choice if you wanted to stay invisible. 
 
    Gran and Edie stepped out of the car too. Ryker glanced at Gran’s outfit and his eyes remained a bit longer on her boots. 
 
    “Nice boots,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Gran said. 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit warm to be wearing boots in the middle of the day?” Ryker asked. 
 
    Gran narrowed her eyes at him and put her hands on her hips. That was her answer and Ryker obviously got that. He put his hands up in surrender. “Whatever, I really don’t care what you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Exactly, you shouldn’t,” I said. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we want to get on with our day.” 
 
    “Do as you please,” Ryker said. “Just leave my grandma out of it.” 
 
    “Ryker!” Edie scowled at him. “This is no way to talk to my neighbors. Dorothy and Piper haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    Ryker sighed. “Grams . . .” 
 
    It would have been so easy to throw Edie under the bus right then and there. She was the one who initiated the breaking and entering into the administration building. She was the one who wanted to call Laurie Smith; she was the one who wanted to drive to that address. I did take responsibility for letting myself get coaxed into coming along, it’s not like she put a gun to my head and made me do it—that would have been more Gran’s MO—however, I could have very well pointed my finger to the troublemaker next to me. 
 
    But I couldn’t do it.  
 
    Instead, I turned on my heel and marched into the house, followed closely by Gran. 
 
    “What nerve!” I said after slamming the door. 
 
    Gran was grinning. “I told you that guy is into you.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Into me? I don’t know where you got that from, but it couldn’t be more . . . not true.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever you say,” Gran said, but still had the grin on. 
 
    I pulled the curtain aside and watched Edie go inside her house with Ryker in tow. He turned around one last time toward Gran’s house and I quickly pulled back. Damn it. I hoped he didn’t see me. 
 
    Gran laughed. 
 
    “Would you please?” I said and made a cutting motion with my hand as it twisted in front of my neck. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Do you think Edie is going to confess to him?” I asked, peeking again from behind the curtain. 
 
    Gran shrugged again. 
 
    “I mean, it’s clear he’s going to grill her about how she found out the address for the storage unit. Does he even know it’s related to Edgar Zimmerman? And what would Edie tell him? If she’s telling him the truth, how would he react?” 
 
    Gran lifted her shoulders in a “I have no idea” kind of gesture. 
 
    “I can’t assess him,” I continued. “Would he go to the cops? Or would he start investigating us? Clearly, he’s not very fond of our . . . uniqueness.” 
 
    Gran just stared at me. 
 
    “Well, gee, Gran, thanks for the talk,” I said. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” Gran asked. “Does it even matter what he would do? It doesn’t get lower than this.” She looked around her. “You went down that rabbit hole and got involved with Edie; this is what you get now.” 
 
    I huffed. I didn’t have any arguments against that. 
 
    “What’s more important now is . . . do we really have to go to that stupid Fall Fest Dance tonight?” Gran asked. 
 
    Honestly, I kind of dreaded that too. 
 
    “Yes, we have to go,” I said, walking away from the window. “Now we have to show these people we’re normal and outgoing.” 
 
    Gran looked me up and down then looked at herself and said, “Define normal.” 
 
    We had a couple of hours until the dance started, so we decided to chill on the couch with beer and TV. Just when we took our seats, there was a knock at the door. 
 
    Gran flung her arms in the air. “Don’t people have a life here?” 
 
    I looked through the peephole. I couldn’t see anybody. Then I lowered my eyes. I saw a short person with white curls on top of her head. As was the trend around here. 
 
    Beatrice. 
 
    I opened the door, and she was smiling at me shyly. Her thick glasses were slowly sliding down her nose because of the humidity. Her lipstick was outside the lines, making me cringe inside. 
 
    “How can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    Beatrice cleared her throat. “Well, since we have a hairdresser here now, I thought you could dye my hair.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” What the hell was she talking about? Then it dawned on me. Crap. I mentioned my profession was hairstylist. 
 
    I heard Gran trying to stifle a laugh in the background. 
 
    Beatrice patted her curls. “I want a silver color that’s more dashing, you know? More dazzling.” 
 
    I stared at her hair. It seemed pretty silver-ish to me. Or was it white? Looked the same to me. Why would anyone put basically the same color over it? 
 
    “Um, listen, I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said, still standing at the door. “I . . . um, took a break for the last few months. I might be out of practice.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Beatrice said. “I’m sure this is a piece of cake for you.” Then she pulled out a small wad of cash. 
 
    Okay, maybe I could be convinced. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “I figure fifty dollars is a good price,” Beatrice said. “I would really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Isn’t there a beauty salon or something similar in Bitter End that you go to?” I asked. 
 
    Most likely one that does the same haircut to all the women at the senior center. 
 
    Beatrice sighed. “Yes, there is one I always went to. But Marielle, she moved to Puerto Rico to open a salon there. That kind of left me high and dry. And now you’re here! So near!” 
 
    “Still, I don’t—” 
 
    “I would do it myself, you know; it’s just that my arms hurt when I raise them beyond my head,” Beatrice said. “And then back and forth and back and forth without seeing anything in the back. I’m not that young anymore.” Then she showed me how far back her arms reached with a rather agonized look on her face. 
 
    “Please lower your arms,” I said. I glanced at the cash in her hand. I could make some dough by mostly not doing anything. I mean, hair dying. How hard could that be? I’d seen how it went a couple of times when Gran visited the salon, but I’d never dyed my own hair. Thankfully, it was still a strong shade of brown that I loved. 
 
    Moreover, this money was tax-free! Nice. Finally, I got a whiff of my old life. Dillon would probably go berserk even over fifty bucks, most likely assuming it’s a gateway to a new . . . let’s say, unauthorized pursuit. But since Dillon wouldn’t find out about me taking this money for the hair-dye service, I agreed to it. Beatrice looking all fragile there in the doorway didn’t help things at all. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” I said. 
 
    Beatrice clapped her hands. “Wonderful. Do you have the equipment?” 
 
    Equipment? 
 
    “Um . . .” It took a couple of seconds before I realized what equipment she meant. “No, unfortunately, I didn’t bring anything with me.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Beatrice said. “I have some gloves at home and some old T-shirt I can wear, so you and I don’t have to worry about stains.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said, still eyeing her already silver-ish hair. How much work could this be? Ten minutes, max. The easiest fifty bucks I ever made. 
 
    In hindsight, those were some good famous last words. 
 
    “Okay, then let’s go,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “Pardon? Go where?” 
 
    “To the store to get the hair dye,” Beatrice said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Oh.” Okay, this just got a notch above the level of “easy.” 
 
    From the couch, Gran was trying hard not to laugh. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know where to get, like, real professional hair dye around here?” Beatrice asked. “You know, the good stuff.” 
 
    “I haven’t gotten the chance to peruse the town for it,” I said. 
 
    “Fine. Then a drugstore will do. There’s a Walgreens not far from our community center.” 
 
    Drat. This was not how I anticipated this would go. I just assumed she had everything we needed. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go by the store before coming over here?” I asked. 
 
    Beatrice pushed her glasses up her nose. “Well, I need an expert to help me pick out the color, don’t I? And you’re the expert.” 
 
    I was the expert all right, just not for this. 
 
    I turned to Gran, who was enjoying this way too much. She smiled from ear to ear, which clearly conveyed, “You got yourself into this, now have fun.” 
 
    Turning back to Beatrice, I asked, “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “I walked over here,” Beatrice said. “I don’t like driving that much, but we can take your car.” She nodded in the direction of the Ford Taurus. 
 
    Was she freaking kidding me? This just got propelled to level “I shouldn’t have opened the door at all!” What was up with these people here? I was not their personal driver. Did they just wait all this time for me to come along? First Edie, now Beatrice. Maybe I should ditch the car, see how that works. 
 
    I snatched the cash from Beatrice’s hand. Technically, it wasn’t all profit since we were taking my car and I paid for the gas. 
 
    “You’re paying for the hair dye,” I said to Beatrice, as I took the car keys. 
 
    “Have fun you two,” Gran hollered from her comfy spot on the couch. 
 
    I slammed the door shut behind me. 
 
    Beatrice and I drove to Walgreens, and after parking the car, we walked through the aisles where the beauty products were, looking for the perfect silver-ish color. It was obvious Beatrice wanted my expertise, so I pretended to look intensely at hair dyes, wishing for a fire alarm and evacuation of the place. Then I’d be done with it. 
 
    Eventually I settled on the color named Moonstone. That should do it. Looked pretty silver to me. 
 
    I marched toward the cash register, when Beatrice said, “What about a color brush?” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks. “Of course. Almost forgot.” 
 
    Beatrice frowned, then let out a laugh. “It’s like you’ve never done this before.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “Yeah, no, that’s . . . like I said, I’m out of practice.” 
 
    Ten minutes later Beatrice paid for the box of dye and the brush, and we drove back to the senior center. 
 
    Thinking about where to do the dying work, I realized I needed to be on my turf. Granted, it was my turf for only the last three days, but still. I wasn’t in the mood to visit the home of another resident. 
 
    We made a pit stop at Beatrice’s house, and she headed inside to get the gloves and her T-shirt for stains while I waited in the car. Beatrice’s house was painted white with dark brown trim and a dark brown roof. Her golf cart, parked in front of the garage, was white with an orange roof. There were a lot of rose bushes in her front yard, in all colors.  
 
    The whole color combinations reminded me of our brick house back in Oregon. Gran’s and mine. Minus the rose bushes. I looked up to the blue sky and sighed, trying to shake off any memories that came to mind right then.  
 
    After Beatrice got her things, we drove back to Gran’s. I parked the car and Beatrice glanced toward Edie’s house. 
 
    “Poor Edie,” she said. “How unlucky to have someone murdered in your own front yard.” 
 
    “Why do people here automatically assume Edie had anything to do with it?” I asked, turning off the ignition. 
 
    Beatrice shrugged. “Because people are stupid? I’m not one of them. I offered Edie whatever support she needs, you know?” 
 
    “That’s very nice of you,” I said. 
 
    “We have to take care of each other here,” she said. “It’s different when you’re our age. And when you live alone.” Beatrice turned to me, and I gazed into her huge eyes peering from behind her thick glasses. She said, “Dorothy must feel very lucky that her granddaughter came with her here.” 
 
    I felt a lump in my throat. Whoa. Where did that come from? 
 
    “Yes, I guess she does,” I said after collecting myself. 
 
    We got out of the car, walked inside the house and stopped short. Gran was still wearing her jeans and boots, sitting wide-legged on the couch, with the remote in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other hand. And that’s when it hit me. We’ve literally been doing this for thirteen months. Drinking and watching TV. Didn’t matter if it was daytime or nighttime. What else was there to do? Literally nothing. And I didn’t know why, but seeing Gran now . . . it looked really sad. 
 
    I tried to push that thought away. There were too many thoughts I was confronted with in the past few days and I was afraid something was about to give. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Beatrice said and adjusted her thick glasses. 
 
    “Hi there,” Gran said, without moving a muscle and without taking her eyes off the screen. “Don’t worry, you’re in good hands. Piper is the best.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Gran and thought of a few curse words that I, unfortunately, had to keep to myself. 
 
    We got set up in the bathroom. I brought a chair for Beatrice, and she changed into her T-shirt. I didn’t have a stain shirt and I decided to risk it. Putting on the gloves, I mixed the two bottles from the box in a bowl I found in the kitchen. I had to remember not to eat out of that bowl ever again. I remembered one of the staff at Gran’s salon saying a bowl would be better than the applicator bottle that came with the box. At least I knew that, ha. 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Beatrice said. “I get to show off my new color tonight at the dance.” 
 
    With the brush, I started applying the color. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What happened to your hair?” a woman said loudly, as we entered the rec hall. 
 
    Ten pair of eyes turned our way. Gran and I were standing next to Beatrice. It was 6:15 p.m. and people had started gathering for the Fall Fest Dance. Every single one of them stared at Beatrice. At her hair, to be exact. 
 
    It was purple. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Okay, you were right,” I said to Beatrice. “People do notice the change.” 
 
    She looked up and stared at me. “How on earth would people not notice this? Only if they were blind.” 
 
    “I honestly didn’t think people cared enough to notice,” I said. 
 
    “Not care enough?” Beatrice asked. “What do you think we do here all day? We’re retired and our families are far away. This is all we care about.” 
 
    She had a point there. And I did feel sorry her hair turned purple, although it was kind of funny. Now. After Beatrice had washed out the hair dye and blow-dried her hair, she looked in the mirror and I thought she was going to have a heart attack. To be honest, I didn’t feel so good either. Purple, I did not expect. I quickly read the dos and don’ts in the instructions—no, I did not read them before, nobody give me any grief, please—and there it was, in super tiny writing. The color Moonstone contained purple pigments, and if the hair was previously dyed or bleached, you’d run the risk of your hair turning a bit purple. The best way to see if the hair was the proper starting shade was to test a strand of hair. 
 
    Crap. We did not test a strand of hair. Nor did Beatrice say anything about her hair already being dyed. I just figured it was naturally white or silver, because . . . well, duh. Again, it looked all the same to me. 
 
    In the end, I was glad she didn’t want her money back. Those were by far not the easiest fifty bucks I ever made. 
 
    “I think it looks jazzy,” Gran said, over the soft music in the background. “You all have the same dull haircut. Now you stand out.” 
 
    I had a feeling Gran was talking more about herself, about the time she was known for her bright-orange hair that you could see from space. Admittedly, it did look very good on her. That was another thing she’d had to change, and it was not easy. She identified herself with that color. After she died it honey blonde, I spotted her looking in the mirror every morning in those motel rooms with a melancholic look on her face. Now, in the rec hall, my guess was she was just living vicariously through Beatrice. 
 
    Beatrice ignored the not-so-very-sophisticated insult and patted her curls. “You think?” 
 
    “I do,” Gran said. “I wouldn’t give a damn about what these broads here think about my look.” 
 
    Beatrice looked Gran up and down. Gran had her signature outfit on. “You’re right,” Beatrice said. “You really don’t give a damn. You know what? I don’t either.” She lifted her chin, eyed the bar, and asked Gran, “Want a Long Island iced tea?” 
 
    “Do I ever,” Gran smiled. 
 
    They both walked to the bar while I scanned the place. There were tables with six chairs each, on one side of the room, decorated with red tablecloths. Balloons in all colors were attached to the chairs. I guessed that was supposed to mean “we’re partying.” On the opposite side of the room there were tables in a row with the same red tablecloths and lots of food on them. I counted ten chafing dishes and a couple of dessert plates with various cakes on them. I instantly felt my mouth water. The bar was in the back and two staff members were working on providing drinks for the residents. I always thought elderly people took a handful of medicine pills every day, so drinking would be out of the question, but apparently I was wrong. 
 
    The center of the room was empty, but it looked like it was supposed to be the dance floor. Right. Couldn’t wait to see various booties shaking there. It was the Fall Fest Dance after all, so what did I expect? 
 
    It was dim inside and disco lights were jumping all over the place. A booth was positioned in a corner of the room, and I think one of the residents was playing DJ. He was wearing a funky hat and had sunglasses on, and pushed and turned all the buttons on his DJ console. I wondered what this evening had in store, dance-wise.  
 
    People came in at a constant pace. They greeted each other, then as soon as they saw Beatrice’s hair, they stared, pointed fingers, and talked behind hands. I rolled my eyes. People really needed a hobby around here. But Beatrice seemed to be more and more at peace with her new color. She and Gran were standing next to the bar, with drinks in their hands, talking and pointing to her purple hair and laughing. Then Beatrice pointed at Gran’s boots and Gran proudly showed her the embroidery on the side. Okay, apparently those two were having fun. 
 
    I was debating whether to get a drink for myself when I felt someone sliding up next to me. 
 
    Theodore. 
 
    He was wearing dark-gray slacks and a crisp white shirt, and I was almost certain he put gel in his thinning hair, but the whole look worked for him. He handed me something that looked like a cocktail. I smiled at him. “Can you read minds?” 
 
    “Only when it’s important,” he said, smiling back. “I’m glad you made it here. I actually went by your place to pick you up. Both of you.” 
 
    “Oh.” I took a sip of the heavenly drink. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was a “pick you up” kind of thing.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said. “Got me an extra walk.” He searched the room. 
 
    “Gran is right there,” I said and pointed to a group of people. 
 
    “I see she’s getting warmer with the crowd here,” Theodore said.  
 
    I watched Gran. She did seem to loosen up just a bit. 
 
    “You should say hi to her,” I said. 
 
    Theodore nodded and walked over. He touched Gran’s shoulder from behind and she turned around, doing a combat move, almost hitting Theodore. I shook my head. Poor guy. He was in for a rough ride. 
 
    The women from the group clapped their hands in glee and were patting Gran on the back, as if congratulating her for the move. 
 
    I moved around the room and enjoyed the nice cool AC air. I didn’t feel like wearing some of my new clothes, and the blister from wearing the flip-flops hurt like hell, so I opted for light denim jeans, a black T-shirt, and hey, at least I substituted my boots for white sneakers. 
 
    Feeling hungry, I stopped by the food tables, where two staffers were checking on the chafing dishes. I recognized one of them as being Denise, the worker who brought us coffee for our first breakfast in the dining hall. I gave her a nod. She looked to be my age, somewhere in her thirties, and she had black hair, pulled up in a ponytail. 
 
    “You know,” she said to me, looking me up and down, “there’s a bar not far from the senior center.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I frowned. 
 
    She looked to the left and right, then whispered, “For people your age.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks, but that’s okay. I’m here voluntarily, believe it or not.” 
 
     She eyed me suspiciously. “You’re new here, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Piper . . . um, Harris. Piper Harris.” I stretched out my hand. 
 
    “Denise Jablonski,” she said, shaking my hand. “Harris, Harris . . . you’re with Dorothy Harris here, right? I think I saw the papers for new arrivals at the office.” 
 
    “Yes, Dorothy is my grandmother.” I pointed to Gran, who was showing a couple of women how to throw a jab with the lead fist. 
 
    I swear Denise cringed inside. “Oh, well . . . that’s, um, different. Welcome to the complex then.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and disappeared in the back room. 
 
    The staffer dude next to her smiled at me. “Never mind her,” he said. “She’s still new here and never really worked with elderly people before. I’m Jim, by the way.” We shook hands. My guess was he was in his forties. He had a pleasant smile and piercing blue eyes. “I wouldn’t worry about being with the ‘wrong’ crowd, if I were you.”  
 
    “And why is that?” I asked. 
 
    “The residents here are never as dull as you’d expect,” he said. “Was surprised a few times myself and I’ve been doing this job for years. You just never know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “You mean like with the murder?” I asked and studied him. 
 
    His look turned somber, and he shook his head. “Oh, that. That was pretty shocking. Nobody can explain for themselves how that happened. Or what our former resident was doing there in the first place.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts about it?” I asked. Oh man, why did I want to know that? I already said my involvement in this thing had stopped. 
 
    “My thoughts?” he looked surprised. “I only have one thought, and that’s hope. Hope that the criminal responsible for it is not among ourselves and has nothing to do with our complex. I get chills when I think it could be someone from here.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said. “So you’re sure they’re going to find whoever did it?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course I am,” he said and frowned. “I doubt there was a criminal mastermind behind it. I’m just sorry for Mrs. Donovan. Such bad luck.” 
 
    “Indeed, very bad,” I said. 
 
    “Well, it’s been nice meeting you, Piper,” Jim said. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    I smiled. “Same here.” 
 
    Jim disappeared in the back room, and I could finally fill my plate with all the delicious-looking dishes. I walked to the other side of the room, sat down at one of the tables, pushed a balloon aside, and dug in. Why the heck would you need balloons for a party? They’re just in the way all the time. Two men were sitting opposite from me and stopped talking when they noticed me. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” I said, taking a mouthful of mashed potatoes. 
 
    They both smiled. “Someone has an appetite,” one of them said. 
 
    “The food is just too good,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” the other man said, pounding on his belly. Then they both burst out laughing. 
 
    It got pretty packed by that time. Gran was still with her new adoring fans, showing them god knows what. Theodore was talking to another man, but he still glanced at Gran every few seconds. Beatrice was going from group to group, showing off her hair color. I wondered if she’d tell them it was me who botched the job. To be honest, I kinda hoped she did, that way I wouldn’t have any more impromptu hairy affairs. Unless Beatrice sparked a trend—then they'd all stand in line at Gran’s house. I shuddered at that thought. 
 
    Biting on a pickle, my eyes met Ryker’s. He was casually strolling along the sidelines, evidently scanning the place. He still had his black T-shirt on that made his tattoo stand out. He stopped when he saw me, even from across the room. We held the stare for a few seconds, until someone walked through the center of the room, breaking our contact. He moved away and I kept my gaze on him. Not a bad sight for sore eyes, I had to admit. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was how much he knew about Gran and my involvement with his grandmother’s . . . incidents. 
 
    And speaking of his grandmother—or incidents—where was Edie anyway? It was hard to recognize her what with almost everyone, except for Beatrice, having the same hairdo and color. But still, I couldn’t spot her. 
 
    What I did spot was a grayish bun, belonging to a face looking as unpleasant as could be. That was the woman who insulted us on our first day in the dining hall and who almost made Gran pull out her gun in front of everybody. Sourpuss was flanked by a woman and a man, and they were trudging to the bar. My eyes cut to Gran, who was standing only a couple of feet away. I hoped this wouldn’t end in a bloodbath. 
 
    I was so focused on Gran and Sourpuss not colliding with each other, that I didn’t even realize someone holding a mic had positioned themselves in the center of the room, until they started speaking. 
 
    “Good evening, everybody,” the man said and the soft music in the background stopped. He scratched the back of his head. “Welcome to the Fall Fest Dance!” 
 
    All eyes turned to him. He was in his fifties, wore long khaki pants and a Hawaiian shirt. He had a buzz cut and brownish hair. His body language screamed “Get me out of here.” 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked one of my seatmates. 
 
    “That’s Appleby, the director of this complex,” the man who had been laughing and pounding on his belly said. 
 
    My fork stopped midair. “The director? That guy?” I glanced at him again. He was so not giving out the vibe of being an official. 
 
    “This should be good,” Belly Man’s companion said. He had a deep, raspy voice. 
 
    “Who is ready to party?” the director asked, looking semi-embarrassed. 
 
     There was a lame wave of “yaay” rippling through the room. 
 
    “We are just so happy you could all make it tonight,” he continued, his eyes doing the ping-pong between the crowd and the floor. 
 
    Raspy snorted. “Where else would we be?” 
 
    “On behalf of all employees here at Till the Bitter End Independent Living, I wish you a really great party and have a good night,” Appleby said.                 
 
    “This guy is running the show here?” I asked the men. 
 
    They both rolled their eyes. 
 
    “I think even he knows he’s just part of the décor,” Belly Man said. “How he ended up with this position, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Raspy asked. “His older brother ran the complex years ago and when he moved to California, Appleby stepped in. Guess the investors thought talent runs in the family. I heard his brother really had a knack for business.” 
 
    Belly Man’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? How come I didn’t know anything about it?” 
 
    “Because you never listen when I talk to you,” Raspy said. 
 
    “The heck I don’t,” Belly Man said. Then he paused. “What’d you just say?” 
 
    Their eyes locked, then they burst out laughing, smacking each other on their shoulders.   
 
    Raspy turned to me, still laughing. “Stick with me, kid, you’ll hear all the nitty-witty.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m sure to do that.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the director, who was still not finished. 
 
    “And so, without further ado, give it up for the emcee of this evening, Mrs. Edith Donovaaaaannn!” He started clapping his hands as a hush fell over the crowd. 
 
    Oh my god! That was so cringeworthy, I had to cover my eyes. 
 
    Seeing that no one followed his lead, Appleby’s clapping decreased, and his look of embarrassment increased. Was he even aware of Edie’s situation? What a douche. 
 
    I exchanged glances with Gran, who was also shaking her head in horror. 
 
    Fortunately for Appleby, Edie appeared next to him, and he handed her the mic, bowed his head, and left the room. It got even more silent than before. 
 
    Edie was standing in the center, wearing a white and silver polka-dot dress with silver earrings and silver sneakers. She was all glammed up. She cleared her throat and spoke into the mic. “Good evening, fellow residents.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “How is everybody doing tonight?” Edie continued, with a slight annoyance in the tone of her voice. 
 
    Again silence. 
 
    Oh, for crying out loud. 
 
    I was just about to stand up and say something, didn’t matter what, when Beatrice yelled from across the room. “We’re doing great, and we can’t wait for the party to get started!” 
 
    A few whoohoos and weehaaas came from the crowd. I sat back down again. I looked around but didn’t see Ryker anywhere. 
 
    “I like what I’m hearing,” Edie spoke more robustly into the mic. “Now I want everyone to—” 
 
    But she didn’t get to finish the sentence. A glob of something hit her smack-dab in the eye. Everyone gasped. What did she have on her face? Was that . . . a clump of mashed potatoes? 
 
    “Who did that?” Edie shrieked into the mic. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, Gran yelled out, “It was her!” 
 
    All eyes turned to see Gran pointing at Sourpuss. Sourpuss looked utterly stunned, holding a spoon in her hand which she was obviously using as a catapult. 
 
    Edie narrowed her eyes at her and, after calling her the B-word into the mic, she dropped it and lunged at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I stood up from my chair to have a better view. 
 
    Edie elbowed her way through the crowd. Wiping the mashed potatoes from her face, with smoke coming out of her ears and a wild look in her eyes, she was stopped inches before she got to Sourpuss. 
 
    What was this? Kindergarten for the elderly? Throwing food? Seriously? 
 
    Beatrice and another woman were holding Edie by her arms while Sourpuss took a step back, startled. It was almost like the phrase, “Oh crap, what did I just do?” was imprinted on Sourpuss’ forehead. She snapped out of it and said, “See? She’s crazy!” 
 
    But Edie wasn’t having any of it. “You bitter old woman! Don’t you have anything better to do?” she said, while she tried to free herself. 
 
    I pondered whether I should step in but deemed it unnecessary. The others were obviously handling it and Edie was a big girl and didn’t need a chaperone. Well, maybe she did. But not tonight. If I were Edie, Sourpuss would have been in way more trouble than she was in now. 
 
    I sat back down. A couple of feet away, a man had his phone out and was filming the scene with a wide smile on his face. Crap and double crap. I tried to position myself so that I wouldn’t be on camera. Who knew where that guy was going to post the recording, and that was another thing I needed to look out for, what with being in the witness protection program. Not be in any videos or pictures that most likely would land on social media. Even though the probability someone from my former life would find me this way and recognize me—or Gran—was not super high, it was still a risk, and a no-no in the rule book of WITSEC. Consequently, neither Gran nor I had any social media accounts. 
 
    The tension between Edie and Sourpuss kept going. “What did you do to Edgar?” Sourpuss said. “We all know you two were having an affair!” 
 
    Uh-oh. The cat was out of the bag now. Or was it? I looked around and absolutely nobody seemed to be surprised. 
 
    “So?” Edie sputtered out. “We all know you wished it were you!” 
 
    Uhh. Burned! Damn, Edie was good. 
 
    Sourpuss opened her eyes wide but quickly caught herself. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything to Edgar, you witch!” Edie continued. 
 
    I smiled and shook my head. Sourpuss was called a lot of names. 
 
    Edie then focused and told the people who held her, “It’s okay, it’s okay, you can let go of me now.” She seemed to have calmed down. Then she did a double take. “What happened to your hair?” she asked Beatrice. 
 
    Beatrice waved it away. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Edie then wiped the rest of the mashed potatoes from her face and marched back to the center of the room, picking up the mic from the floor. Nobody said a word. Belly Man and Raspy were staring wide-eyed. The DJ had his jaw wide open, his sunglasses halfway down his nose, and he froze with his hand over his console. You could have cut the tension with a knife. I myself held a breath in and was curious as to what Edie’s next move would be. 
 
    In that moment, Ryker came into the room and stopped short, frowning. I saw him out of the corner of my eye. I turned and we made eye contact. Still frowning and with seemingly everyone ignoring him, he power-walked right to me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, hovering over me. 
 
    “You just missed the most dramatic moment of this evening,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I pointed to Edie, who was about to start talking into the mic. She took a deep breath and spoke with a steady voice. “Look, I want you all to know that I had nothing to do with Edgar’s death. Yes, we did . . . spend time together now and then, but I was just as surprised as you were when he suddenly left the complex. And I also didn’t know he was back. I just found him in my front yard. Stabbed.” Edie shuddered. “That’s all that happened. I’m sure the police will find out who is responsible for it, but I had nothing to do with it! Put yourselves in my shoes. How would you feel? Shitty, that’s how. Now can we please get on with our lives? What better way to do that than get this party rolling!” 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, the crowd burst out clapping. I heard someone say, “She’s right, it must be awful for her.” Another person said, “I never suspected her of anything.” 
 
    That was an excellent speech and delivered with the most authentic emotion behind it. People were clapping, smiling, laughing, and patting each other on the back. Why exactly, I didn’t know. Edie was beaming once again and motioned for the DJ to turn up the music. 
 
    I looked over at Sourpuss and she was definitely not clapping and definitely not smiling. She stood there behind the crowd, pouting, with her arms across her chest. And she was shooting daggers at Gran. Probably for telling on her. Although, I couldn’t imagine Gran was the only one who saw her. What I hoped was that Gran didn’t see her now. Chances were good, since Gran was still with her group and didn’t seem to pay attention to Sourpuss. Surely, Gran had her gun tucked away somewhere and we didn’t need any more excitement this evening. 
 
    I turned back to Ryker, who stood dumbfounded next to me. He raised an eyebrow, as if to ask what was going on. “Edie will tell you all about it,” I said loudly over the music. “Where were you anyway?” The second those words came out of my mouth, I regretted it. I closed my eyes and was surprised at myself that the question just popped out. 
 
    As expected, Ryker grinned at me. “I was just checking out the perimeter. Why? Did you miss me?” 
 
    I let out a puff of air. “Yeah, that’s it.” And in that exact moment the music stopped, and people finished clapping, coinciding with me still speaking very loudly. “I totally missed you. Maybe we can share a dance together later.”  
 
    Everybody heard that. Again, a silence fell over the crowd and every pair of eyes was on me and Ryker. Now, I didn’t get that feeling of embarrassment very often in my life, but this was definitely a moment for it. Where was that hole in the ground when you needed it? I’m pretty sure I blushed too. Again, crap. 
 
    Sneaking a peek at Gran, I saw her barely holding in her laughter. Looking up at Ryker, he was still grinning because he knew what I said was meant sarcastically. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, while people started whispering to one another. Now people would get all the wrong ideas and that’s the last thing I needed. 
 
    Edie cleared her throat, and with a wicked grin, said into the mic, “I like what I’m hearing. But hold on to that thought about dancing, because first we have our dance-off!” 
 
    People started clapping again and they turned their attention back to Edie. Phew. But a “dance-off?” Did I hear that right? 
 
    Ryker casually took a seat next to me and I got the feeling he was getting ready to watch a good show. I gave him a look. Of all the empty chairs, this is where he wanted to sit? 
 
    Edie totally identified with her role as an emcee. She was dynamic, moving around the center of the room; she made eye contact and had overall good energy. It seemed the murder was completely forgotten. “This is the first time we have had a dance-off,” she said while everyone was listening intently. “This is what the people want and we’re going to give the people what they want!” Clap, clap. “Now I have a question for you. Are you ready to paaaartyyy?” Everybody cheered. “I can’t hear you!” Edie said. “So I’m gonna ask you again. Are you ready to paaaartyyy?” Edie shouted into the mic and the cheer made the walls vibrate. 
 
    I caught sight of Jim, clapping along from behind the chafing dishes. 
 
    “That’s much better,” Edie said. “Now I wanna hear this half!” She pointed to her right. A wave of cheer erupted from the crowd. “How about this half?” She turned to her left. A second wave of cheer came, and I think I saw someone waving with their cane. 
 
    “Now all the sexy people,” Edie said and people went nuts. 
 
    I searched for Gran, and she was totally under Edie’s spell, cheering on with her group. 
 
    Edie continued. “Let’s introduce our teams now. We have team Hip-sters on our right. Get it? Hip-sters?” Edie laughed while she shook her hip to one side. “Let’s just hope everybody gets to keep their hips tonight.” The crowd chuckled. Edie made room for two women and three men—the Hip-sters—while they moved forward and took a bow. More clapping. 
 
    “And then we have Blitzdawgs on our left,” Edie said into the mic. “Which is an interesting name for an almost all-female group.” From the other side of the crowd, four women and one man swaggered to the front, chins high and arms wide open. This group had on identical black T-shirts with a golden mic on the front, and they each simultaneously put on a black cap. The crowd was going nutty. 
 
    “Okay, this is how it’s going to go down.” Edie came back to the front, reveling in the spotlight. Literally. The disco lights were hitting her straight in the face. With her short white curls and all, she looked like an angel doing stand-up. “The teams are going to compete against one another. Each team has five minutes to knock your socks off, because you, you the audience, are going to decide who the winner is tonight!” 
 
    The crowd was woo-hoo-ing as if there were no tomorrow. 
 
    Edie turned to the DJ and gave him a thumbs-up. “Hit it.” 
 
    The Hip-sters started the contest, while rap music echoed through the speakers. Oh wow. I couldn’t decide just yet if this was cool or cringeworthy. I watched the Hip-sters and they weren’t too bad. Better than expected. They moved with the rhythm, doing some typical moves that I'd seen rappers do in music videos. Obviously, they’d practiced. 
 
    Five minutes went by fast, and the team finished with a synchronized “yo-yo” move. The crowd was clapping like crazy. The Hip-sters took another bow and retreated. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Edie said. “Let me tell you, yours truly has some moves of her own.” Then she crossed her legs and did a fast turn, ending in a small wave of her upper body. 
 
    I jumped up from my chair, clapping. “You go, Edie! Show ’em how it’s done!” 
 
    Ryker was still sitting next to me and when I turned to him, his facial expression a cross between mortified and proud. 
 
    Edie then welcomed the second team. “Now give it up for the Blitzdawgs!” Clap, clap, clap. 
 
    The DJ started the music again and this time I recognized some hip-hop from the nineties. “Is that Sir Mix-a-Lot I’m hearing?” I said, mostly to myself. 
 
    “Word,” Ryker replied. 
 
    The Blitzdawgs seemed to be more flexible. I mean, physically more flexible. They all had their black caps low on their heads. They slid and spun easily on the floor, and they moved their arms and shoulders from left to right. Then they shuffled their feet, looking more like doing aerobics moves on the stepper. For the grand finale, one of the women separated from the group, came forward and did one of those classic break-dance moves, where you squat down on the ground with your hands on the floor, and move one leg all around your body. Someone from the crowd shouted, “She’s doing the helicopter!” 
 
    Well, I just hoped she wouldn't be doing any twerking. 
 
    The Blitzdawgs finished to a wave of applause. And I was glad nobody had to call the paramedics. 
 
    “Wasn’t that fabulous?” Edie came back on again. She wiped her forehead with a tissue. “Now let me ask you. Isn’t this the best party you’ve ever been to?” The crowd went nuts again. 
 
    “It’s time to choose our winner now,” Edie continued. “How’s the joy barometer for the Hip-sters? Who thinks the Hip-sters should win this contest?” 
 
    The answer was loud cheering, and the Hip-sters seemed pleased enough. 
 
    “Okay, okay, that sounds good for the Hip-sters,” Edie said. “How about the Blitzdawgs? Should they be the winners of this dance-off?” 
 
    The cheering and the clapping were much higher than for the Hip-sters, making the Blitzdawgs clearly the champions of this evening. 
 
    “We from the events committee are extremely pleased with how this competition turned out today and we can gladly make it a regular thang,” Edie said, putting emphasis on the last word. “Before you all hit the dance floor, just remember we are welcoming more teams to enter future dance-offs, and as always, you can send in your suggestions, but please”—Edie made a serious face and glanced intently at the crowd—“keep it PG.” And with that, she raised her arm, did a mic drop, and walked away. 
 
    The crowd was blown away. It was fascinating how Edie had succeeded in converting them to her side. Ryker, still sitting next to me, shook his head. 
 
    A couple of seconds later, the crowd dispersed, and people were moving around on the dance floor while the DJ changed the music to some pop song. Belly Man and Raspy stood and sauntered off, joining the others. Edie was moving from group to group, shaking hands and talking. She finally remained with Beatrice, and going by their hand gestures, they were talking about Beatrice’s purple hair. 
 
    Surprisingly, a slow dance came on. These people probably needed a break from all the cheering and clapping. I was contemplating getting some more food, when Ryker turned to me and said, “Let’s have a dance.” 
 
    I frowned. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He stood and reached out his hand. Oh, he was serious? 
 
    Blindsided by his take-charge-mode, I stood as well and we both walked to the dance floor, feeling the eyes of the others on us. 
 
    He slung his right hand around my waist and took my hand in his left one. Instantly, I felt my heart skipping a beat. What the hell? Was it that long since I'd been with a guy? Okay, better not to think about it. 
 
    “What are we doing?” I asked, as we started moving to the slow beat. 
 
    “Let’s give these people something to talk about,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “More than we already have?” I asked. 
 
    “Ha! We’re nowhere near the limit,” Ryker said. 
 
    Well that was just great. 
 
    I had to admit, though, this guy was swaying really smooth. I breathed in his woodsy cologne and got all tingly inside. As we slowly turned, I spotted Edie winking at me and Gran giving me the thumbs-up, while Theodore raised his glass to me. I tried to ignore them. 
 
    “Actually, I also wanted to ask you something,” Ryker said. 
 
    Busted. I knew he must have had an ulterior motive for inviting me to dance. And I knew just what that was. If he thought he could soften me up through a typical, but so transparent, male move, he was in for a big surprise. 
 
    “How did you know about those storage units?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Are we still on that? I already told you.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t tell me.” His face turned serious, but I didn’t look away. 
 
    So we just stared at each other for a full minute. 
 
    Finally, Ryker smiled and pulled me in closer. “Fine, I give up. For now.” 
 
    We finished our dance, then he led me back to the table, took a bow as a sign for goodbye, and walked away. I kind of stood there, feeling dumbfounded. Ryker greeted a few residents, gave a hug to Edie, then left. 
 
    Okay, it was time for another drink. I walked over to the bar and decided to have a mocktail. Then I grabbed a piece of strawberry vanilla cake and took my seat again, digging in. I watched the people dancing, this time to some song from the eighties. 
 
    Edie appeared by my side. She gave me a huge hug and told me how delighted she was that I came to the Fall Fest Dance. I resisted the urge to tell her I had nothing better to do this evening. 
 
    “Piper, do you have your golf cart here?” Edie asked me. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, already suspecting I was about to get roped into something Edie-like. “Yes, I do,” I said. 
 
    “Could I borrow it for a bit, or could you drive me home to get my camera? I came here with Eleanor but she’s busy with her beau right now.” She nodded toward a woman slowly shaking her hips around a fragile looking man who was surely a hundred twenty years old. I winced. 
 
    “Your camera?” I asked Edie. “You mean your cell phone?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “No, no, I have a real camera at home. Got it as a birthday gift years ago and kept forgetting to use it. Looks real professional too. I forgot to bring it with me.” 
 
    “And after all these years, you’ve decided to use it now?” 
 
    “Well, why not? It’s the perfect opportunity. Look how much fun everyone is having.” She looked around her. And she was right.  
 
    “You do realize anyone can take pictures with a phone these days, and there’s no need to drive all the way to your house and back?” I asked. 
 
    Edie stared at me. “You think anybody brought their phone with them tonight? I’ll bet you a hundred dollars—no, you know what—I’ll bet you a thousand dollars you’re the only one with a cell phone on you right now. You youngsters wouldn’t know where your head is without a mobile phone.” 
 
    I scanned the room. And sighed. Edie would win that bet. Well actually, there was the guy who was filming before, but I kind of needed to avoid him and whatever he had already recorded on his phone. 
 
    “I also got the feeling you’re not very fond of using your own phone except for your own purposes,” Edie continued. 
 
    Okay, she got me on that one. Edie was smarter than she let on. Which was also the reason why she asked me for this favor. Everyone else was dancing or was engaged in what seemed to be lively conversations. I was the only one sitting at the table all by myself. 
 
    I sighed and agreed to drive her home. 
 
    On our way outside, I passed by Gran who frowned. 
 
    “You leaving?” She asked me and Edie. 
 
    “No, we’re just driving to Edie’s and will be back,” I said. “Long story.” 
 
    Edie and I got into the golf cart and drove off. That was the good thing about golf carts. The headwind. 
 
    It was dark outside, and the streetlamps were the only source of light.  
 
    “What a great night, isn’t it?” Edie said, her face beaming in the lights. 
 
    “And it’s all thanks to you,” I said. “You should have become a professional host.” 
 
    Even in the half dark, I could see Edie blush. “Hmm, who knows, maybe I still can,” she said. “As long as you’re alive, it’s never too late.” 
 
    I nodded. That was unexpectedly deep and profound. 
 
    I swerved to the right, mulling over what Edie had just said. It’s never too late. Never too late to start fresh. Echoes from the past sprang to mind, colliding with the last thirteen months and with what could have been. 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself tonight?” Edie asked, bringing me back to the present. 
 
    “Um . . . yeah, sure,” I said, still deep in thought. 
 
    “You should be,” Edie said. “You’re not the one who got food thrown in her face.” 
 
    I laughed. “Okay, you’re right. Who is that sad person anyway?” 
 
    Edie waved it away. “That’s Lucretia Barnett. A total sourpuss.” 
 
    “Ha, you don’t say.” I laughed even harder at the word “sourpuss,” and wrestled with the idea of telling Edie that I’d already been using that moniker. 
 
    “I’m not sure what her problem is,” Edie said. “She was already here when I moved to Bitter End, and I guess she thinks this is her turf and she’s the queen? I know for sure she was jealous of Edgar and me.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    Edie shrugged. “I can’t pinpoint exactly why. It’s just the vibe she gave off. Lucretia is so transparent. She can’t hide any feelings that surface. You saw it tonight with the food-throwing.” 
 
    That I did. 
 
    I stopped at a crossroads to let another car drive by, then I turned left. The streets seemed pretty deserted, which made sense, since people were partying in the rec hall. 
 
    “Listen, Piper,” Edie said, “I want to thank you for coming along to those storage units. And I’m sorry if I caused any trouble for you or for Dorothy.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, totally taken by surprise. “That’s . . . okay, I guess. When you say trouble, you mean Ryker?” 
 
    Edie nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “What did you tell him today after you went inside your house with him?” I asked. 
 
    “Well . . .” Edie cleared her throat. “Since he caught us, I couldn’t just lie to him completely, so I said we were at those units because I can’t just wait and see if someone solves this murder, but what I didn’t tell him is how we knew about the address.” 
 
     “Didn’t he get upset?” I asked. 
 
    “He did. Temporarily. He can’t stay mad at me forever. It probably lasted for half an hour.” 
 
    I asked myself what exactly their relationship was. Was Edie his maternal or paternal grandmother? And how did Ryker end up here in Bitter End with his grandmother? I shook my head. I didn’t even know why I was curious. This shouldn’t be any of my business. 
 
    “And the phone call to Laurie Smith?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope. He doesn’t know anything about that. He didn’t catch us with that, so why would I tell him?” 
 
    I laughed. “I like your attitude.” I turned right one more time and recognized Edie’s street. “How did Ryker know about the address?” 
 
    “I guess the same way we do,” Edie said. “Well, not exactly the same. Most likely he didn’t sneak in late at night. He can go in during the daytime and request Edgar’s file, since he’s the security guy around here.” 
 
    “Then you know he probably called Laurie Smith too,” I said. “The cell phone number was also in the file.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess Ryker called too,” Edie said. “But he didn’t say anything. And I can’t ask him about Laurie Smith without giving myself away about where I have that information from.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “How about Hoodie? Did you tell Ryker about him?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Um, I mean the person who was at the unit,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, him. No, I didn’t tell Ryker about him.” Edie paused. “I kind of feel guilty about that. What if that guy got hurt bad? On the other hand, it didn’t seem like he had any business there, what with the banging on that padlock. What, did he just happen to have a hammer or whatever with him?” 
 
    I’d actually asked myself the same thing. 
 
    “Anyway,” Edie continued, “I don’t know if Ryker knows about that guy, if he’s seen him. Ryker drove off too as soon as the unit blew up and the cops came. He was basically surveilling us.” 
 
    Oh, that was just great. 
 
    “So I’m guessing, since the cops haven’t knocked on any of our doors, that we’re good,” Edie said. 
 
    “We are,” I added. “They would’ve come for a visit by now, if they spotted us.” 
 
    Edie sighed. “So that’s that.” 
 
    Her house was coming up ahead. 
 
    “You can park at the curb,” Edie said. “I’m just gonna run inside and grab the camera.” 
 
    I parked and turned the ignition off. Just as Edie was getting out of the cart, I heard rustling coming from her front yard. She must have heard it too because she froze. 
 
    She turned to me and whispered, “Did you hear that?” 
 
    But I didn’t have time to answer. Whoever it was, obviously heard us and started taking off. It was too dark to see any shapes or figures, but I heard them clearly running away in the other direction. Without even thinking, I took off after them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I’ll be honest. If the IRS hadn’t busted Gran, they would have gotten me. Or someone else from our group. It’s not like I was completely oblivious to the goings-on of the Falcons organization and their businesses, to put it mildly. The authorities wanted to catch us, and they wanted to catch us bad. I had my share of activities that put me on their radar. It wasn’t uncommon for us, the Falcons, to peek behind the curtains of our competitors, and I mean that literally. Only instead of a curtain there usually was a door or a gate that needed to get opened first. Hence the lock-picking. 
 
    Also a common occurrence, was the intimidation of said competitors through means I’d rather not mention. It wasn’t as morbid as horse head in bed, but it got close to that. Hence the ease of handling knives, guns, the occasional bow and arrow, and learning some basic tae kwon do. The ability to run fast was almost a given. But the greatest skill of all that I attained was confrontation. Or better yet, not being afraid of confrontation. 
 
    I remember Bobby Fletcher in tenth-grade recess, high school darling and captain of the football team, with every girl falling at his feet, when he thought it was a good idea to show his friends what a big macho guy he was by sliding up next to me and grazing my ass with a slimy, disgusting grin on his pretty face. Rumor had it he ate out of a tube for a month after that incident. But that wasn’t true. I hadn't beaten the crap out of him. Just enough so he’d know who he was dealing with. Granted, I had my own mix of teenage hormones back then, that more often than not, took over and operated on their own. 
 
    There were no consequences for me after the bloody event with Bobby Fletcher. Not at school, at least. The Falcons made sure I was spared any suspension or any scholarly penalization. The school principal was in their pocket, and the teachers knew better than to mess with them. The only consequence I had to face was at home, with Gran. She wasn’t all that amused about my belligerent ways back then. With her low voice and imposing guidance, she made sure I didn’t get myself into more trouble than I had gotten in anyhow. She was the one who made sure I graduated from high school, no matter what I’d end up doing afterward. 
 
    What I ended up doing for more than a decade after high school was a little bit of this and a little bit of that. I spent most nights working behind the bar at the local pub, Choppers. I knew what a rough crowd was, and I was used to being tough when needed. 
 
    You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to realize the bar acted as a link between the illicit businesses of the Falcons and the clean money that came out the other side. For the last three years there, I was in charge of the books as well. Not really a skill you could put into your resume. I hadn’t thought about the future back then. I didn’t pursue any kind of education after high school. So after realizing I had to break off from my former life, I recognized I had a real problem job-wise. What would I do? Regular bartending? For how long? It was cute and all in your thirties, but what would I do later in life? I didn’t have the support of the Falcons anymore, something I never thought possible. And starting some sort of education or training at the age of thirty-one—not that I had even a vague idea in what field—meant really focusing on that and spending less time actually earning an income. A legal income to boot. I wouldn’t even know how that went. 
 
    As witnesses in the WITSEC program, Gran and I got monthly subsistence checks that covered a fairly modest living. Dillon had told us this wouldn’t be a permanent condition; it was not like we were going to live off the government for the rest of our lives—although I loved the irony of us depending on government money considering our past. This was only to jump-start our lives. So I had to get a job sooner or later. 
 
    As for Gran, she would be living off the money we got from selling our second house, our cabin near Mount Hood in Oregon. Luckily, the marshals got a good deal for us, acting as our legal representatives. We couldn’t sell the house ourselves, being stripped of any kind of contractual power while we were in the pretrial and pre-WITSEC period. The proceeds of the sale of Gran’s house in Oregon, the house we lived in, went entirely to the IRS, as back taxes. 
 
    The house I grew up in, the only home I'd ever known, was gone in a split-second. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more depressed I felt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was glad I had on sneakers and not flip-flops. I ran through bushes and front yards and backyards, anywhere but the street. The street was well-lit, and any halfwit intruder would know to avoid that. Since the residents were still partying in the rec hall, the lights on the porches were out. Perfect timing to trespass or worse. This intruder wearing an all-black, nondescript outfit, made it even harder for me to determine who I was dealing with. 
 
    What worried me again was the reason why I was running after this person. It was sooo not my business—again. He was not sniffing around at Gran’s house. But it was a reflex. Couldn’t really explain it to myself. Maybe it was the whole protect-the-elderly thing. I thought about Edie and how she could possibly defend herself. I mean, she could definitely defend herself verbally, but physically . . . probably not so much. 
 
    Luckily, I could run fast. I felt I was closing in on the intruder. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see him right. There was no obvious figure to his or her shape, just a blur of darkness. However, I got the feeling this person was running kind of skewed. Like he was limping-running. Which helped me close in on him. 
 
    Hmm. Now I was almost sure. This had to be Hoodie. The small explosion at the storage unit injured his thigh. I remembered it was his left thigh, and the intruder ahead of me was running uneven on his left leg. Not to mention the all-black outfit. 
 
    What was up with this person? What did he want? I was so sure I would get my answers, because now I really wanted to catch him. 
 
    He was now only a few feet away, and just before jumping through another bush, he stumbled and fell onto the ground. Yes! I was so going to bust his ass. I was also glad the chase was over, because I got really good and sweaty. Running in Florida, it seemed, was turning out to be problematic. 
 
    Despite his thigh injury, he got up faster than I expected, though. But I was determined to not let him go. I lunged at him, stumbling in the same spot he did—a small branch in front of the bush. Cursing, I fell into the hedge, but managed to grab the intruder’s ankle, making him fall on the ground again. 
 
    He started kicking away and I sputtered out words that would make even a sailor blush. I tried to grab his leg with my other hand, but I got a kick in the shoulder so hard, I grunted and instinctively let go of him. All this time, I didn’t hear a peep out of him. 
 
    He quickly got up and ran away, leaving me wincing in pain on the ground. I pressed on my shoulder. “Goddammit!” 
 
    It took me a few minutes to actually get to a standing position. I shook my head. Couldn’t I have just stayed at the party? What was I doing here? 
 
    Still grimacing and muttering, I dragged myself back to Edie’s house. This time, I took the street. I listened for any movements and rustling, but I knew it was useless. The intruder was long gone now. 
 
    Every inch of my body ached by the time I arrived at Edie’s. Where I found Edie and Ryker standing outside. Ryker had his big frown on. 
 
    Awesome. This couldn’t have gone any better. 
 
    “Piper!” Edie called out when she spotted me. She hurried to me and grabbed my arm with a worried look on her face. 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    She backed away. “What happened? Are you all right?” 
 
    I bent over and let out a deep breath of air. 
 
    “Oh, that bad?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Grams tells me there was someone trespassing in her yard,” Ryker said. “Did you run after them?” 
 
    I got up again and looked him in the eye. “Yeah.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Ryker asked, “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was a reflex.” 
 
    That earned me a smile from Ryker. Not a grin, not a smirk, a genuine smile. Huh. 
 
    Edie carefully patted my arm. “Thank you so much, Piper. How did it go? Did he hurt you?” 
 
    I reported me chasing after the intruder through hedges and bushes, and our slight altercation and the fact that I didn’t see the person’s face. I told them about the all-black outfit and that I had no idea if it was a man or a woman. When I mentioned the outfit, Edie looked up at me and I swear she thought about Hoodie. But she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ryker was listening intently to what I had to say and had a poker face on. I had no idea what he thought of all this. 
 
    Obviously I wasn’t 100 percent sure the intruder was indeed Hoodie, but even if he or she was, I was still unsure what to tell Ryker. If I told him about my suspicions, I would have to tell him about Hoodie at the storage units. That would drag me even deeper into this murder situation. But one thing was for sure, Ryker clearly hadn’t said anything to the cops about Edie and me and Gran at the units. Even so, I had no idea what his tolerance limit was. 
 
    “You’re thinking about something,” Ryker said, narrowing his eyes at me. “What is it?” 
 
    What was it with this guy and his uncanny ability to tell when I was thinking? He didn’t even know me. Unnerving, that’s what it was. 
 
    I glanced at Edie, the way she stood there, looking all small and fragile. So I decided to take a leap of faith. “Okay, there’s something you should know,” I said to Ryker. 
 
    He raised his eyebrow. 
 
    I told him about Hoodie at the storage unit. Ryker still had his poker face on, because his expression didn’t change at all while I was talking. I couldn’t tell if he was mad or anything. When I finished, he looked at Edie, who sheepishly looked away. “And you didn’t tell me about it?” he asked her. 
 
    “I didn’t want to get Piper and Dorothy in trouble,” Edie said in a small voice. 
 
    For some reason, I felt a warmth flooding my chest. That was also totally unnerving. 
 
    Ryker finally let a breath out. He looked from Edie to me and then back to Edie. “Okay, this is what I’m going to do.” He told us he needed to call this in, the intruder at Edie’s, since it could have been related to the murder. I already kind of figured that was the case. It would have been way too big of a coincidence otherwise. 
 
    “However, I don’t need to report you running after them, right?” Ryker said to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “And what about the storage units?” 
 
    Ryker was silent for a few beats. “I need to tell them the intruder was there too.” He stole a glance at Edie. “But I didn’t get that from you, so I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    I nodded in gratitude and was also glad he didn’t ask us again where we got the address for the storage units. Telling him about Hoodie was okay, but no way would I admit to entering the administration building the way Edie and I did. 
 
    “When you grabbed him by the ankle, you didn’t by any chance get some DNA on you?” Ryker asked. 
 
    I looked under my fingernails, but I got nothing. There was also no skin involved; the ankle was firmly wrapped in fabric. So fat chance I’d have skin under my nails. 
 
    Ryker grinned. “Interesting you know what I meant by that,” he said. 
 
    Damn it. He got me again. I’d really lost my touch and needed to be more careful around Ryker. Thankfully, he didn’t expand further. 
 
    His look softened. “You sure you’re okay? Is your shoulder hurting?” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I said. “But I would like to end this evening now, if you don’t mind. I got more excitement than I signed up for.” 
 
    Ryker nodded and pulled out his cell. “Then I’m calling my contact at the PD now.” 
 
    Edie sighed and stared ahead into emptiness. “It was such a great night. Emphasis on was.” 
 
    I kind of felt sorry for her. I knew she wanted nothing more right now than to return to the party, that was in fact, her party.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The next day I was sipping my morning coffee, sitting at the table in the dining nook, while Gran was in the shower. 
 
    My shoulder still hurt a bit, but it was way better than the day before. Yesterday evening, after saying goodbye to Edie and Ryker, I’d gotten into the golf cart and drove back to the rec hall to pick up Gran. I was still aching, and I was sweaty and dirty from the fall, but I knew Gran was still at the party and needed a ride back to her house. Since I had the cell phone and Gran didn’t, there was no way I could have let her know that I’d rather stay at the house, and she could ask someone else to give her a ride. 
 
    When I got to the rec hall, the Fall Fest Dance was still in full swing. However, after probably having a few drinks, people were really letting loose. I passed by Belly Man and Raspy showing off their dance moves—they motioned for me to join them, but I respectfully declined—and I spotted Gran talking with her group. 
 
    After taking her aside and giving her the short version of what just happened, and that I wasn’t exactly in party mode anymore—not that I partied so hard before that—and we could go to the house now, I could have sworn I saw a flicker of disappointment in Gran’s eyes. 
 
    Theodore had passed us just as I was telling Gran we could leave, and he offered to take Gran home later. Gran had looked at him with a deadly stare that silently asked, “Is he even serious?” 
 
    “I think it’s a great idea,” I had chimed in, before Gran could say anything. “This way, you can stay longer.” 
 
    Gran thought about it for a second, then she rolled her eyes and agreed. 
 
    I drove back to the house, and I couldn’t wait to finish the night already. When I arrived, there was a cop car in front of Edie’s house and there was light inside. I hoped Ryker stayed true to his word and didn’t get me involved. 
 
    I went inside the house and got myself as comfortable as I could on the couch, and it was only sometime later in the night that I faintly heard Gran come in. Since I had been living with Gran for all my life, my brain sensed it was her. I didn’t jump up, knife in hand, ready to attack, like I would have if someone just came into the house, even in daytime. 
 
    Tossing and turning all night, I opened one eyelid at about 8 a.m. and decided the heck with it, I’m just going to wake up. Gran was still sleeping in the bedroom while I showered. She had traipsed into the living room half an hour later, smelling coffee. When I asked her how the party was, she shrugged and said, “It was okay.” 
 
    Okay? That was it? I had a different impression. More like “unexpectedly awesome time.” 
 
    “So I saw you made new friends yesterday,” I prodded. 
 
    Again, she shrugged. “I just talked to some people.” 
 
    O-kay. Knowing Gran was not the super emotional, super sappy type and would never utter phrases like “Oh my god, I had such a good time last night”—which I was actually thankful for—I let it go. 
 
    Interestingly enough though, she suggested we go have breakfast in the dining hall. She suggested! Which was fascinating and odd at the same time. Especially since now we had enough food in the house. Did she really want to go out there, where there were . . . people? Senior community-type people? Maybe someone gave her a brainwash last night. 
 
    Gran took a shower while I was still enjoying my coffee. When she came out, she poured herself a cup as well, taking a seat next to me. We both needed coffee first thing in the morning, even before having breakfast. 
 
    “So what exactly happened last night again?” Gran asked, taking a sip. 
 
    I gave Gran the detailed rundown about the intruder at Edie’s. 
 
    Gran whistled. “This is getting more and more curious. You sure you want to be a part of it?” 
 
    I made a face. Honestly, I had no idea what to answer. I kept saying I didn’t want to be involved, yet somehow, I ended up entangled up to my elbows. Staring outside the window, I let out a breath. “You know what? I think I want to take a walk before going out for breakfast.” 
 
    Gran peered outside, took in the sun and the blue sky, then raised an eyebrow at me. “Suit yourself,” she said, taking another sip of coffee. 
 
    Although it was already getting warm outside, I wore my sneakers again today. It kind of felt like a compromise between the boots and the flip-flops. Not to mention the blister that still had to heal. The rest of my outfit was same old me: jeans with cut-out knees and a white top, completed by dark sunglasses. I pulled my hair up in a ponytail, which was probably the only style I could ever wear here in this humidity. 
 
    I peered over at Edie’s house as I passed it, more out of habit now. Everything seemed to be quiet. Her golf cart was parked in front of her garage. There were no cop cars and no intruders on her front lawn. Which was nice for a change. 
 
    As I walked on the street, I passed by one resident or another. Some were nodding at me as a sign of hello. I recognized those residents from yesterday’s party. 
 
    I may have lied to Gran about wanting to take a walk. There was something I wanted to check out, actually. 
 
    Reconstructing the trail the intruder took, I walked down the street and looked for signs of damaged hedges and bushes. Despite the fact it had been dark outside, I remember the direction and the route we took. I passed by eight houses until I got to the spot I was sure was the end stop. The spot where the intruder and I stumbled to the ground, the spot I grabbed their ankle. It was a hedge between an orangey house and a pastel-greenish house. Narrowing my eyes and taking a few steps in that direction, I saw some disturbed grass and the branch we stumbled over. Bingo! 
 
    Trying to look casual, I looked left and right and walked over to the hedge and started inspecting the area. I got on my knees and searched the ground. Not really thinking it through, my offhand alibi in case I got caught was something stupid like, “I thought I saw some berries and that’s why I . . . basically trespassed.” Awesome. Now I was acting like an intruder. I didn’t even know if berries grew in this climate. 
 
    Patting the dirt and doing some cool CSI digging—but with my bare hands—I had the impression I saw something shiny. Something small and shiny. I was right. A silver cuff link with a shiny emerald stripe across the front was tucked underneath a layer of dirt under the hedge. The cuff link had an elliptical shape. Could this have belonged to Hoodie? 
 
    Just then, I heard rustling behind me, and instantly, I jumped up, slipping the cuff link into my back pocket and regretting I left my knife at home. Then I shook my head. For a moment, I forgot this was not the place to wave around knives at people. 
 
    I turned around and was face-to-face with Ryker. He took a step back and put his arms up in defense. “Whoa, relax, it’s just me.” 
 
    I relaxed my shoulders. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Probably the same as you,” Ryker said. “Looking for clues.” 
 
    He said he knew what direction the intruder and me took off yesterday and he tracked down the same trail, looking for signs where the hedges were disturbed. Then he saw me on the ground, nosing around, and he knew this was the spot he was looking for. 
 
    I wondered how this guy had a knack for showing up exactly at the wrong time and me only realizing this when it was too late. And where was his bike or his car? I hadn't seen them anywhere near here or Edie’s house. So where did this guy show up from? I got that unnerving feeling again. 
 
    “So what did you find?” Ryker asked. 
 
    I put on my best innocent face. “Nothing yet.” 
 
    Ryker’s gaze slid down my body. 
 
    “I know you’re hiding something in your pocket,” he said. “I saw you put it there.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I felt my blood freezing. I so didn’t want to give Ryker the cuff link, mainly because I knew what would come next. And it wouldn’t be good. For me and Gran, that is. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. 
 
    Ryker frowned. “Look, I don’t know why you would withhold potential evidence, but I just saw you pick something up and slip it into your back pocket. I have to admit, you were fast, but I did see it nonetheless.” 
 
    I weighed my options. If I didn’t give him the cuff link, he probably wouldn’t take it by force. But it would make me highly suspicious for holding on to it, hence a target of Ryker. More than I already was. If I gave him the cuff link . . . ugh. There were so many complications with that option. Fingerprint-wise, for instance. Unfortunately, I knew I couldn’t get away with keeping it, so I pulled it out and gave it to him. 
 
    “Were you really going to keep this?” Ryker asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” I lied. And I had a feeling Ryker knew I was lying. He probably just couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    “Listen, I did you a favor and left you out of the story I told the cops, but don’t push it,” he said. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “And I already said thanks for that, but that doesn’t mean I’ll be your goody-goody from now on.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t expect you to.” He pulled out a tissue and folded the cuff link in and said he’d bring it to the police, and they could scan it for fingerprints. “Maybe we get lucky and find out who the intruder was.” 
 
    Maybe we get lucky all right. Unlucky for me. I regretted so bad touching that thing, I could have banged my head against a wall. I should have just taken a picture and left it there. Or not even that. It was enough I knew what I found. But when I heard someone come up behind me, it was a reflex to grab it. Now I'd opened up a whole other can of worms. 
 
    The cops were undeniably going to run every fingerprint they'd find on that. Including mine. Then they'd find out stuff that either didn’t make sense to them or stuff that was missing. They’d find me under my new name, but there wouldn't be much to find. I was like a thirty-one-year-old without a past. Their computer screens would scream “Danger, danger, warning, warning, something’s not right here.” 
 
    So basically, if I let the cops have that cuff link, Gran and I would be royally screwed. So much for staying under the radar. If Dillon has to find us another place to live and go through the whole relocation process again, he’ll probably have a coronary. Not to mention the risk Gran and I would be under. A re-relocation meant someone found out something about us they shouldn’t have. Even if they weren’t part of our old lives, it was still a risk. WITSEC’s regulations were extremely strict. 
 
     In addition to that, I kind of already did a bit of mental self-therapy—yeah, okay, I was still at it—that Bitter End would be our last stop. It has only been four days since we got here, so in theory, it should be easy to move again; however, the last thirteen months meant living out of suitcases and always moving around and I just didn’t have the energy to pack up again and leave. Edie would be devastated not to have a nosy buddy anymore. And Gran finally had a suitor. Frankly, if I were her, I would hold on to Theodore like nobody’s business. And purple hair sparking a trend? Where else would we find that? I shook my head and wondered why my thoughts even circled around these people here. 
 
    So, bottom line was, I didn’t want to move. Not just yet anyway. Which meant I had to take that silver cuff link back somehow. Even if it meant we didn’t find out who Hoodie was. Not through these means, anyhow. And man, would I have wanted to know Hoodie’s identity. But not at the expense of blowing our cover. That was non-negotiable. Fiddling with evidence for a murder investigation? Puh-lease. That was nothing in my world. My old world, at least. 
 
    Besides, that cuff link may have absolutely nothing to do with Hoodie, or the murder. So there you had it. There was no reason for me to lose sleep over this. 
 
    “Okay then,” Ryker said. “I’ll leave you to carry on with your day and I’ll head back now.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you,” I said. 
 
    Ryker eyed me suspiciously. 
 
    “What?” I said. “I’m going back to the house either way.” 
 
    We trekked back, and all the time I had my eyes on that tissue Ryker was holding. At Edie’s, I saw Ryker’s bike parked in front. Hmph. He must have arrived here shortly after I left the house. Talk about perfect timing. 
 
    “I’ll see you around,” Ryker said, as he started walking the pathway to Edie’s door. 
 
    I frowned. “Aren’t you driving to the PD to give them the cuff link?” 
 
    Ryker smiled wide. “Grams made apple pie. And besides, it’s Sunday. I doubt they’re running the fingerprints today. We’re more low-key around here.” 
 
    He winked at me and went inside Edie’s house. I almost ran the few feet to Gran’s and barged inside, slamming the door behind me, and going straight to the window overlooking Edie’s house. I pushed the curtain aside and watched. 
 
    Gran was still at the table with what appeared to be her second cup of coffee. “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain,” I said, still staring through the window. “But I need to get something back from Edie’s that now has my fingerprints on it and will be in the hands of the police soon.” 
 
    There was silence. “You were out for about twenty minutes; how the hell did you get into so much trouble so fast?” After a pause Gran said, “Which means I’m in trouble too.” She joined me at the window. “What are we doing?” 
 
    I gave Gran the super-short version of what just happened and told her Ryker was at Edie’s and had a silver cuff link that I needed back. 
 
    Gran shook her head. “So you were nosing around again?” 
 
    “Yes, okay? Yes, I was. But I don’t have time for a lecture now. We need to figure out how to get that cuff link back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Gran and I knocked on Edie’s door. We heard footsteps approaching, and a second later, Edie opened the door wide and flashed us a huge smile. “Well, hello!” she cheered. Today, she wore a polka-dot skirt and a pink top. 
 
    I elbowed Gran and she cleared her throat. “Good morning, Edie. We hate to bother you, but we heard you made apple pie today that’s supposed to be very tasty, and, well, it’s just the peach pie from you was so good, we were wondering if we could get the recipes for both.” 
 
    I cringed at the lame excuse we came up with to fish for an invitation from Edie. 
 
    Her smile grew bigger. “Of course, of course, and there’s enough pie for two more, so come in, come in.” 
 
    Gran and I went in, and I tried to ignore the wallpaper with the floral pattern that made me want to scream. We followed Edie to her table, where Ryker was already sitting with a piece of apple pie in front of him. Frowning. At us. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “Ryker!” Edie scolded him. “Watch your manners, please.” 
 
    Ryker smiled at Edie, then turned back to us. “I’m sorry, it’s just . . . something’s wrong with this picture.” 
 
    “What picture?” I asked. 
 
    “I overheard you wanting some recipes.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” I said. 
 
    “You just don’t seem the type for it,” Ryker said. 
 
    “Well then, you don’t really—” 
 
    “Know us, do you?” Ryker finished the sentence for me. 
 
    Gran let out a honking laugh and I smiled. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any comebacks. 
 
    Edie was in host mode. “Please, take a seat. Ryker, bring that other chair over here, would you?” 
 
    Ryker stood and brought the chair next to a desk, to the table in the dining nook. The décor was more festive than at Gran’s: a majestic white tablecloth hung over the table, cutlery that looked to be made from silver, a few unlit candles, nice cloth napkins, even the water glasses looked elegant. Edie brought the rest of the apple pie on a cake stand and placed two plates in front of us, each with a huge piece of apple pie. “Dig in, dig in,” she said. Then she brought us two decorated porcelain cups and saucers and poured us coffee. 
 
    This was great. Instead of having breakfast at the dining hall, I was eating apple pie. Healthy and wholesome. All for our mission to get that cuff link back. And also, it was totally worth it. The pie tasted divine! 
 
    This was the extent of Gran’s and my plan. Coming over to Edie’s was the only thing we came up with that fast. And fast we had to be. We had to get that cuff link before Ryker brought it to the PD. Once it was with the police, it was over. It was not like we were going to break into the police station. We didn’t even know where they would keep the evidence. Not to mention the high risk of getting caught. In conclusion, we couldn’t allow the cuff link to leave Edie’s premises without me and Gran snagging it for ourselves. 
 
    We’d have to see how to proceed from here. Gran and I had a few options on how to trick Ryker, and it all depended on where the tissue containing the cuff link was. And I was staring straight at it, while I munched on my pie. The tissue was on the table right next to Ryker. The fool didn’t even think to slip it into his pocket when we came in, although he didn’t really hide his suspicions toward us. Guess he couldn’t have even possibly envisioned we could be that brazen, as to really mess with potential evidence. 
 
    Well, think again, sweetheart. 
 
    Ryker was still warily eyeing Gran and me while we were enjoying our pie. Edie, on the other hand, seemed to be more than pleased to have us over for company. 
 
    “So how was the rest of the party yesterday?” she asked with a slightly sad tone. 
 
    Gran and I exchanged looks. 
 
    “It was awful without you!” “Totally bombed after you left!” Gran and I said at the same time. 
 
    Edie cracked a smile and blushed just a bit. “Oh well, I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    Ryker smiled while he took another bite of pie. 
 
    “I heard through the grapevine that Theodore brought you home,” Edie said to Gran. 
 
    Gran’s fork stopped midair. “What the—? How did you hear that so fast?” 
 
    Edie shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Gran said with a sigh. “So?” 
 
    Edie’s eyebrows moved up and down. “So how was it?” 
 
    “How was what?” 
 
    “You know,” Edie said, “the kissing . . . and stuff.” 
 
    Ryker almost choked on a bite, and I put my fork down, feeling queasy. It was official, I could never eat apple pie again. As charming as I found Gran having an admirer, I didn’t need to hear details about it, and definitely not ones prompting unwanted images in my head. 
 
    “There was no kissing . . . and stuff,” Gran deadpanned. “Where the heck do you get that? He brought me home. That’s it.” 
 
    I swear I saw Gran blushing a bit. Wow. 
 
    Edie looked disappointed. “Hmph. Well then, maybe next time.” 
 
    Ryker and I both burst out laughing, while Gran gave Edie her signature death stare. “Let’s just talk about something else,” Gran said, annoyed. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Edie said. She took a bite of pie, then turned her attention to me. “So. You think you can also give me purple hair?” 
 
    Now it was Gran and Ryker who laughed. 
 
    Half an hour later, we finished our pie and were sipping coffee. I learned from Edie that a police officer was at her house yesterday evening and she and Ryker told him about the intruder and the officer seemed to suspect it was related to the murder as well. Ryker told the officer the intruder was also seen at the storage unit that blew up, and he had this information from a confidential source. Well, there was that, at least. The officer noted that down. 
 
    I was glad Edie was in a chatty mood. Not that she was ever not in a chatty mood, as far as I'd interacted with her. I also found out that the murder weapon still hadn't been found. They’re not even really sure what the murder weapon was. It was not a plain knife, Edie related. It was something small and sharp and the wound wasn’t even that deep, it was just in the right spot for someone to bleed to death quickly. Edie got a bit nauseous with the description, and she shook her head. “Poor Edgar,” she said, shuddering. 
 
    The body was still with the medical examiner and wasn’t released yet, Edie continued. It was interesting that nobody claimed it. If a body wasn’t claimed, it would be entrusted to the city’s care for its final disposition, and that meant cremation or burial. In the state of Florida, a known but unclaimed decedent was typically cremated. 
 
    What we gathered from this was that the police hadn't found any next of kin for Edgar Zimmerman. Probably because there weren’t any. Edie shook her head again. “Poor, poor Edgar,” she said again. 
 
    I tried to conjure the same level of emotion Edie was going through but came up empty. So I just nodded. When you’re dead, you’re dead and you don’t even know it. Pity is useless. 
 
    I noticed Ryker didn’t look especially happy while Edie was giving us a full report about the current state of the investigation. Like that was new. He didn’t look happy most of the time. Thankfully, he didn’t interject. I would have been interested to know how Ryker himself was doing with his own investigation of the murder. But as expected, he wasn’t exactly in a sharing mood. 
 
    All this time, my mind was on the cuff link. The infamous tissue was still on the table next to Ryker. We had to recover the cuff link without him noticing. I mean, obviously he would notice the absence of the item eventually. And he would suspect Gran and me. But without evidence, he couldn’t do anything. Still, I’d rather Ryker didn’t suspect us at all. We would just draw attention to ourselves, and that is exactly what we’d been trying to avoid the whole time—more or less successfully. 
 
    Basically, we had to make the disappearance of the cuff link look like an accident. And that was where Edie came in. She was the perfect scapegoat. Ryker would never suspect her of trying to deliberately get rid of evidence. Did Edie even know what was up with it? 
 
    I was caught up in my own thoughts and didn’t hear Ryker asking something. 
 
    Gran elbowed me and I snapped back to reality. “Huh?” 
 
    “Ryker asked you something,” Gran said, giving me a look. 
 
    I turned to Ryker. “I asked if you’re a hairdresser?” he said. 
 
    I shifted in my seat. I knew this was coming. “Um, yeah.” 
 
    Ryker studied me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Why? Do you need a haircut?” Although, any cut would look good on him. I shook my head. Come on, Piper, buckle up. 
 
    Ryker smiled. “No, no, I’m fine. I’m just curious. So you left your old job as a hairdresser and decided to just . . . move to Florida?” 
 
    Okay, what was this? The third degree? I shifted in my seat some more. I didn’t like these questions at all. It was one thing when the residents here asked me that. I didn’t sense any danger and I could easily fend them off. But Ryker . . . he worked in the investigative industry, and with what I'd seen so far, he had honed a good sense of intuition that was not to be underestimated. This was exactly the reason I tried to avoid intense contact with him. But for the sake of getting that cuff link back, there was no other way. 
 
    Edie scolded Ryker again. “What’s with the third degree?” 
 
    I had to smile at Edie’s choice of words. 
 
    Okay, I had to shut him up, once and for all. It was time for me to turn off my ego and try a more pleasant tone, simultaneously being clear and concise. I cleared my throat. “Look,” I started, “if you really want to know, I had a bad breakup, ending with him cheating on me with my best friend. There was also other stuff I don’t really want to get into right now, being too painful and all. I needed to get away from all that and get some distance, start new, who knows. You can imagine I would prefer not to think about it, but thanks for making me remember.” Okay, so I still had to work on the ego and pleasant tone part. But I’d say the message was received, since there was silence. 
 
     I could feel Gran holding in laughter. Ryker changed the look on his face from inquiring to empathic to a bit embarrassed. Ha. Just what I had intended. 
 
    Edie got up from the table and gave me a huge hug. I felt a warmth coming over me again. Then Edie turned to Ryker and said, “See what you’ve done? Why don’t you leave the poor girl alone?” 
 
    Ryker put his hands up in surrender. “You’re right, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I just nodded. 
 
    Edie took a seat again. “Instead of harassing her, you could be nicer, Ryker. Why don’t you make it up to her by inviting her out for a coffee or something?” 
 
    That sneaky Edie. 
 
    Ryker grinned and looked at me, and before he could say anything, I cut in. “That’s okay, Edie. There’s no reason to make up for anything. No hard feelings,” I lied. 
 
    “Okay, changing the subject to something more pleasant,” Gran said, “how about those recipes?” 
 
    I needed to thank Gran later for chiming in. 
 
    Edie got up from the table again. “Why of course, I almost forgot. Let me find something to write those down. You know, I don’t actually have a strict recipe I follow. In my profession, you knew everything by heart, and often, you just used intuition.” 
 
    “Let me help you,” Gran said, also getting up. 
 
    Just as she was leaving the table, Gran bent from her waist and clutched her chest. She grunted and started to wobble. 
 
    Oh, okay, so apparently we were going with the grandma-is-faking-a-heart-attack diversion. 
 
    Before Edie and Ryker could reach Gran, she fell to the side, grabbing the tablecloth and taking everything with her onto the floor. The plates, the glasses, the cups and saucers, the candles, the cake stand . . . I kind of felt sorry about Edie’s stuff, especially since she seemed so happy to serve us her pie. The tissue also fell to the floor, and I kept my eyes trained on it, while I rushed to Gran’s side. 
 
    The three of us were huddled over Gran. “Oh my god, oh my god, Dorothy!” Edie said in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    “I’m calling the paramedics,” Ryker said, whipping out his cell phone. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. 
 
    Edie and Ryker stared at me. 
 
    “No what?” Ryker said, concern weaving in his eyes. “Your grandmother is probably having a heart attack.” 
 
    Under normal circumstances, I would have appreciated Ryker’s fast problem-solving mode. 
 
    “No . . . um . . . this happens now and then. It’s not a heart attack, it’s just . . . gas.” 
 
    Edie and Ryker both furrowed their eyebrows. 
 
    “Gas?” Ryker said. 
 
    Even Gran gave me a subtle look that was supposed to say, “Really?” 
 
    I needed to apologize to Gran later, but that was the only explanation that came to mind to stop Ryker from making the call. 
 
    “Well, I know this isn’t all that uncommon,” Edie said. “Lots of people here have the same medical issue, but still . . .” She looked down on Gran, who was still clutching her chest. 
 
    I got closer to Gran and asked if everything was okay. Gran whined a bit more, then let go of her chest and said she felt better and didn’t need an ambulance. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me calling a doctor?” Ryker said. 
 
    Edie held Gran’s hand. “Please Dorothy, let someone check on you.” 
 
    Gran waved it away. “I’m fine, really.” Then she looked at Ryker. “You look like a strong fella. Can you please help me up?” 
 
    Ryker took her arm and assisted her. 
 
    “Can you also please help me walk to the bathroom?” Gran asked. 
 
    Ryker looked a bit confused but agreed. 
 
    “This happens every once in a while, nothing to be concerned about,” Gran said. “It’s just”—Gran gave me a look—“gas.” 
 
    Gran swayed to the bathroom while clutching Ryker’s arm, and I turned to Edie. “Oh, look at this mess.” Everything was in a pile on the floor, messy and semi-broken. Thankfully, there was a small rug beside the table, so most of the tableware took a hit without breaking. There were apple-pie crumbles and bits soaked in coffee, glued to the white tablecloth. Some glass shards flew a few feet away, but the porcelain cups and saucers made it. 
 
    Edie dismissed it. “Don’t worry, it’s really okay.” 
 
    Ryker was just opening the bathroom door for Gran, so I had to be quick. “Let’s get this cleaned up,” I said to Edie.  
 
    We picked up everything from the floor and moved to the sink in her small kitchen. There, I saw a garbage disposal unit. Jackpot! Now that I didn’t need to take the cuff link with me, I could make it disappear. I didn’t even need to guide Edie into using it, she automatically threw the remaining bits of pie into the opening, including the tissue containing the evidence. 
 
    Ryker came back to the table, announcing that Gran got in the bathroom safely, and stopped short. “Wait. What did you—?” His eyes ping-ponged between the table and the floor. “What did you do with the cuff link?” 
 
    “What cuff link?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I had a silver cuff link in the tissue on the table,” Ryker said. 
 
    Edie threw her hands in the air. “What are you talking about? What cuff link?” 
 
    At least Edie knew nothing about it. 
 
    Ryker sighed. “I haven’t gotten the chance to tell you yet, but we found potential evidence that could lead us to the intruder.” Ryker gave Edie a short summary of our morning snooping in the hedges. 
 
    Edie turned to me. “Really?” 
 
    I frowned and feigned concern. 
 
    “I had the cuff link right there on the table,” Ryker said to me. “You didn’t see it?” 
 
    Doing my best to look innocent, I said, “No, I didn’t. I was way too focused on food and coffee.” I crossed my arms. “Excuse me if that thing wasn’t my number-one priority.” 
 
    Ryker fixed me with his stare, then turned to Gran, who just came back from the bathroom. As soon as Gran saw the three of us gazing at her, she started massaging her tummy, wincing anew. I just hoped Ryker bought it. I could see it in his eyes that he just started figuring the correlation of what just happened: our unexpected visit to Edie’s, Gran’s “heart attack,” and the mess on the floor. 
 
    Thankfully, Edie stepped in. “Ryker, if whatever you had there was so important, why didn’t you tell me that? I would have never thrown that away.” 
 
    Ryker pinched the base of his nose. “You threw it away?” 
 
    Edie put her hands on her hips. “Of course I threw it away. That’s what you do when you clean up. It’s down the garbage disposal.” 
 
    Ryker massaged his temples now. “Good god.” He looked at the sink, probably considering if it was worth going through it and searching for the cuff link. 
 
    “You know what?” Gran said. “I think we better leave you to it. I need to lie down.” 
 
    I thanked Edie for the pie and Gran apologized for the mess. 
 
    “It’s totally no problem,” Edie said. “The most important thing is that you’re okay.” 
 
    Then Edie gave me a subtle glance and a wink. What . . .? Hmm . . . for a second there, but only a second, I could have sworn Edie caught on to what just happened. I inwardly laughed. That couldn’t be. 
 
    Gran and I left with Ryker’s stare boring into us. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Back at Gran’s, I let out a breath as I closed the door behind me. What a ride that was. 
 
    “Gas?” Gran said, flopping on the brown couch. “Really?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied. “It’s the only thing that came to mind.” 
 
    “At least we dodged that bullet and got rid of the cuff link.” 
 
    “Hmm, yeah,” I said, walking over to the dining nook and taking a seat at the table. 
 
    “What is it?” Gran asked.  
 
    “I don’t think Ryker bought it,” I said, staring ahead at nothing in particular. “Not that our plan was the best we came up with.” 
 
    “It was the best considering the time constraint,” Gran said, looking at her watch. “Besides, he can’t blame us for anything. He doesn’t have any proof.” 
 
    “I know he doesn’t,” I said. “But even so, he could do some digging about us if he finds us too fishy. Which he probably already does and he’s hiding it.” 
 
    Gran gave a half shrug. “Stop worrying about it. We’ve done all we could, and we can’t change anything now.” She looked at her watch again. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said. But it still bothered me. 
 
    Gran was looking out the window and I could see she was thinking about something else. “Okay, what is up?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gran said. 
 
    “You’re constantly looking at your watch and your mind is obviously somewhere else,” I said. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Gran said. “I just have an appointment in a bit.” 
 
    Did I hear that correctly? 
 
    “Come again?” I shook my head. “What appointment?” 
 
    “Oh, just some gathering of some people in the rec hall,” Gran said, like it was a normal occurrence. 
 
    I studied her. “Spill it. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Why does anything have to be going on?” Gran asked. “I’m just meeting some people I talked to last night at the party.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “To do what?” 
 
    “Hang around . . . talk . . . the usual,” Gran said. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    Gran paused before she said, “And play some poker.” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    “I knew it!” I said. “What are you think—” 
 
    But Gran put her hand up. “I know what you’re going to say, but before that, let me remind you that I now live in a frigging senior community center, without my bike, trying to wear pink muumuus and plastic slippers, not even having a place to tuck my gun in, and I’m gonna flip if—do you hear me?—F-L-I-P if I’m not allowed to do this; do you understand? And actually, screw allowed. Nobody has to allow me this!” Gran let out a long breath. 
 
    Wow. That was scary.  
 
    “Have you had this argument in your head already?” I asked Gran. 
 
    “A little bit,” she replied. 
 
    I sighed. “Fine, go have fun. You’re not playing for money, are you?” 
 
    Gran didn’t answer. 
 
    “You know what?” I said. “I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Gran gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
    Playing cards was nice. I wasn’t personally a fan, but I understood it could be a fun way to spend your time and engage with others. And it wasn’t like I specifically had anything against playing poker; however, when your grandmother, who is in the witness protection program, could probably beat the world champion of poker, you were allowed to feel just a tad uneasy. This was another thing that could put us on the radar. Then again, all we’d been doing so far was basically planting a neon sign on our foreheads, saying “Here we are! Come and get us!” 
 
    “Are you coming with me?” Gran asked me. “To the rec hall?” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. It was shortly after noon. I just had coffee and apple pie. I managed to make that cuff link disappear. I doubted Ryker would call the CSI folks to have a search team go through the water pipes and septic system to find it. As he had said, they were more low-key around here. Suited me well. So basically, I had absolutely nothing to do. Again. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Since it got way warmer outside at this time of day, I replaced my jeans with shorts but kept the sneakers. I cringed at my white legs and wondered why I never cared about that up until now. Gran was still being stubborn and wore her black boots, tucking her denim jeans inside. We both put our sunglasses on and got into the golf cart. Ryker was still at Edie’s since his bike was still parked at her curb. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later we were walking on the path to the rec hall. A few residents were dabbling in the swimming pool. Some groups sat at the tables underneath the umbrellas with iced teas in front of them. They looked up as Gran walked by in her black-leather biker boots. Some of them nodded in our direction and Gran nodded back. Hmm. That was interesting. 
 
    We entered the rec hall and, man, it looked totally different than the night before. Everything was bright compared to the disco lights from yesterday. The DJ console was gone, as were the red tablecloths, the balloons, and the chafing dishes. The wooden bar looked empty and sad as Jim and Denise were apparently still cleaning up.  
 
    I immediately spotted Belly Man and Raspy sitting at the same table they were the night before, involved in what appeared to be a humorous conversation. Did they even go home? Other groups of people were scattered here and there at the other tables. 
 
    Gran waved to her group at one of the tables. There was Beatrice—in all her purple-haired glory—two other women, and one man. 
 
    “I’m going to see if they have water here,” I said to Gran. “Do you want something?” 
 
    Gran said she was fine, and she headed over to the table, where she was greeted with flashing smiles and anxious looks. I shook my head and hoped nothing too bad would come out of this. 
 
    At the bar, I asked Jim if I could have a bottle of water. 
 
    He scratched his head. “I’m not sure if we have anything left, let me see in the back.” 
 
    He disappeared through a thick curtain, and leaning on my elbow, I looked around. Belly Man and Raspy nodded in my direction and I nodded back, smiling. Gran was holding a deck of cards in her hands and explaining something to her group, who were absorbing her words like she were the kingpin par excellence. Little did they know Gran really was the kingpin. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” a voice uttered beside me. 
 
    I turned and saw Denise behind the bar with a hand towel slung over her shoulder. 
 
    “That’s okay, Jim is already taking care of it,” I said. 
 
    Denise nodded. “So, did you have a good time at the party yesterday?” she asked. 
 
    “Actually, it wasn’t all that bad,” I said. “I didn’t know seniors could booty pop like that.” 
 
    Denise laughed. “I know what you’re saying. This is the first time I’m working at a senior center, and I’m amazed every day at the things I see and hear.” 
 
    “I believe you,” I said. “Where did you work before?” 
 
    Denise placed both elbows on the bar, and her long black ponytail bounced over her shoulder. “I worked in catering. My last job was at a high-end restaurant up in Orlando. But a couple of months ago, my great-aunt left me her house here in Bitter End and I thought a change of scenery wouldn’t be that bad, you know? It’s not like I had a husband or kids back in Orlando.” She let out a loud laugh. “Maybe I’ll have more luck here. How about you? Are you married?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah, never been. I just came here with my grandmother.” 
 
    Denise frowned. “Just like that? To a senior center?” 
 
    I decided to go with the same poor-me-breakup story I served Ryker. That usually shuts people up. Dillon should incorporate that bit of background info into WITSEC’s handbook. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Denise said and rolled her eyes. “Men, right?” 
 
    I understood she expected me to agree with her, especially given my fake story, so I nodded along, although I didn’t share her views on the opposite sex. You always got back what you put in, and if you let your partner mistreat you, then you were the only one to blame. Casting blame on the other person was easier than dealing with the reality of yourself. And if the guy was still giving you any kind of trouble, there were other ways to persuade him to stop. The problem is, most women were too chicken to use their inner strength and train their physical strength. Being polite and nice was not always the way to go.  
 
    Jim came back to the front and handed me a bottle of water. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    He flashed me a smile and his blue eyes sparkled. “It was my pleasure, Piper. You probably need it after the party yesterday, right?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I partied until dawn.” 
 
    “Well, at least you didn’t work until dawn,” Jim said. 
 
    “True,” I said. “And now you’re working again.” 
 
    “Someone has to clean up, right?” he said with a grin. 
 
    I saw Denise giving him a sideways frown. She straightened up and thumped on the bar with her hand. “Well, then I’ll see you around,” she said to me and walked in the back. 
 
    Uh-oh. Was there something going on between Denise and Jim? 
 
    “And I need to see about some glass racks,” Jim said, not even blinking an eye at Denise leaving. He walked to the end of the bar and moved some racks around. 
 
    Okay, now I got it. There was something going on between them, only Jim had no idea about it. Ha. This should cement Denise’s opinion of men even firmer. 
 
    I took a big gulp of water and watched as Gran gave explanations to her group. She showed them the cards, she waved with her hands; they listened intently and took notes. Wow. 
 
    I headed over and pulled up a chair. Gran made the introductions: Sybille, Irene, and Arthur. Beatrice winked at me and proudly ran her fingers through her purple hair. 
 
    “Nice work you did there,” Irene said to me. 
 
    “Yes, maybe it’s time for a change in hairstyle,” Sybille said, idly playing with her hair. 
 
    “No, no,” Beatrice wagged her finger at them. “You’re not copying me. We’re not walking around like the Kardashian sisters, okay?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    Beatrice turned to me. “Don’t you dare dye their hair purple, you got it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am.” Irene and Sybille pursed their lips. I’d say they got the message. I was actually glad I could use this as a reason to “retire” from my job as a hairdresser. If anyone else wanted my services, I could always say they needed to take it up with Beatrice first. 
 
    “Okay, so tell us again what a flush is,” Arthur said to Gran. 
 
    I tried hard not to roll my eyes. This could take a while. They all turned expectantly to Gran. She sighed and began explaining again. During which, I zoned out and looked around. A thought crossed my mind that I may have to find someone closer to my age to spend time with. These past couple of days were fine hanging out with Edie, Beatrice, Theodore, and all the other elderly residents, and that was more than I ever intended. However, I couldn’t help but consider how that would be in the long run. Of course, I wouldn’t stay with Gran forever; although that would obviously be a good start. But even so, I wouldn’t even know how to go about it and how I could ever build a somewhat-friendship based on lies? Because it would be based on lies. 
 
    I thought about my life back in Oregon. Everyone knew I belonged to the Falcons, so there weren’t any lies to tell about my background and what I was capable of, and that there were people who had my back. The people closest to me were, besides Gran, also in the gang. 
 
    I glanced over at Denise as she was polishing some glasses. I bet if she knew where I truly came from, she’d probably run for the hills. 
 
    “You in?” a voice brought me back to reality. 
 
    I turned back around and saw five pairs of eyes staring at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Are you playing with us?” Gran asked me. 
 
    “Um, sure,” I said. 
 
    Gran dealt the cards, and we played a couple of rounds with toothpicks as poker currency. Gran’s favorite poker variant was Texas Hold ’em. I could see our table companions were eager to win; perhaps more eager than they should have been. They didn’t fold once, and they lost all their hands. Gran won all of them without even breaking a sweat. All three were meticulously scanning their own notes to analyze the hand values, so it was way easier to get a read on them, knowing where their finger stopped. I held in a smile. It was kind of adorable if you thought about it. 
 
    But Gran wasn’t having any of it. She shook her head and narrowed her eyes at them like a strict teacher and started explaining the concept of a poker face. In my opinion, Beatrice was the one who had better chances at pulling off a poker face with her thick glasses. You could barely see her pupils through those. She would have to be in control of her body language as well, though. People had no idea how small tidbits and movements gave them away, at the same time thinking they were unreadable. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, and once again, I zoned out while Gran explained. She was in charge of this shindig; she was the best. However, I couldn’t help but wonder what was in it for her? Something felt off. I couldn’t imagine Gran doing this just for the sake of teaching her fellow residents the game of poker. She was not one to be known to have patience. And her speech about this being the only thing left from her former life and without it she would flip and yada yada yada. Hmm. I had a sinking feeling where this could be heading, and I hoped I was wrong. Guess I needed to wait for the ball to drop before stepping in. 
 
    About two hours went by and we were still playing. Beatrice, Sybille, and Arthur got a bit better; I had to give them that. Then again, if you were starting out with zero knowledge, every bit of improvement was like a huge jump forward. I could see beads of sweat on Arthur’s forehead as he looked at his cards with a great deal of focus. Sheesh, I hoped they wouldn’t have a heart attack because of too much excitement. 
 
    The good thing was, all four of them genuinely seemed to have fun, despite Gran’s not-so-easy-going way of teaching. It’s like she really wanted them to learn. Funnily enough, her students took each of her firm remarks more like playful banter. I could see on Gran’s face she was thinking about her gun right now. 
 
    As for me, I didn’t really put any heart into playing. I was there mostly because of lack of other activities. My mind wandered to Edie’s situation. Again. I hoped Ryker didn’t come up with some super solution to find that cuff link. I hoped it got lost forever and ever. Then I thought about Hoodie and what he or she was looking for. Because obviously he was looking for something. He was at the storage unit, and he was at Edie’s. What was he looking for at Edie’s? What could be in Edie’s house that Hoodie would want? And also, did Hoodie know that Edie wasn’t home when he tried to break in, that she was at the Fall Fest Dance with all the other residents? That he picked the perfect time to break in? Was it planned or was it pure luck? 
 
    Only Hoodie didn’t count on Edie forgetting the camera and coming back to her house. But then, how would he know about the party in the first place? He would have to be somehow involved in the community or know someone in the community. But the most important question was, would Hoodie try to break in again? 
 
    My mind then went out to the mystery person named Laurie Smith. We didn’t get a call back. Not that I expected one. Didn’t make sense to look for him or her either; there were probably too many Laurie Smiths on this planet to even try to search them in the digital world. I thought about it some more. At the end of the day, who’s to say Laurie Smith was not Hoodie? Everything was possible, that I knew for sure. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the poker game and I folded, while Beatrice and Arthur each raised one toothpick. Actually, Gran should play with them for real money. Then their mindset would shift, and they would play infinitely better. It’s a whole other psychological situation if there’s real money to lose. 
 
    As I watched Sybille considering if she should fold or call, Edie entered the rec hall. Everyone turned their heads, smiling, and some of them were woo-hoo-ing and giving her a high five. 
 
    “Nice party yesterday,” one of the residents said. 
 
    “I liked the dance-off,” another person said. “We should do that more often.” 
 
    I could see Edie looked very pleased with herself. A blush crept up her cheeks and she waved it away. “Oh, you guys. Thanks so much.” 
 
    Edie spotted us and headed over. Her eyes grew wide when she saw we were playing poker. 
 
    Crap. Edie and poker was so not a good combination. 
 
    She pulled up a chair from a nearby table and squished in between Gran and me. The table was small as it was, and now there were seven people around it. Gran gave Edie a look of discomfort. I could see Gran didn’t care for the encroachment on her personal space. Edie, on the other hand, was totally oblivious to that. 
 
    “You’re feeling better, Dorothy?” Edie asked her. 
 
    “Huh?” Gran said. “Oh, that. Yes, sure, I feel better.” 
 
    “What was wrong?” Beatrice asked, her eyes growing a bit larger behind her glasses. Sybille, Irene, and Arthur leaned forward. 
 
    I kind of preferred avoiding advertising Gran’s fake heart attack within the community. 
 
    “It was gas, that’s what was wrong,” Gran said and gave me her death stare again. 
 
    “But we thought it was a heart attack,” Edie added and patted Gran on her shoulder. Gran narrowed her eyes at Edie, and I wondered what it took for Gran to explode and be verbal about her personal space. Maybe if Edie jumped on her lap. 
 
    “Oh, that,” Beatrice said, dismissively. 
 
    Irene laughed. “I get that three times a week, at least.” 
 
    “Sucks when you’re out of your house and it happens, right?” Sybille said and elbowed Arthur, who chuckled along with them. 
 
    Oh, dear god, where did we land here? Dillon should have warned us. 
 
    “So, you’re playing poker?” Edie asked and I was thankful for the subject change. 
 
    “Yes, and Dorothy is crushing us,” Irene replied. 
 
    “Well, she is the one teaching us, so of course she’s winning,” Beatrice said and pushed her glasses further up her nose. 
 
    “You any good?” Edie asked Gran with gleaming eyes. 
 
    Gran shrugged. “I can hold my own.” 
 
    Understatement of the decade. 
 
    “Why aren’t you playing for money?” Edie asked. 
 
    “They’re just getting started,” I interjected. Although I wished they’d stop right after the start. “Nobody plays for money when they’re learning.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “Boooring.” 
 
    “Do you know how to play?” Arthur asked Edie. 
 
    I was hoping the answer would be “No, and I have zero interest in learning the game.” 
 
    “Not really,” Edie said. “I’d love to join you right now, but I have other plans.” 
 
    Okay, close enough. 
 
    Edie turned to me. “Actually, I wanted to talk to Piper.” She nodded toward the bar area where we could have some privacy. 
 
    I laid my cards on the table and followed Edie to the bar. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, hoping it had nothing to do with the silver cuff link. 
 
    “I want to drive by the storage unit again,” Edie said, after looking to her left and right, making sure nobody was in earshot. 
 
    I frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Because there may be some clues left behind after that explosion, you never know,” Edie said. 
 
    “Ugh. Why do you want to continue snooping around?” 
 
    Edie snorted. “Why do you think, Sherlock? Did the police find the killer? No. Then there you go. That answers your question.” 
 
    “But you’re not a pariah anymore,” I said. “People love you again.” 
 
    “And who knows for how long?” Edie asked and put her hands on her hips. “I dazzled them with the party and all, but I don’t know if that lasts. Then I have to figure out the next shiny thing to dangle in front of them. It’s exhausting. Besides, that murder took place in my front yard, okay? And the guy who was murdered was my lover, yes? So how can I let this go?” 
 
    I studied Edie. I didn’t have any arguments against her logic. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I get it. But I told you I’m not investigating with you anymore. It almost got me into trouble too.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you’re not so discontented as you say you are, Miss I-can-pick-a-lock-at-a-moment’s-notice-and-run-after-an-intruder-at-my-neighbor’s-house.” 
 
    I smiled. Edie was one smart cookie. 
 
    “Well?” Edie looked at me intently. 
 
    I tried to find a reason to decline, but I considered my options. I glanced over at the poker-playing group. It was either that or watching the grass grow at Gran’s house. Wow. Talk about slim pickings. Driving to the storage unit could just be the highlight of my day. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I left Gran at the rec hall with the happy foursome. She could take the golf cart back at the house while I drove back with Edie. The headwind was always pleasant, and as soon as we stopped, I felt the heat again. 
 
    “I’m guessing we won’t take my car?” Edie asked. 
 
    Oh, yeah. I forgot about the most obvious car in the world that one could probably spot from space. 
 
    “Your guess is right,” I said, sighing. “Where do you even drive that car?” 
 
    A ’67 flashy red Chevrolet Impala was meant to be seen. 
 
    “Sometimes I like to cruise around town and go to the beach,” Edie said. “We should do that sometime.” 
 
    I gave her a weak thumbs-up. 
 
    We got into the Ford Taurus and were on our way to the storage units once more. 
 
    “Where’s Ryker?” I asked. I didn’t want him following us again. 
 
    “Not to worry,” Edie said. “He left and went home.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” I asked, cranking up the AC. 
 
    Edie shrugged. “Well, that’s what he told me. I have to take his word for it, what else would I do? It’s not like I followed him home.” 
 
    Just to be on the safe side, I kept eyeing the rearview mirror to see if Ryker was on our tail. So far, so good. 
 
    “Such a weird thing about that cuff link, huh?” Edie said and I could see her eyes boring into me from my peripheral vision. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, trying again to sound totally innocent. 
 
    “It’s just weird how it got lost, that’s all,” Edie said, but I had the feeling it was more of a question than a statement. 
 
    “Yes, it was weird,” I added. “I guess it was too small for us to even notice it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, too small,” Edie said, looking out the window, then turning back to me. “You didn’t see it at all lying there on the table, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Guess we were too caught up in Dorothy’s spontaneous health issue,” Edie said. “What lousy timing, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I said and swerved to the left. “Unfortunately, you can’t plan for these things.” I paused. “Right?” 
 
    Edie grinned. “Right.” 
 
    It was kind of sweet how Edie tried to get me to admit to the disappearance of the silver cuff link. Especially since I had pegged her as completely clueless. Once again, she proved the contrary.  
 
    We drove in silence for a while longer before Edie spoke again. “You know, I’m worried about something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that intruder was looking for something at my house. I mean, that’s obvious; I just don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Again, Edie and I shared the same thoughts. Although, that wasn’t a hard guess. Why else would someone try to intrude? It’s not because of lack of activities. “Hey, I’m bored. I’m just going to break into someone’s house.” I didn’t think so. 
 
    “I really can’t imagine what on earth a stranger could want from me,” Edie continued. “But I’m worried that he might come back, since he didn’t get in.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know what you’re saying, and I had the same thought. What did the police say?” 
 
    “They didn’t mention a possible second break-in, and I don’t know if it’s because they didn’t want to alarm me,” Edie said. “Like I can’t put two and two together.” She let out a snort. “Then again, I didn’t say anything to them either. I had already decided to take matters into my own hands.” 
 
    “What does Ryker think of all this?” I asked. “He’s the PI. He should have a full-on investigation going.” 
 
    “He does,” Edie said. “But he doesn’t share too much. Not with me, anyway.” 
 
    I laughed. “Let me guess. He’s afraid you’ll snoop around even more, right?” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “He said he doesn’t want to give me even more incentive to go out by myself and try and solve this thing. But I’m not totally by myself.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “Ha, you’re right about that,” I said. “You have a knack for dragging me down with you.” 
 
    “You’re a big girl, you can handle it,” Edie gave me a wink. 
 
    “That I can,” I said. “So Ryker didn’t share how far along he is in his investigation? Like nada, nothing, zip? Do we even know what his resources are?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “He really has shared nada, nothing, zip, unfortunately. He has good contacts in the Bitter End PD, and he owns licenses for some search programs and other doodads. Plus, he has good intuition. Unfortunately, now with that cuff link gone, he’s probably more behind.” I could feel Edie’s eyes on me again. 
 
    “We will just have to do without it,” I said. 
 
    “But you did see what it looked like, right?” Edie asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So you would recognize it if you saw it again? Ryker says he can’t decide if it belonged to a man’s or a woman’s shirt.” 
 
    “Yeah, it could be either one,” I said. “And yes, I would recognize it.” 
 
    “Good,” Edie said. “Now all we need is to find the person with that shirt.” 
 
    “Easy peasy,” I said. 
 
    “You didn’t by any chance get a call back from that Laurie Smith person, did you?” Edie asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Edie sighed. “For all we know, the intruder is Laurie Smith.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I said. In hindsight, I should have been firmer in not calling Laurie Smith using my phone. I should have at least bought a burner phone to do that. Or made Edie buy a burner phone to do that. 
 
    “I still don’t understand how all of this—the intruder, Laurie Smith, the storage unit, my house apparently—has anything to do with Edgar getting murdered,” Edie said. 
 
    “That’s the million-dollar question,” I said. “We have some puzzle pieces, but we can’t put the whole picture together. Not yet anyhow.” 
 
    We were nearing the storage units on Mason Road, and again, I parked the car a couple of blocks away. It was late afternoon by the time we got there, and thankfully, the area looked as deserted as last time. I scanned the surroundings for Ryker or Ryker’s car or Ryker’s bike, but didn’t spot anything. 
 
    Edie and I trudged to unit number 5 by taking the same way through the maze of garages as last time. We turned the same corner we did when we’d spotted Hoodie at the unit and quickly backed away. Ryker was standing in front of Edgar’s unit with his hands on his hips. There was a woman standing next to him. 
 
    Dammit. Really? How the hell did this happen again? How did I miss Ryker once more? I guessed he parked his vehicle on the other side of the garages. 
 
    Edie and I peeked around the corner. I’d seen no police crime tape, so I assumed they were already done here. Edie’s white curls were tickling my chin as I was hunched over her. 
 
    “I’m having déjà-vu,” she whispered. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I whispered back, scratching my chin. Fortunately, we were far enough away not to be spotted. “Only this time, it’s your grandson who was supposed to go home.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” Edie said. “I only told you what he told me.” 
 
    “Apparently fibbing is in the genes,” I said. Scratch, scratch. 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Edie said. She looked up. “What on earth are you doing?” 
 
    “Your hair is tickling my chin!” I said. 
 
    “Shh. They’re going to hear you. Just move a bit higher.” 
 
    “How about you crouch a bit lower?” I asked. “I already stretched as far as I could.” 
 
    We both rolled our eyes and shifted our positions. 
 
    I took a closer look, and as far as I could see, the woman next to Ryker looked to be straight out of a grunge anime movie. She was maybe in her late twenties, about one or two inches shorter than me, had short dark-pink hair, and wore black-rimmed glasses. She wore a plaid skirt, black Chucks, white socks with red stripes that were pulled up high on her calves, and a black T-shirt. Visually totally fitting the cliché of a computer nerd, who listened to Avril Lavigne too much. 
 
    “Who’s that?” I whispered to Edie. 
 
    “That’s Sam,” Edie whispered back. “I told you about her. She’s working at Ryker’s PI firm. Samantha Braveheart.” 
 
    I almost gave us away by bursting out laughing. 
 
    “Braveheart? Seriously?” 
 
    “I know, right?” Edie grinned. “What I wouldn’t give to have that last name.” 
 
    “I bet you would. But don’t worry. You’re brave by heart as it is. Maybe too much.” 
 
    Edie blushed. “Aww, that is so sweet.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to Ryker and saw him and the grunge woman talking intensely in front of the broken garage-unit door. I pulled back from the corner. 
 
    “What’s she doing here with Ryker?” I asked. “This only complicates things. Now there’s another person we have to dodge.” 
 
    “Well, it’s no wonder she’s here too,” Edie said. “She wants to make partner.” 
 
    “Make partner where?” I asked. “It’s not like she’s working at a law firm.” 
 
    “No, at Ryker’s firm,” Edie replied. “Sam wants to be equal partners with Ryker and his associate, Greg.” 
 
    I peeked at her again. “Gutsy,” I said. “Be that as it may, what are we doing now?” 
 
    “We’re going to wait for them to leave,” Edie said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” I sighed. 
 
    Ryker and Sam were now taking pictures of the unit, while pointing and discussing. 
 
    I turned back to Edie. “Fine,” I said. “We’ll wait.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense to go back to the car—which I hoped Ryker wouldn’t spot this time—because we wouldn’t know when Ryker and Sam left. So we waited, standing around the corner, peeking from time to time to see what they were up to. That wasn’t my first time ever doing a stakeout, but it was the first time doing it standing up. Usually, I had a cozy and comfortable seat in a car. 
 
    Edie planted her butt on the ground. “Just let me know when they leave.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” I said. 
 
    About thirty minutes later, it appeared Ryker and Sam were wrapping up their conversation and getting ready to depart. Unfortunately, they were walking our way. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “Get up, get up now,” I hissed at Edie. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Edie scrambled up, holding my hand, and we darted around the next corner. The way I saw it, Ryker and Sam would leave around the corner opposite from us. That would be the way out of this garage maze. 
 
    We heard footsteps closing in and Edie and I glued ourselves to the garage wall and held our breath. In that second, I had a whiff of a flashback from my old life: the stakeout, the hiding, the excitement, the strategy of getting in and getting out without being seen. What with all the depressing last thirteen months, I forgot to remember the good times I had before. Granted, my good times never included a five-foot-one septuagenarian in a yellow polka-dot dress with perfectly arched white curls. 
 
    The footsteps were receding, meaning Ryker and Sam took the corner on the opposite side. Edie let out a breath. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” I said to her. 
 
    We scurried back to unit number 5. When we got there, we saw the metal door was bent and there was still debris all over the ground. The unit was about one hundred square feet. And inside was . . . nothing. 
 
    Wow. This kept getting more and more interesting. 
 
    “Why is it empty?” Edie asked, furrowing her eyebrows. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I replied. 
 
    We went in and searched the floor and the walls in hopes of finding something. But there was nothing there. Except for the mess at the door. I bent down and examined the dark-gray dust on the floor. 
 
    “Gun powder,” I said quietly. 
 
    “What?” Edie asked. 
 
    I turned to her. “This is gun powder. This was used as explosive material. No shrapnel, no projectiles. Whoever built this, didn’t intend on doing serious harm.” 
 
    Edie looked at me with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No bullets, just dust,” I said and formed a gun with my thumb and index finger. “Get it?” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Edie said. “But why would anyone do something like this? What is the purpose of building a bomb but not have it do any serious harm?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I gotta say, it seems more like an elaborate prank. Especially since there’s nothing in the unit. I don’t even see any marks or imprints on the floor or scratches on the wall that would imply objects were deposited here.”  
 
    “So the only purpose of this garage unit is to have that bomb go off?” Edie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “If someone should trigger it.” 
 
    Edie let out a whistle. Then she turned to me. “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “Because of . . . um . . . crime shows,” I said. “I’m loving those shows.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, right, right . . .” Edie trailed off. 
 
    To be honest, I didn’t know that much about explosives. That was not my area of expertise when the Falcons and I went out on our, well, our missions. I watched a couple of times how they built small explosive devices and I always found it fascinating, but never took the time to really learn it. 
 
    “Do you think Edgar did this?” Edie asked. “I can’t picture Edgar doing something like this. I mean, it was Edgar! He was eighty-one years old and had arthritis, for crying out loud!” 
 
    “I have no idea who built this and for what reason,” I said and looked around. “But I think we need to get out of here now. We’ve seen what there is to see, which is nothing, and I don’t want to risk any more encounters with your grandson or the cops or whomever.” 
 
    Edie looked sadly around her. “Yeah, let’s go.” 
 
    We trekked back to the car while being on alert and drove back to the senior center, mostly in silence. It was dark outside by the time I swerved onto our street. I could tell Edie was deep in thought. 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of this,” she said, sounding defeated. “I hoped we could find something useful, something that could lead us to something else.” She turned to me. “What do we do now?” 
 
    To be honest, I racked my brain where to go from here all during our drive back. And I came up empty. 
 
    “You’re just as clueless as I am, right?” Edie said. 
 
    “I’m afraid I am,” I said, hating it. “Let’s just sleep it off and we’ll regroup tomorrow.” 
 
    Edie sighed. “Fine.” 
 
    I parked the car in front of Gran’s house and Edie and I got out. It was dark inside, meaning she was not there yet. Wow, she was not done teaching poker? I so didn’t want to know what she was up to. 
 
    Edie and I said goodbye and I watched her shuffle to her house. I turned to unlock the door when I heard Edie scream, “Piper! Help!” 
 
    I darted to her house, running past Gran’s house, past Edie’s gnomes in her front yard, past Edie standing in her walkway pointing at her door, where a dark shadow lurked. 
 
    You won’t get away this time, jerk! 
 
    I turned on the jets and lunged at him, knocking him to the ground. I expected more kicking or other moves to free himself, but this person almost rolled up in a ball under me. Didn’t matter, he was going down. I tried to pin his arms and legs while Edie appeared at our side. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the person yelled in a weak voice. 
 
    “You’re toast now!” Edie shouted back. “We caught you!” 
 
    “Caught me?” the person said. “I’m Laurie Smith!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Laurie Smith? 
 
    Okay, this I did not expect. I got up to my feet and put my hands on my hips. I looked down and saw an older-looking man, a fragile older-looking man rolled up in a ball with his hands around his head. 
 
    “What did you say?” Edie asked. “You’re Laurie Smith?” 
 
    “Heck yeah, I am,” the man said, “so why the hell did you ambush me?” 
 
    I helped him get up and he straightened his back and brushed off his clothes. 
 
    “We thought you were breaking into her house,” I said. 
 
    “Why on earth would you think that?” Smith said. “I was knocking on the door when you lunged at me. Do you automatically assume your visitors are criminals?” 
 
    Edie cleared her throat. “There’s been . . . um, some precedents.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t care about your precedents—do you know how bad I’m going to bruise after you knocked me on the ground?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “We thought you were somebody else. Then again, maybe not.” I crossed my arms. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Smith put his hands up and asked me, “Wait. Who are you? You live here too?” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. He was still in the shadows; Edie didn’t have her porch light on. 
 
    “You know what?” Edie said. “Let’s go inside and talk.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Smith said grumpily. “Maybe you could bring me a cold pad for my knee.” 
 
    We got inside Edie’s house, and she turned on the light. That’s when I saw this man was about eightyish, with a nose shaped like a potato, and some locks of white hair on top of his head. He was about five foot seven and he wore brown corduroy pants with a blue button-down shirt with short sleeves. He had a slim build and I realized I could have knocked him on the ground with a puff of air. 
 
    Edie nudged Smith toward her couch, and I saw him flinch at Edie’s busy floral-pattern wallpaper. That is, until he got to the couch and almost yelped when he saw the dolls sitting there. I could see him trying to pull it together. He shook his head and carefully took a seat on the edge of the couch, while I opted for the armchair opposite the couch. 
 
    Edie headed straight to the kitchen. “What’s everyone having?” 
 
    “I don’t mind having a beer,” I said, not taking my eyes off Smith. 
 
    “A beer sounds good,” he said, rubbing his knees and elbows. 
 
    Edie appeared with three beers and took a seat at the other end of the couch, which was really close to Smith. He shifted in his seat and took a long swig of beer. 
 
    I decided this couldn’t have been Hoodie. Hoodie was fast and fit, the opposite of this person sitting in front of me. Nevertheless, we knew nothing about him. He could have been working with Hoodie, for all we knew. 
 
    “Start talking,” I said to Smith. 
 
    “Well, this is a nice way to apologize after you almost killed me,” he said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t almost kill you. And I said I was sorry for knocking you over. But we still need some answers. So let’s start with an easy one. Why are you here?” 
 
    Smith looked from Edie to me and back to Edie. I could see Edie would implode in a few seconds out of sheer excitement if Smith didn’t start talking. 
 
    “You called me, remember?” Smith said. “You’re Edith Donovan, right?” 
 
    Edie nodded. “Yes, I am. And this is Piper Harris. She’s my next-door neighbor, sort of. Her grandmother moved into Edgar’s house.” 
 
    “Oh,” Smith said. “I see. And you’re looking into Edgar’s death?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said. “His death raises a lot of questions.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been getting a lot of calls in the last few days,” Smith said. “The cops, a private investigator, you . . .” He took another sip of beer. “But I didn’t want to deal with any cops or PI’s or whatever. Edgar’s former neighbor, that would be the only person I would talk to about Edgar.” 
 
    It was just like we had assumed. Other people read Edgar’s file, which only made sense. The PI would be Ryker, so he read it as well. 
 
    “Why only Edgar’s neighbor?” I asked. “Because she’s not official?” 
 
    Smith nodded. “And because, as I understand it, Edgar died on her property.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Edie asked, frowning. 
 
    Smith let out a breath. “I was Edgar’s partner.” 
 
    I almost spit my beer out, and Edie’s hand flew to her mouth. 
 
    “His partner?” Edie said in a high-pitched voice. “You mean, like . . . romantically?” 
 
    “What?” Now Smith’s voice got an octave higher. “No, no, nothing like that!” He shook his head vehemently. “His business partner, for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Edie said, clearly looking relieved. “Not that there’s anything wrong with the other kind of partner, it would just have been . . . unexpected.” 
 
    Damn right would it have been unexpected. I would be in shock too if I found out my former lover was actually gay. 
 
    “Go on,” I said to Smith. 
 
    “Look, it’s like this. Edgar and I and a third partner had a business of, let’s just say, taking stuff and making it our own.” 
 
    Edie blinked twice. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I said, finally understanding. “You were thieves!” 
 
    “Thieves?” Edie’s voice got high again. 
 
    Smith put his hands up. “Well now, I didn’t want to put it that way, that’s such an ugly word. But it’s also kind of true. That is what we did for most of our lives, until we retired.” 
 
    “You can retire from being a thief?” Edie asked, taking a long sip of her beer. “Like when the four-oh-one k starts kicking in?” 
 
    Smith gave Edie a look. “Well, at some point we weren’t that agile anymore,” he said. 
 
    “I have so many questions right now, I don’t know where to start,” Edie said. “What did you steal and how come you’re talking to us about it so freely?” 
 
    Smith stared at Edie, and I could see he wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
 
    “I think we wouldn’t want to know what they were stealing,” I jumped in. “Right?” 
 
    Smith nodded. “That is correct. It’s enough to know what our business was about in general. And to answer your second question, I served my five-year sentence in the USP Marion in Illinois.” 
 
    “What’s a USP?” Edie asked. 
 
    “United States Penitentiary,” I replied. 
 
    “A prison?” Edie asked. “Oh dear god. I should have served shots.” 
 
    “Only five years?” I asked Smith, while doing the math. “I’m guessing they didn’t bust you for everything, then.” 
 
    Smith grinned and nodded. “I see someone knows their way through the criminal justice system.” 
 
    Ugh. I had to make a habit out of just shutting up. This was new territory for me. I never had to censor myself back home and be concerned I’d give myself away somehow.  
 
    “Yeah, no, I . . . like to watch crime shows,” I said. 
 
    “I see,” Smith said, but the way his eyes sparkled, I had the sense he didn’t believe that one bit. “Anyway, I got out of the clink sooner than the time I was convicted for, on grounds of good behavior. I can speak as freely as I want about it, they’re not putting me back in jail. The gig is up. Besides, I’m eighty. I don’t care anymore about a lot of things.” 
 
    “How’d you get caught?” I asked, totally intrigued and thankful none of the cops back home in Oregon ever came with the idea of arresting me. 
 
    “Let’s just say I got sloppy in one of our endeavors and the cops found my fingerprint,” Smith said. 
 
    “Bummer,” I said. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Smith replied. 
 
    Edie blinked twice. 
 
    “When was this?” I asked. 
 
    “About twenty-five years ago,” Smith said. “Got out when I was sixty and I’m clean ever since. Got one of those rehabilitation jobs at the post office in Green County, Illinois, and retired a few years later.” 
 
    I leaned in my armchair. “I see. And Edgar? What’s his story?” 
 
    “Edgar was never caught,” Smith said. “He kept going until he moved here to Bitter End.” 
 
    “But he moved here only three years ago,” Edie said. “That means he was in his late seventies. He wasn’t still . . . how do you say it? Active. He wasn’t still active, was he? At that age?” 
 
    Smith smiled. “If anyone could pull that off, it was Edgar. He was one sly son of a bitch. He realized he had to use his strengths, whatever those were, even in his later years. He had to do the best with what he had, age-wise. Playing the old, helpless retiree can get you a long way. Sure, you can’t outrun the cops anymore when you’re seventy-five. But if you do it wisely, you don’t have to anymore.” 
 
    “Being old was his cover,” I said. “Brilliant.” 
 
    “That it was,” Smith replied. “Who would suspect an old man of anything? They’re always looking for a young stallion.” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m hearing all of this. First, Edgar gets murdered. Now this. Life was normal a few days ago.” She sighed. “Everything changed so fast.” 
 
    Edie’s words rang in my head. The funny thing was, she didn’t even have the grasp of what it meant when everything changed fast. If she only knew it could always get worse. She was stressed about her former neighbor whom she didn’t even know too well, while I was stressed about my own life taking a downward turn. 
 
    “About Edgar,” Smith said. “What happened to him? How did he end up stabbed?” 
 
    “How do you know he was stabbed?” I asked, frowning. “We didn’t say he was.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes widened and she slowly moved away from Smith. 
 
    “Relax,” Smith said. “The cops called me too, remember? They left messages saying something about stabbing. What do you think? That I killed him?” He let out a snort. 
 
    “We don’t know you,” I said while Edie’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “You’re really expecting us not to wonder at that statement? With your former line of work?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, okay, you’re right,” Smith said, taking another sip of his beer. “But if we’re still having this conversation now, then you have to assume I didn’t do it. Or else, there really isn’t any point in us talking right now, is there?” 
 
    I studied him. He was right. We had to assume, for now, that Smith was telling us the truth. About everything, including his persona and his past. So we told him how Edie found Edgar in her front yard and that we read his file and found him as an emergency contact in there, including his cell phone number. 
 
    Smith was silent. Then he rubbed his forehead. “To tell you the truth, I’m not surprised Edgar died this way. An ordinary death was so not like Edgar. I actually expected this to have happened way sooner.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Edgar always pushed boundaries. Normal was not his thing.” Smith let out a short laugh. “Of course he dies with a knife in him. He wouldn’t leave us by having a nice, regular heart attack in his own bed or something boring like that.” 
 
    Edie finished her beer and brought herself another one. 
 
    “It wasn’t a knife,” I said to Smith. 
 
    “Pardon me?” he asked. 
 
    “Edgar wasn’t stabbed with a knife,” I said. “Officials say it was something sharp, and they haven’t found it yet, but it wasn’t a knife.” 
 
    “Huh,” Smith said. “Well then, that makes it even more fitting for that bastard.” He laughed. “Not even a regular knife did it to him.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why that is so funny,” Edie said in a low voice. 
 
    I had to admit, I related to what Smith was saying. I got the whole suitable-death-for-the-life-you-lived kind of philosophy. And I also knew Edie would never understand it. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who could have stabbed him?” I asked Smith and told him about Edgar suddenly leaving the senior complex two months ago and reappearing stabbed in Edie’s front yard. 
 
    Smith seemed to think about it. “I’m not sure. You know, we knew about each other, but we hadn’t kept in close contact. It makes sense, though, that he had me as an emergency contact; he is mine too. I mean, he was mine. We have a history together and we had respect for each other. And I wanted to pay my respects, that’s why I’m here. That number you called was specifically set up for a case like this. I turn that phone on now and then and listen to any messages. And when I heard yours, I was . . .” 
 
    “Sad?” Edie said in a slightly naïve tone. 
 
    Smith smiled. “Yeah, you could say that. I booked a flight to Florida as soon as I heard. And thought the whole time about who could have done it.” 
 
    “And?” Edie leaned in. 
 
    “I bet it was the third partner,” I said. 
 
    Smith smiled. “You really like those crime shows, do you?” 
 
    I smiled back. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Walter Dupree. He was one nasty scumbag. He would have stopped at nothing to get what he wanted. I swear, he would have sold his own grandma for an extra buck.” 
 
    I saw Edie shuddering. “That’s a nice way to put it. But then why were you partners with him?” 
 
    Smith shrugged. “It just kind of happened. We were all working at Sherman Construction and Development back in the sixties, a small company in Illinois. We all grew up in an area with heavy gang activity, and we easily got pulled in. It does something to you if you taste the freedom of transgression when you’re young. Because let me tell you, it is freedom.” 
 
    I let out an involuntarily scoff and said, “No kidding.” 
 
    Edie and Smith turned to me. 
 
    Again, damn. 
 
    I waved it away and motioned for Smith to continue. 
 
    “We started doing a couple of jobs here and there and it’s not like we were thinking about getting a decent education or something, so we hung around each other and realized how good we worked together. And we were young. It’s not like you’re a good judge of character when you’re twenty. That comes later in life. Edgar, Walter, and me were all different back then. We had different views about each other and about the world. The world was a totally different place then than it is now. We did stuff I wouldn’t have ever done with the knowledge I have right now.” Smith paused. “Anyway, we developed a strong bond over the years.” 
 
    I was about to ask how they sold whatever they stole and how they laundered their incoming money, but stopped just in time before giving myself away again too much. Besides, how they did it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    “So what happened to that guy?” Edie asked, almost on the edge of her seat. 
 
    Smith took another swig of beer. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “Oh.” Edie’s shoulder slouched. 
 
    “He died about three years ago,” Smith continued. “Car accident somewhere on the East Coast. Heard it through the grapevine.” 
 
    “I gather he didn’t have you as an emergency contact,” I said. 
 
    Smith shook his head. “No. After I got busted, we lost contact. Haven’t seen him since, actually. But it’s not like I was”—he looked at Edie and winked—“sad about that.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Anyway, I had also heard the cops were entertaining the idea back then that the car accident wasn’t really an accident. They may have found evidence that the brakes were tinkered with. Not sure about what happened there and if that’s true. At the end, it was ruled as an accident still.” 
 
    “What kind of accident was it?” I asked. 
 
    “Hydroplaning,” Smith said. “Car drove straight into a huge cement pillar.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Edie said, cringing. 
 
    “And why do you think that Dupree guy had something to do with Edgar’s murder if he’s already dead for three years?” I asked. 
 
    Smith finished his beer and sighed a loud “ahh.” 
 
    Edie instantly got up from the couch. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Smith said. “One is enough. Gotta watch those calories.” He tapped on his stomach, and I wondered what calories he meant. Then again, that was probably why he was so slim. 
 
    “Walter found a woman and had a kid with her in his later years,” Smith continued. “I never met them, don’t know who they are. But I heard they were also not opposed to Walter’s lifestyle, if you get my drift.” 
 
    Edie and I nodded simultaneously. 
 
    “Walter was so greedy, he always wanted to piggyback on Edgar’s plans. And Edgar let him. Guess Edgar thought Walter was good for something and could be useful for his schemes. The few times I talked on the phone with Edgar, after I retired, he told me he and Walter were still at it. And it went well. But then Walter died. I talked to Edgar after that, and he said someone thought he had something to do with Walter’s death. Someone accused him of messing around with the brakes.” 
 
    “Wow,” Edie said, mouth hanging open. 
 
    “And Edgar moved here to Bitter End three years ago,” I mused. “Now it makes sense. He moved here right after his partner died. Because someone was after him, thinking he had murdered Walter Dupree. Someone wanted Edgar dead for retribution.” 
 
    Smith smiled and leaned in his seat. “That is correct, Miss Harris.” 
 
    I inwardly flinched at Smith calling me Miss Harris. I wondered if I’d ever get used to having a different last name, and moreover, associating that new last name with the final chapter of my life as I knew it.  
 
    “What is going on here?” Edie asked. “Retribution? Murdering? Fleeing? I think I’m getting a headache.” 
 
    “This is just usual life stuff,” Smith said. “Only they don’t happen to everyone.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad they didn’t happen to me!” Edie said. “Okay, so let me wrap my mind around this. Edgar may have killed that Walter guy, and someone was mad about that and wanted Edgar dead?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Smith said. 
 
    “Yes, okay, I’m definitely getting a headache,” Edie said and rubbed her forehead. 
 
    “This is only my gut feeling,” Smith said. “Maybe I’m totally wrong. Edgar never specifically said he was moving away because someone was after him. That was just not Edgar, saying something like that. It was just my understanding of the whole thing.” 
 
    “If you’ve known Edgar your whole life, more or less, then I think it’s safe to say your instincts about him are right,” I said and thought about it for a second. “Is there a chance Edgar did have something to do with Walter’s car accident?” 
 
    Smith shrugged. “I personally don’t think so. Edgar didn’t care much about the law—neither did I—but he never actively planned to hurt someone, let alone kill a person. That was not our MO.” 
 
    “What about that Walter guy?” I asked, finishing my beer. “Was it his MO?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put anything past Walter,” Smith said. “I’ve never known him to actually commit a physical crime against someone, but there was something about him . . . let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised if he did.” 
 
    “And we could assume his entourage—the woman and the child—are similar in thinking?” I asked. “The woman, at least. Or else, she wouldn’t have been hanging around with him.” 
 
    Smith shrugged again. “Could be. But again, I have no idea who the woman is, where she is, what her name is, how old she is, what her background is. All I know is that my assumption is someone out there was going after Edgar. And apparently, they got to him.” 
 
    Silence filled the room. I cut my eyes to Edie and asked her, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Edie was staring at the floor. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s true Edgar was a loner around here; he didn’t get out that much and he didn’t socialize that much. But the times we were together . . . if I’d known about his past, about him . . . I don’t know. It’s just weird. You never think someone that you know is in fact a criminal.” 
 
    I felt a twitch in my chest. If she only knew about me. I wondered if she would look at me differently. I pushed that thought away. 
 
    “Okay, so Edgar never said he moved away because he didn’t feel safe,” I said, “but did he say it was the woman or the child who accused him in Walter’s death?” 
 
    Smith shook his head. “No. Never said who blamed him. This is also a hunch of mine, and I can’t really prove it. I mean, I have no idea where the woman is or where the kid is, if they’re still alive or not; don’t even know if the kid is male or female or how old exactly.” 
 
    “But why would they suspect or why would anybody suspect Edgar had anything to do with Walter’s death?” I asked, frowning. “What could have been Edgar’s reason to murder Walter?” 
 
    “Edgar and Walter had a fruitful job shortly before Walter’s accident,” Smith said and paused. 
 
    Edie and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “I think it’s safe for you tell us about it,” I said. “I mean, they’re both dead and you had nothing to do with it, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Smith said and cleared his throat. “As I was saying, they had a good outing before Walter died. They managed to hit an armored van at the back entrance of a bank in Alabama. Both left with about five hundred grand each.” 
 
    Edie literally slipped off the couch and landed with a muffled thud on the floor, splashing her beer everywhere.  
 
    “Whoa there,” Smith said and instinctively stretched his arms toward Edie. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, helping her up. “Did you put something in those beers?” 
 
    “Did I put something—?” Edie replied with a serious look on her face. “Of course I didn’t put anything anywhere. I just found out my former neighbor, who I found stabbed in my front yard, was a criminal mastermind and his last job involved stealing one million dollars. How do you expect me to react?” 
 
    True that. 
 
    Smith turned to me. “She’s right. So why are you not reacting? Let me guess. Because those crime shows have hardened you?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s young,” Edie said. “Young people today don’t really react anymore. They see everything on those media apps, social apps, whatever you call them, and they’re not phased anymore.” 
 
    I almost thanked Edie for stepping in with her young people explanation. 
 
    We took our seats again. 
 
    “About the armored van and the money,” I said. “What went wrong there? I assume something went wrong.” 
 
    Smith nodded. “Again, you’re right. At first, everything was good and normal. They split the money, like they usually did and like we usually did back in the day. I talked to Edgar maybe one week after their job. Apparently, someone broke into Walter’s place and stole his money, his half a million. Edgar told me Walter blamed him. Edgar had no idea why Walter would think that. He said he wasn’t even near Walter’s place, and he would never steal from him.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Edie said. “A thief steals from another thief. I’m telling you, this is what good movies are made of.” 
 
    “This gets really complicated,” I said. “So Walter’s money from that job was gone?” 
 
    Smith nodded. “According to Edgar, yes.” 
 
    “And again your instincts are telling you that Edgar was a fair and square sharer? Or was there a chance he really screwed Walter over?” 
 
    “I swear Edgar didn’t do that once,” Smith said. “Never in our forty years working together have I suspected Edgar of cheating on us. He never gave me a reason to.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “Guess we’ll never truly know why Walter got that idea, what with him being dead and all.” 
 
    “But Walter could have told someone, like his woman or his child, about Edgar taking the money,” Edie said, “and they believed him and went after Edgar.” 
 
    “Exactly my thought,” Smith said. “Especially since the car accident came so soon after the job.” 
 
    “How soon?” I asked. 
 
    Smith seemed to think about it. “I’d say about three weeks, if my memory serves me well.” 
 
    “So Edgar and Walter stole one million dollars and three weeks later Walter dies, after he accuses Edgar of stealing his share of the money from his place.” 
 
    Smith nodded. 
 
    We all went silent again. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Gotta be honest. Just like Edie, I didn’t expect this kind of story either. I’m so curious how they managed to get into that armored van. Those have A-plus security. Didn’t read or hear anything in the news or anywhere. But then again, the bank probably held it on the down low.” 
 
    The curiosity was killing me, but I knew Smith either didn’t know how they pulled it off or he wouldn’t say. So I thought some more about the Edgar-Walter situation. 
 
    “You know, going after someone with the intent to kill them as revenge or retribution means it has to be personal,” I said. “So someone Walter was important to had to be Edgar’s killer. Which brings us back to the woman and/or the child.” 
 
    This got me thinking about Hoodie and what role he played. I considered whether telling Smith about the encounters with Hoodie was the best way to go. Even though I decided I needed to believe what Smith was telling us was true, there was no way to trust him 100 percent. Still, apparently you needed to take a leap of faith now and then and hope for the best.  
 
    “You know,” I said to Smith, We’ve been dealing with a pesky character here lately.” 
 
    Smith frowned. I told him about the storage unit and about Hoodie and about the blowout and about Hoodie trying to break into Edie’s house and about our inkling that Hoodie could be Edgar’s killer. 
 
    Smith slapped his thigh and started laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Now I get why you thought I was breaking into your house,” he said. “But it wasn’t me. I wish I could be as fast as that guy, if he outran you at your age and with a limping leg on top of it, ha!” 
 
    “Can you tell us something about it?” I asked. “Why would Edgar keep a storage unit and why the booby trap?” 
 
    Smith laughed again. “This takes me back,” he said, and Edie frowned. She looked over to her fridge, probably pondering if she should get another beer. 
 
    “That is so Edgar,” Smith said. “He used to do shi—” He looked at Edie. “I mean, stuff like this all the time. He was a jokester. That booby-trap bomb was there for kicks, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Edie asked. “That’s just cruel. Someone could have really gotten hurt. You said Edgar didn’t intend on actively hurting anyone.” 
 
    Smith shrugged. “And he didn’t seriously injure anyone, did he? I mean, limping? That’s nothing. That was Edgar’s way of having fun.” 
 
    “Even if he wasn’t around to see the ‘fun’?” Edie asked, disgust in her voice. 
 
    “Even so,” Smith said. “So I wouldn’t keep searching there. If the unit was empty and was booby-trapped, that’s all there is to it. Hey, be glad it wasn’t you opening that door.” 
 
    “Trust us, we are,” I said. 
 
    “But other than that, I have no idea who that guy could be,” Smith said. “If he’s Edgar’s killer, and he’s still around after stabbing Edgar, then—” 
 
    “Then the real question is, why is he still here?” I finished. 
 
    “Bingo,” Smith nodded in agreement. 
 
    I exchanged glances with Edie. It was just as we figured. 
 
    “It seems he is around Edie’s house a lot,” I said. “The murder happened here and then he tried to sneak in as well.” Could it be that . . .? “Edie, is there something in your house Edgar may have deposited?” I asked. 
 
    “Deposited?” Edie looked downright frightened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Smith and I knew what this meant. 
 
    I explained my own hunch. Hoodie was after Edgar’s money. All of it. I’d have bet Edgar didn’t spend much of it or didn’t spend it all. Again I refrained to ask how on earth Edgar might have laundered half a million dollars or one whole million dollars, if he took Walter’s share as well. Maybe he had an offshore bank account. Or could be he was old-fashioned and just put the money under his mattress or in his freezer and lived off it. And maybe he took the money with him when he moved to Bitter End and then hid it somewhere, and perhaps Hoodie suspected just that and wanted to have it. And somehow, Hoodie found Edgar in Bitter End, Edgar knew he was found, and left. But why he came back after two months . . . that, I didn’t have a hunch for. 
 
    “This is getting too much for me,” Edie said. 
 
    “Edie, focus please,” I said. “Did Edgar say something to you at all? Did he say he needed to hide something in your house?” 
 
    Edie thought about it, and I saw a couple of pearls of sweat sliding down her forehead. “I don’t think he did,” she finally said. “No, I’m sure he didn’t mention anything about hiding something at my place.” She paused. “So you’re saying Edgar somehow got me involved in his stealing crime? Oh my god, I’m going to be a pariah again!” 
 
    Smith looked confused. “A what, now?” 
 
    Edie got more worked up. “It’s possible I have stolen money in my house? And don’t even know it?”  
 
    “I think that is a valid possibility,” I said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. And up until now, nothing else made much sense.” 
 
    “Well, gee,” Edie said, “I’m glad we have our explanation, but excuse me if I’m not doing a happy dance. What should I do now? Turn my house upside down and look for hidden bills?” 
 
    Smith and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “You know,” Smith said, “that’s actually not such a bad idea.” 
 
    Edie shook her head vehemently. “Nope, I reject that. There has to be another way. Besides, that is just conjecture. We don’t know for sure. Up until you came today, Edgar was just a resident at a senior community place, who kept to himself, didn’t talk much about personal stuff, and was good in bed.” 
 
    Smith flinched and I longed for those shots Edie had mentioned. 
 
    “What the hell?” Smith asked, wide-eyed. “Good in bed? Jeez Louise, I don’t wanna know that.” 
 
    “Well, tough luck,” Edie said, crossing her arms. “You think I wanted to hear everything else you told me? You think I wanted to know the guy was a criminal?” 
 
    Smith said, “Yeah, okay, I get it. But still . . .” 
 
    In a desperate attempt to steer the subject away from elderly sex and get that mental image out of my head, I asked, “Did Edgar have any family? Did he have a wife sometime in his life or maybe even kids?” 
 
    Edie leaned forward with interest. 
 
    Smith smiled at Edie. “No, your description of him as being a loner was right on the money. He got involved with women here and there, but it was never serious. Never got married, and to my knowledge, doesn’t have any kids.” 
 
    Edie seemed relieved. 
 
    “Look,” Smith said. “I know I came here and dropped a bomb.” He shook his head. “Sorry, wrong choice of words. You need time to process all of this, and I need to get going. I really only wanted to pay my respects and also felt someone needed to know about Edgar’s story. You have my number, just in case Edgar’s murder is solved, although not sure you need to keep it. I don’t really care that much who murdered him. Doesn’t bring him back. He lived a full life, a life most people would envy him for.” He turned to Edie. “Do you know if there’s going to be a burial for Edgar?” 
 
    Edie told him about no next of kin claiming the body and so, no official burial. 
 
    “Then I’ll need to go to city council and see from there,” Smith said and got up. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Don’t you care about Edgar’s money stashed around here somewhere? Or even if it’s not here in Edie’s house, it may be somewhere out there, if what you’ve told us is true. Aren’t you interested in that at all?” 
 
    Smith grinned. “Like I said, I’m clean and I don’t do that anymore.” 
 
    I studied him. There was something about that sentence that didn’t quite sit well with me. 
 
    “You got a share from Edgar, didn’t you?” I asked him and saw Edie’s eyes growing wide. 
 
    That only made sense to me if Edgar did such a thing, after all I'd heard about him and about their past together. It was the way Smith was telling us his and Edgar’s story. Those two were like best buds. They probably were best buds. I can imagine Edgar gifting Smith a certain share of the money, for old times’ sake. 
 
    Smith’s grin grew wider, and he shrugged. “Would you believe me if I told you I didn’t? Or wouldn’t you believe me if I told you I did?” 
 
    Yup, he was right about both. 
 
    Edie and I walked Smith to the door. 
 
    “So is this the last time we’ll see you?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Most probably is,” Smith said. 
 
    “Is Laurie Smith even your real name?” Edie asked. 
 
    I could have already told her it most likely wasn’t. 
 
    Smith winked at Edie. “I can see why Edgar liked you.” 
 
    Edie blushed just a bit. 
 
    Then Smith turned to leave. 
 
    Edie looked at me like, “What kind of an answer is that?” 
 
    Smith opened the door and stopped short. “What the—?” 
 
    He almost bumped into Ryker, who was standing there, hand poised, about to knock. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Seriously? Again Ryker? What was it with this guy? 
 
    He frowned. “And you are?” 
 
    Smith shook his head. “Everybody’s so friendly around here.” 
 
    Edie came forward. “Ryker, it’s fine. This is . . . um . . .” 
 
    “Henry Miller,” I jumped in. 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Edie said, catching on. 
 
    Ryker looked at me over Smith’s shoulder. Then he looked at Smith again. “Henry Miller? Is that supposed to ring a bell with me?” 
 
    “He’s a resident here,” Edie continued. 
 
    Ryker, still blocking the door, looked straight at Smith. “Really? Where do you live? I haven’t heard of no Henry Miller living here.” 
 
    Luckily for us, Smith also caught on. “That’s because I barely go out. But tonight was an exception. Mrs. Donovan is an exquisite host, and her neighbor is lovely. I just didn’t know I’d be walking into central station here. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to leave.” 
 
    He smiled at Ryker and pushed his way around him. Ryker moved to the side, as he had no apparent reason to hold him there. 
 
    Ryker then stepped in and closed the door behind him. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edie asked, putting on her innocent face. It was kind of fun to watch. That was her so-my-grandson-wouldn’t-catch-me face. 
 
    Ryker sighed. “I’m not even sure anymore if I want to know what you two are up to. But it’s obvious you are nosing around where you don’t belong. And again I’m telling you—” 
 
    I put my hand up. “Yeah, yeah, you’re telling us to stay put and whatnot. You know what? I’m tired and I’m going back to the house. I don’t have time for this. Again.” 
 
    Ryker narrowed his eyes but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I snuck a glance at Edie, and her face was saying everything. We got interrupted by Ryker and she wished nothing more at that moment than to talk about what we’d just found out. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be tonight, what with Ryker coming over. 
 
    I nodded at Edie and said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Edie nodded her head vigorously. “Yes, yes, definitely tomorrow.” 
 
    I looked one last time at Ryker and left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Going inside Gran’s empty house, I wondered where she was and what she was up to. It was 9 p.m. and she still wasn’t home. I contemplated driving to the rec hall to see what the holdup was and to maybe save her from whatever shenanigans she planned or got herself into. Then I shook my head. Save her? Save Gran? This was also new territory. Gran never needed saving. Gran could always do what she wanted. She did what she wanted for over seventy years. How on earth was she supposed to change now, as Dillon wanted from us? So yes, it had come to me while uttering the mental phrase “Save Gran.” Only I was not her babysitter. I wouldn’t even stay here with Gran in her house forever. I needed to have my own life eventually. And then what? Gran was on her own. 
 
    I turned on the TV and went to the fridge. I opened the door and was about to get a beer out, then decided against it. I sighed and crashed on the couch and found some documentary about the Amazon rainforest on TV. That should’ve been relaxing enough for me to wind down. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. There was no winding down as thoughts of Edgar and Smith and Walter swirled through my mind. The funny thing was Smith gave us answers but, paradoxically, I had a lot more questions. Then my heart went out to Edie. She had no idea there was another world out there, a world where morals and laws were handled very differently. That must be some life when you’re starting to sweat over finding out a felon has not only lived next door to you but was also in your bed. Had to be a pretty sheltered life when you just assumed all the people around you were saints. For the first time ever, I felt a pinch of jealousy over that life. 
 
    I finally drifted asleep with thoughts of million-dollar bills and black hoodies, and weirdly enough, car crashes in the Amazon rainforest. 
 
    The next morning, I woke up with loud banging coming from outside the house. At least, I thought it was outside. I couldn’t quite place it at first. I cracked open one eyelid and realized the banging came from the door. Someone was outside. I peeked at my cell and saw it was shortly after 6:30. I grunted and swore I’ll take Gran’s gun and shoot the next person visiting. 
 
    I got up in a fury, stomped to the door and swung it open. Gone were the times when I thought about looking through the peephole first.  
 
    Edie was about to pound on the door for the millionth time, then took a step back when she saw me. 
 
    “Whoa,” she said, taking me in. “What happened to you?” 
 
    I inhaled and exhaled, trying to calm down, and reminded myself that I’d actually grown fond of Edie, and I was not going to shoot her. But if she banged on the door at this hour one more time . . .  
 
    “What do you mean what happened to me?” I said through my teeth. “You’re banging on the door this early and you’re asking me that?” 
 
    “Geez,” Edie said. “You’re really not a morning person.” Then she walked right past me inside the house. The nerve. 
 
    I closed the door and plopped down on the couch again. “Why are you here?” I asked, feeling a headache coming on. 
 
    Edie went straight to the kitchen and put on the coffee. “The questions you ask,” she said. “Why do you think I’m here? We need to talk about the Edgar story.” 
 
    “This early?” I muttered.  
 
    “This is not early,” Edie said. “This is a normal hour to be awake. I’m sure you don’t have to wake up at normal hours when you work as a hairdresser and I guess you’re going out on weekends, so you sleep in the next day, so you wouldn’t know this is a normal time to be awake. I was a chef. I had to get up early to plan the meals, get the produce and so on.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “Edie, please, for the love of god, stop talking.” 
 
    Especially since none of those assumptions were true. I was not a hairdresser, and I didn’t party all weekend long. But on days when I worked behind the bar at Choppers, I indeed mostly slept until noon the next day. 
 
    Edie continued talking while I suffered on the couch. “Ryker took forever yesterday. I thought he was never going to leave. He tried to grill me about Henry Miller, but I successfully deflected. For a moment I thought about telling him everything we found out and about potential cash in my house, but that would have meant compromising us and calling the cops to search everywhere, and I couldn’t have dealt with that. I need some time to digest all of this. Anyway, I still had hopes I could come over, but when he finally left, it was too late.” 
 
    With my eyes closed, I asked, “Why was he there in the first place?” 
 
    Edie moved some pots and pans around, making my head explode. “I think he’s being overprotective since the whole murder happened. We just spent the evening together and didn’t do anything special. He didn’t talk about his investigation. I think he hoped the intruder would come back and then he would be there to catch them. But that didn’t happen either.” 
 
    I thought I heard a slight disappointment in her voice. “Did you hope the intruder would return yesterday?” 
 
    “Well, to be honest, I kinda did,” Edie said. “Ryker was there, so I felt safer, and to tell you the truth, it would have been over with. Now I’m going to worry every night that he’ll come back.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I was at a loss for comforting words. Because she was right. Hoodie could come back at any time. 
 
    I heard Edie take out some mugs. “Coffee’s almost done. Where’s Dorothy?” 
 
    I slowly opened my eyes and processed that question. I just realized I didn’t hear Gran coming into the house during the night. Did she even come back to the house? Just then, the door to the bedroom squeaked open and Gran shuffled into the living room in her flannel pj’s.  
 
    Edie and I stared at her. By the way her hair was pointing up, Gran looked like she’d slept only on one side of her head and for no longer than two hours. Her eyes were half-closed, and she already had dark circles under them. 
 
    “Wow,” Edie said, taking Gran in. “Were you two, like, partying yesterday?” 
 
    “What is she talking about?” Gran asked, her voice a bit hoarse. “What’s happening here?” 
 
    I closed my eyes again and leaned my head on the headrest of the couch. “Edie came over to make coffee.” 
 
    Gran shuffled to the table, took a seat, and put her head in her hands. “Coffee sounds good.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Edie said cheerily. “I heard you cleaned up good yesterday.” 
 
    That got my attention. Cleaned up? Gran? What the hell did she do? 
 
    “You did what, yesterday?” I asked Gran. 
 
    “I heard they were gambling until super late at night,” Edie continued as Gran shot daggers at her with her eyes. “When did you get home, by the way? Irene said she was in bed around 4 a.m.” 
 
    I started regretting my decision of not driving to the rec hall and saving Gran. 
 
    “When did Irene tell you that if she went to bed at four?” Gran asked and looked around confused. “What time is it, anyway?” 
 
    “It’s not even seven,” I said.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Gran said. 
 
    “What?” Edie said. “You can’t be sleeping all day. We got things to do.” 
 
    “What things?” Gran asked. 
 
    Edie looked over at me. “I guess she doesn’t know yet.” 
 
    “No, but I’d like some coffee first,” I said. I got up from the couch and joined Gran at the table. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we didn’t play for money,” Gran said to me. “We stuck to the toothpicks.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” Edie asked. “It would be so much more fun if we played for money.” 
 
    I put my hand up. “No. It wouldn’t. Trust me.” 
 
    “It would if you’re on the winning end of things,” Gran mumbled under her breath. 
 
    Edie brought the coffee carafe to the table along with three mugs. “Fine, fine, I don’t have time to think about that now anyway. We’ve got more important things to deal with.” 
 
    “Why does she keep saying ‘we’?” Gran asked, pouring herself some coffee. 
 
    “Because in case you haven’t noticed, it’s already been ‘we’ from the beginning,” Edie said, pouring coffee for me and herself. 
 
    Gran sighed. “So what happened yesterday?” 
 
    Edie and I reported everything we found out from Smith. 
 
    “Hmph,” Gran said, “so there’s a million dollars in your house somewhere?” 
 
    Edie stared at her. “Is that all you have to say? How about the guy being a criminal and a thief and god knows what else?” 
 
    Gran shrugged. “It’s not like he’s the only crook in the world. You haven’t met anyone else in your whole life who was not abiding by the law?” 
 
    “Not like this!” Edie said, her voice an octave higher again. 
 
    Gran stuffed her finger in her ear. “Not so loud, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Edie asked, leaning in her seat. 
 
    “We’re not even sure Edgar had the whole million,” I said. “His share was half a million.” 
 
    “Fine, half a million,” Gran said. “Then I’m asking again: there could be half a million stashed somewhere in your house, and you’re seriously sitting here and asking what to do? I would have turned that house upside down by now.” 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. To be honest, I probably would have done the same thing. Moreover, if Edie did discover that much money in her house or anywhere else, the question was, what would we do with it? Turn it in or keep it to ourselves? I know what Gran would do. I know what Edie would do. I’m not sure what I would do. Having that much dough could give us so many options. On the other hand, we’d start a new cat-and-mouse game with whatever authority would be after us. Not to mention we wouldn’t get another chance with Dillon or with the WITSEC program. We would be out. Forever. In that case, Gran and I would probably take the next flight with phony passports to a country that didn't extradite, and be done with it. We were looking over our shoulders either way; we might as well look over our shoulders while riding a Harley on a quaint route in the mountains somewhere. 
 
    Edie says, “To tell you the truth, I’m scared of finding that much money in my house. Stolen money. I don’t want to be associated with that. Won’t the cops and people here in general assume I took something from it?” 
 
    “So? As long as they can’t prove it, you don’t have anything to worry about,” Gran deadpanned. 
 
    Edie shook her head. “Dorothy! Is this your former job talking?” 
 
    “What?” Gran frowned. 
 
    “An accountant,” Edie reminded. “Guess that was your motto: It doesn’t exist if you can’t prove it.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Gran said, sipping her coffee. “Sure, that’s the reason.” 
 
    “Okay, there has to be an easier way to get to the bottom of this,” I said. “Edie, you have to really think about it. Edgar must have said something to you, even if it was in code.” 
 
    “In code?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Yes, in code. He must have given himself away somehow. He wouldn’t have come to you and directly say he had stolen cash he needed to hide. He would maybe ask about good hiding places at your house in the guise of something else?” 
 
    Edie thought about it. “You know, I’ve racked my brain about this since yesterday, but I swear I’m coming up short. I don’t recall any conversation with Edgar that would say something about him hiding something at my house. Why on earth would he choose my house to begin with? Couldn’t he have hid whatever he hid here in this house?” 
 
    “It’s not so smart to hide your own stash in your own house,” Gran said. “And from what I’ve gathered, that Edgar was one clever fox. He was retro, but a fox nonetheless.” 
 
    “What do you mean retro?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I mean hiding cash? Like literally money bills? Who does that anymore? Nowadays you’d launder your dirty money through some sort of activity, a legal one, like a firm for example. Or deposit your money in an offshore account. But that’s trickier because the serial numbers on the bills are associated with the theft. You want to get rid of that, get rid of the bills per se, hence the laundering. Then again, Edgar was over eighty. Retro fits him.” 
 
    Edie blinked twice. “You’re into crime shows too, right?” 
 
    “Huh?” Gran asked. 
 
    “Crime shows,” I intervened. “We like them so much, that’s how we know all this stuff. Remember?” I gave Gran a meaningful look. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, like all of a sudden here in Bitter End she got tired of lying. 
 
    “Yeah sure, it’s those shows,” Gran mumbled and took another sip of coffee. 
 
    “Gran is right,” I said, “it’s hard to handle that big a volume of money in cash. On the bright side, the cops probably won’t think to look under a mattress for hidden cash, since they deal with much more sophisticated schemes nowadays. On the downside, it’s so much harder to actually spend the money. You’d have to do it on a super-low scale to not attract any attention that you’re spending way more than you’re earning. It’s not impossible, but it’s harder.” 
 
    “Did he pay with cash here in Bitter End?” Gran mused. “Did he pay rent in cash for the house here?” 
 
    Edie pursed her lips. “How the heck should I know?” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot,” Gran said. “You don’t know anything about him.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes narrowed. “I’d rather not know anything than know the stuff you do. It’s like you lived with criminals, what with you knowing this much illegal stuff. How about you stop watching those shows?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. Edie was, yet again, right on the money. 
 
    “Look, let’s just calm down,” I said. “Edgar did this his whole life, he would have had other gigs that were just as fruitful, and he had most certainly built a legal stream of income to be able to pay for stuff, like rent for the house here. So I’m sure he had other means of paying besides cash. A lot of establishments don’t even accept cash.” 
 
    I poured us all some more coffee as we all went silent again. 
 
    “The question is also how does the intruder know that Edgar hid something at my place?” Edie asked. 
 
    That was a super-valid question. One I’d love to have the answer to. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I said. 
 
    “You know, the talk with Laurie Smith yesterday raised all kinds of new questions,” Edie said, defeat in her voice. 
 
    I couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
     
 
    Wonder of wonders, Gran and I didn’t feel like staying in the house all day long. Although we both felt dead tired, the talk with Edie and the jolt of caffeine would have made sleeping almost impossible. 
 
    It was mid-morning when Edie left for her house, feeling down on her luck. I could see this whole Edgar story really got to her. Then again, she wasn’t used to having to deal with thieves, criminals, money stashing, and murder. That was more Gran’s and my world. Edie said she’d stay home all day and wasn’t in the mood to go out and socialize. She may also ask someone from the senior center to deliver her food. She wasn’t even in the mood to cook, and that was saying something according to Edie. Which only made sense, considering her former profession. Edie loved to cook and bake, even if she didn’t have that as a job anymore. 
 
    I suggested I bring her food, but Edie declined, and I understood. She needed some space from the Edgar story right now. And seeing me would mean we’d talk about it again. We already turned every bit of information we had upside down and tried to figure everything out, but it was useless. Besides, I counted on Ryker to drop by Edie’s unexpectedly and without warning, and I did not want to bump into him again and explain myself again. I kind of got tired trying to stretch out the truth as wide as I could. 
 
    I was in the golf cart, driving to the dining hall. The blister on my foot got way better, so I decided to try the flip-flops again and matched them with shorts and a T-shirt. Next to me sat Gran in the passenger seat, wearing her usual white top, denim jeans, and black boots. Her blonde bob was pulled back and I could already see pearls of sweat down the side of her neck. I didn’t say anything, there wasn’t any use. 
 
    “I know what she’s doing now,” Gran said as I swerved to the left. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I bet you she’s rummaging everywhere, turning her house upside down right now to find that money,” Gran said. 
 
    “She said she doesn’t want to do that,” I reminded Gran. “She doesn’t want to have anything to do with Edgar’s world, and I get that she’s feeling uneasy about that much stolen money in her own house.” 
 
    Gran shrugged. “Be that as it may. I’m telling you she’s looking for the money right now.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Even if she is, somebody has to find that money soon and get it over with.” 
 
    “She should find the money and come to us, and we’d be splitting it three ways,” Gran said, pushing her dark sunglasses further up her nose.  
 
    “Ha! As if. Edie would never do that. She’d go straight to the cops.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Gran asked. “You’re acting like you know this person. Newsflash—you’ve known her for a couple of days. Not even a week. You’ve had trouble trusting people you’ve known for years.” 
 
    She was right about that. I wondered myself how it had come to this. I did know Edie only for a few days. Still, my gut feeling told me she was exactly who she appeared to be. With Edie, you got what you saw. She didn’t hold back her emotions, and boy, there were a lot of them. It would have surprised me a heck of a lot if she had ulterior motives, especially the criminal kind. What did surprise me was that Edie was a lot smarter than she let on. 
 
    “Besides, we earned some of that money too,” Gran continued. “What with helping her in her own investigation of that murder, that led us to the money.” 
 
    I stopped for a light and turned to glare at Gran. “We earned the money? We helped her? Emphasis on we?” 
 
    Gran waved her hand in dismissal. “I did help. I kept my mouth shut and listened to you two every time you talked about it. Plus, I went with you to that storage unit, didn’t I?” 
 
    The light turned green, and I stepped on the gas. “Right. You were an integral part of the search for the murderer.” 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t get your sarcasm,” Gran said. 
 
    “I know you get it,” I said. “Fine, let’s entertain the thought that Edie would find the money and want to keep it and share it with us. First of all, if she really wants to keep it, that would make her a felon, meaning why would she want to split it with two other people? And second, even if she would split it, you really think us keeping stolen money is the best way to start our new lives? That would set us back at square one. We’d be out of the protection program and on our own and defenseless against the Falcons.” 
 
    “That’s only if they catch us,” Gran said. “Regarding the defenseless thing, I’d say we learned a couple of things throughout the years on how to disappear without any trace.” 
 
    I mulled over Gran’s words. It would only depend on whether anybody caught us. Like it always did. That’s the only way we’d known it and we always got away with it until we didn’t, which put us right in the position where we were now. I couldn’t help but wonder: if it really came down to it and we somehow got ahold of that stolen money, would we keep it or turn it in? 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t think it’s worth discussing this further,” I said. “It’s all assumptions and has nothing to do with reality, since Edie hasn’t found any money.” 
 
    “Yet,” Gran said. 
 
    We parked the golf cart and headed to the dining hall in the blazing sun. I couldn’t help but notice the discrepancy between the people in the pool in their swimsuits and bathing caps, each holding one of those pool noodles and doing movements that were a testimony that gravity does exist—and Gran walking past the pool in her biker outfit.  
 
    The swimmers followed Gran with their eyes, not letting go of their pool noodles. Gran didn’t even look in their direction. She pushed her sunglasses further up and kept on walking with her chin high. I shook my head. How she managed to socialize at the Fall Fest Dance and suck people into the poker-playing game was beyond me. 
 
    Inside the dining hall we spotted Beatrice and a couple of other women at a table. You couldn’t really not spot Beatrice, what with her purple hair and all. She waved us over. Gran muttered something under her breath. 
 
    “I thought you were best buds now,” I whispered to Gran. 
 
    “Please, let’s not exaggerate,” she replied. 
 
    Okay, so Gran didn’t convert to this other kind of life overnight.  
 
    We headed over and sat down at the table. 
 
    “Dorothy, Piper,” Beatrice said. “So nice to see you.” She peered at us from behind her thick glasses. She introduced the other women and Gran and I nodded. 
 
    “What food do they have today? I’m starving,” Gran said. 
 
    “These two,” Beatrice said and shook her head. “How can you eat that much and stay in such good shape?” 
 
    “Define much,” I said. “We haven’t eaten all day.” Breakfast kind of slipped our minds what with having the morning talk with Edie. Unless you counted coffee as breakfast. 
 
    “Oh,” one of the other women said. “Then we’d better get you something to eat, fast.” I forgot her name already, but she was wearing so much perfume, my sense of smell just went on strike. 
 
    Gran and I raided the buffet and dug into the food while the other women at the table were talking about Beatrice’s hair and her poker playing. 
 
    “Oh my,” the other woman, whose name I also forgot, said, and turned to Gran and me. “There’s been some ruckus here since you two arrived.” She was wearing a dress with a pineapple pattern, and even had a pineapple pin attached to it and pineapple earrings. I assumed she was into pineapples a lot. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Gran deadpanned, mouth half-full. “It was boring as hell before, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Pineapples put her hand on her chest and smiled awkwardly.  
 
    Beatrice laughed. “Wasn’t that boring. We had fun our own way. But I have to admit, you brought a bit of spice into our lives.” She patted her purple hair and winked at me. 
 
    “And then there was that murder,” Perfume Lady said and shook her head. 
 
    “How is Edie?” Beatrice asked me. “I haven’t seen her today yet.” 
 
    I took a bite of French toast. “She’s doing okay, hanging in there. She really wants the murder to be solved already, and I agree with her.” 
 
    All the women nodded.  
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do if I found a dead person near my house,” Perfume Lady said. “A person I had an intimate relationship with, on top of it.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what happened there?” I asked. “Did you know Edgar? Did he have enemies around here?” It was worth a shot. Maybe they knew tidbits of information we were missing. 
 
    “Us?” Perfume Lady said, wide-eyed. “We almost never saw Edgar to begin with. He was a total loner. We knew squat about him or if he had . . . enemies.” She chuckled. “Enemies. Like in The Sopranos.” 
 
    She had no idea how close she was to the truth. 
 
    “I think the one time I saw Edgar was at that Summer Luau,” Beatrice said. She turned to Pineapples. “Or was it at the Hollapalooza?” 
 
    The woman seemed to think about it really hard. “He was at one of the community parties? I can’t seem to remember. Oh wait. I think he was at the Razzle Dazzle two months ago.” 
 
    Perfume Lady snorted. “He wasn’t at the Razzle Dazzle, he was at the Booty Ball.” 
 
    I cringed while I tried chewing the rest of my French toast. 
 
    “No, he was at the Razzle Dazzle,” Pineapples said. 
 
    “Please . . .” Perfume Lady waved it away. “You don’t even remember where you leave your teeth, how the heck would you remember a party months ago?” 
 
    Pineapples glared at her. “Well, at least I remember how much eau de toilette to put on every morning.” 
 
    Perfume Lady’s nostrils were flaring. “It’s eau de parfum! And are you insinuating I wear too much of it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gran and I said at the same time and all eyes were on us. Then we looked down at the food again and resumed eating. 
 
    “I am not insinuating,” Pineapples said. “I’m saying it is so.” 
 
    “Maybe you should get your smelling sense checked out,” Perfume Lady continued. “You know, at your weekly geriatrician checkup. While you’re there, let them check your memory too.”  
 
    Pineapples stood and threw her napkin on the table. Perfume Lady stood as well and they both did one of those eye-staring contests, one hand on hip and the other on the table, their noses only inches from each other. 
 
    “Nice, finally some action around here,” Gran whispered to me. 
 
    “Ladies, please,” Beatrice said and swung in between the women. “Let’s not argue. It doesn’t matter which party Edgar attended.” 
 
    Pineapples and Perfume Lady held the stare for a couple of seconds longer, then they took their seats again. 
 
    “Now, Dorothy,” Beatrice said, “when are we playing poker again? We had so much fun yesterday. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late until I looked at my watch.” 
 
    Gran looked up from her food. She turned to me then back to Beatrice. “How about today?” 
 
    I blew out a breath and Gran ignored me. 
 
    Beatrice clapped her hands. “That sounds great. I didn’t have any other plans today. I’ll let the others know.” She pulled out her brick of a cell phone, and with a pen, she slowly tapped the keyboard. This could take a while. 
 
    By the time we finished eating, the conversation had moved on to cataracts, prescription medicine for high blood pressure, the next senior community party and how to move your hips without breaking them, and the taxation situation in the country.  
 
    I was leaning in my seat and looked around me. There were people at a couple of other tables, sipping coffee. Jim, Denise, and one other staffer were working behind the buffet counter. I was eyeing a piece of cake when Theodore walked in and spotted us. He headed over, just as Gran looked up. She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, hello there, ladies,” he said. 
 
    Perfume Lady and Pineapples blushed and greeted him as well. 
 
    “May I join your group?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s no empty seat at the table,” Gran said, and the other women stared at her in dismay. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Theodore said. “I’ll take an empty chair from this table.” He reached for the chair next to us. 
 
    Gran’s jaw almost dropped. I had to hold a grin in. 
 
    “You know what, Theodore?” I said and stood up. “You can have my chair. I think I’m going for a walk.” 
 
    I ignored Gran’s death stare while Theodore took my seat at the table. “Thank you, Piper,” he said and smiled at me. Then he turned his attention to Gran. “How are you today, Dorothy?” 
 
    I could see Perfume Lady and Pineapples swooning over Theodore. But he only had eyes for Gran. I resisted a chuckle and headed outside. 
 
    It’s not that I planned on actually taking a walk, it was more I had the urge to escape the elderly-themed conversations. There was only so much I could take, having to listen to eighty-year-old women talk about what kind of old-lady panties they were using. I knew Gran must have felt the same as I did, but hey, I escaped and she got Theodore to talk to, whether she liked it or not. I felt she needed a nudge in that direction. 
 
    I put my sunglasses on as I stepped outside and scanned the perimeter. The pool was empty now but there was a group of people at a table under an umbrella playing chess. A few other people were scattered here and there and on the mini-golf course.  
 
    I spotted a lounge chair under one of the umbrellas, far enough from the chess-playing group. I headed over there, not sure what my plan was. I had no plan for the day, like every day since I got here. Minus the plans Edie made for me, butting our noses where we didn’t belong. 
 
    I stretched out on the chair, crossed one leg over the other, embraced the shade and closed my eyes. This felt relaxing. More relaxing than sleeping on that goddamn couch every night. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, it took me a few seconds to realize where I was. The sun was hitting me straight in the face. Ugh. My top was sweaty, and my hair felt puffy. Great. I must have dozed off for too long and the sun moved its position. The umbrella obviously didn’t. 
 
    I stretched my limbs and looked around me. There were people in the swimming pool again. The chess-playing group was replaced by some other board-game-playing group. More people walked on the paths that surrounded the whole complex. 
 
    “Had a rough night?” a voice said beside me. 
 
    I turned and saw a man wearing one of those old-man caps, walking by me and smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, you could put it like that,” I said and got up. 
 
    The sun was deep on the horizon, and I frowned. How long was I out? I pulled my cell phone out. Almost 7 p.m. Geez. 
 
    I headed for the dining hall. Inside, Gran was sitting at the same table and a whole bunch of people were gathered around her, all of them holding cards in their hands. I sighed. She was going to be the poker whisperer around here. 
 
    I was just about to walk over there, when Pineapples blindsided me, shoving a pack of photographs in my face. 
 
    “See?” she said. “I knew Edgar was at the Razzle Dazzle party two months ago. I have proof.” 
 
    I backed away and had to think about it for a second. What was she talking about? Oh yeah, it all came screaming back to me. 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    “So, people need to know I was right,” she said. “I don’t always forget everything. Where’s Muriel? Where’s that perfume-stinking broad?” She looked around. “I’m going to rub this under her nose until she can’t smell anything anymore.” 
 
    Wow. The resentment here ran deep. 
 
    “Let me see those,” I said, and she gave me the photos. 
 
    I flipped through the pictures and saw people in the rec hall, dancing, then heavily dancing (again, cringe!), clinking glasses, laughing, and having a good time. There were a few faces I recognized, including Edie posing with her hands crossed in front of her, chin high and a lot of gold chains around her neck, like a rapper. I smiled. 
 
    “Where’s Edgar?” I asked. The only time I had seen Edgar was as a dead body, but I wasn’t sure I would recognize him in a photo.  
 
    “Huh?” Pineapples turned to me. “Oh, he’s here.” She showed me a photo with three people posing in front and she pointed to a man in the background. “That’s him. With the plaid shirt.” 
 
    I looked closer and inspected the man in the picture, although it was blurry. He looked fairly normal considering his life. Then again, we all do. It’s not like we have a horn coming out of our head or a neon sign on our forehead signaling our real persona.  
 
    Edgar was sitting at a table and looked to be having not much fun, as if someone had dragged him there against his will. Didn’t I know what that felt like. 
 
    The corner of another photo was right beneath, so I flipped it to the front and saw another bunch of people posing in front of the camera, flashing the peace sign and grinning from ear to ear. I was about to hand the photos back to Pineapples when something caught my eye. I looked closer. On one of those people, I saw a cuff link that looked highly familiar. It was elliptical—silver with a shiny emerald stripe across the front.  
 
    She was wearing a plain white shirt and was smiling at the camera, although rather shyly.  
 
    Denise. 
 
    I did a double take. But it was really her. 
 
    Denise was Hoodie. And possibly our murderer.  
 
    My breath caught in my throat. 
 
    I shoved the photographs back to Pineapples and ran for the bar. Jim was behind it, filling the fridge with water bottles. 
 
    “Hey, Piper,” he said and smiled when he saw me. 
 
    “Jim, do you know where Denise is?” I cut to the chase. 
 
    He seemed to think about it for a second. “I think she went to Mrs. Donovan’s house.” 
 
    “She what?” 
 
    “Mrs. Donovan called and ordered some food and Denise volunteered to drive it to her,” Jim said. 
 
    Oh crap. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Jim asked. 
 
    I shook my head and darted to Gran and elbowed my way through the gathering, ignoring comments like, “Hey, she’s looking at my cards.” I leaned in and whispered into Gran’s ear, “Something’s wrong. I’m taking the golf cart to Edie’s.” 
 
    Gran’s face took on a dark shade and she looked at me and nodded, without asking one single question. Gran knew when it was time to just trust me. She also sensed how urgent the matter was, and that it would take too long for her to extract herself from the group and come with me. 
 
    I ran outside and jumped into the golf cart. Stepping on the gas, I swerved too hard to the right and almost lost balance. I did the math in my head. It took about seven minutes to drive to Edie’s house, five minutes if I stepped on it. Then I’d need about one minute to realize that I was wrong, and Denise was not our killer and Edie was safe. 
 
    But what if I was right and Edie was in danger? A thousand thoughts ran through my mind. Denise. Denise as Hoodie. Denise as the murderer. Denise stabbing Edgar. Ugh. That cuff link didn’t lie. If Denise was in fact innocent, she’d definitely have to explain the cuff link. For that thing to just fall off her shirt in that hedge, in a totally different context, was almost impossible. It would have been just too much of a coincidence. 
 
    I thought about her motive for everything and figured she might very well be Walter Dupree’s daughter. Smith told us Dupree had a child in his later years, and Denise looked to be in her thirties, so that would be the reason for the age gap. It all added up. The fact that Denise introduced herself as Denise Jablonski and not Dupree was not all that surprising. Almost everybody worked with a fake name in this money-murder story. Hmph. Including myself. 
 
    Denise must have tracked Edgar down to Bitter End and was after the money she thought Edgar stole from her father. Killing him was either a spur-of-the-moment thing or a planned thing. I’d go with the former. Planning to kill someone usually meant you didn’t do it in a neighbor’s front yard. You’d do it in a back room in a warehouse and at least throw the body with a brick on its leg into the lake. That was just common sense. 
 
    I felt my pulse ticking faster the closer I got to Edie’s house. The streets seemed relatively empty; it was a Monday night. Although I guessed in a senior community center, it didn’t matter what day of the week it was. Seemed all the same to me when you’re retired.  
 
    I could have called the cops right away, but if there was even a tiny chance I was wrong, I’d have to explain why I called them and draw attention to myself. Again. This way, I could make sure Edie was safe and sound in her home, alone, without raising alarms for nothing. 
 
    I turned onto Edie’s street and glanced toward her house. It was dark outside, and light shone from her house. The street was quiet while I parked the golf cart in Gran’s driveway, trying to make as little noise as possible. 
 
    I jumped out of the cart and crossed the street to Edie’s house. Her front yard seemed empty. Only those creepy-looking gnomes were grinning at me. 
 
    I wished I had the sneakers on; I felt safer walking in them. Flip-flops were a hindrance for sneaking around or god knows what else. 
 
    I stepped as lightly as possible on Edie’s walkway, alert to any potential movements around me. I didn’t go up the porch to knock on her door, I tiptoed to the side of the house, where light was coming out of a window. I glued myself against the wall and peeked in. What I saw made my blood instantly freeze in my veins. 
 
    Edie’s arms and legs were tied to a chair at her table, and she had duct tape around her mouth. Her head was hanging low, but in her eyes I saw despair and fear and tears. Next to her was Denise, wielding a gun in her hand and talking to Edie, flailing with her arms. I couldn’t make out what she was saying; it sounded muffled through the wall, but she was obviously displeased. 
 
    Son of a mother. Anger rose in my chest. All the anger I'd been holding back in the last thirteen months, all the anger since that day when the marshals took me away from my home and my meatballs—all that anger needed to get out now. 
 
    I pulled out my cell and dialed 911, while I took a few steps away from the window, almost landing in Edie’s bushes. The dispatcher answered and I gave them Edie’s address, saying we have a hostage-and-a-gun kind of situation. Then I hung up and moved back to the window. 
 
    Edie was still looking at the floor, tears streaming down her cheeks. Denise was walking back and forth, like she was thinking hard about something, then sprang to Edie’s cupboards and started frantically searching inside. She was shutting the doors loudly, making Edie jump at every bang. 
 
    Seeing Edie like that broke my heart so bad, I almost started crying myself. My anger only mounted. 
 
    I couldn’t wait until the cops got here. I needed to do something. Who knew how long it would take them, anyway? I hoped the woman on the phone understood the gravity of the situation. 
 
    I looked to my right and left, trying to come up with a plan. Damn that Ryker! The one time I wished he were here. 
 
    I assessed how many ways there were to get into the house. The front door was obviously out. I’d kick it in, but then Denise would have a clear path to shoot me. The layout of the house was similar to Gran’s, so there was no back door. I could try getting in through the window in the bedroom and surprise Denise in the living room.  
 
    I slowly stepped around the house and tried the window in the back. Crap. It was closed. A few feet away from it was the window to the bathroom. And it was half-open. Bingo! What an amateur this Denise was. Didn’t even think to close all the doors and windows to the house. 
 
    I peeked in and saw the door to the bathroom was open as well, and I partially saw what was going on in the living room. Thankfully, the light was off in the bathroom, so chances were good Denise wouldn’t spot me. However, I hoped the window frames didn’t squeak and give me away. 
 
    I slowly pushed myself up the frame. One inch. Then two inches. Three inches. No squeak. I let out a breath and realized I had sweat pouring down my forehead. I wiped it away with the back of my hand and pushed open the window a bit higher until I determined I could fit through the opening.  
 
    I hoisted myself up the lower part of the frame and first peeked inside down to the floor to see if there was anything that I could be stepping into. But the coast was clear, except for the toilet that was more or less directly under the window. I hoped it could hold me. 
 
    I slid my upper body inside and slowly closed the lid on the toilet. So far so good. I could still hear Denise frantically searching Edie’s kitchen. Probably looking for the money. 
 
    Okay, window was open, the lid was down, now I had to squeeze myself all in. I considered losing the flip-flops and just going in barefoot. Those things were a hazard. So I slipped them off and just left them there on the ground under the window. 
 
    I pulled myself up again and slowly inched closer inside the bathroom. I was halfway in, and I grabbed hold of the toilet lid. Now it looked like I was in freaking Cirque du Soleil, with half of my body upside down, holding on to a toilet with half of my body outside the window. Thankfully, I still had some muscle tone left, despite my way of living in the last year. 
 
    While supporting myself on the lid, I brought the lower half of my body inside, until I was literally standing on Edie’s toilet. Funnily enough, the first thought I had in that moment was how the coldness of the lid was refreshing for my feet. Like a barefoot ninja, I stepped on the floor of the bathroom and moved behind the door that was half-open. 
 
    I listened in. 
 
    “Where is it, huh?” Denise suddenly yelled. “You really expect me to believe you don’t know?” Her tone sounded different than the Denise I talked to. It was less shy and more nutcase. 
 
    Denise waited, as if she expected Edie to answer her. With duct tape over her mouth. What an idiot. 
 
    I bent to my knees and peeked into the living room. From my vantage point I could see Edie from the side, half her kitchen, and Denise’s frantically moving shadow. 
 
    Just then, Edie turned her head slightly and our eyes locked. Her eyes went wide, and I immediately put my index finger over my mouth. Thankfully, she moved her gaze back down and didn’t give me away. 
 
    I had to be efficient and take Denise down in one fell swoop, otherwise I’d risk her shooting me. Or shooting Edie. 
 
    Denise was still moving around in the kitchen, and I couldn’t see her from where I was standing. I also couldn’t risk peeking my head in any further. So I had to wait for her to move around to the living room. Only a couple of seconds later, she did. 
 
    “So tell me,” Denise said and I saw the shadow of a gun moving around with her. “What’d you do with it?” 
 
    Of course, Edie’s mouth had tape all over it. Dumbass. 
 
    I peeked outside again and saw Denise moving next to where Edie was sitting. She was with her back to me. This was my chance! 
 
    I took a deep breath and jumped outside of the bathroom, and just as I was about to pounce on her, Edie instinctively turned her look to me. Denise saw her look and turned around, lifting her gun-holding arm. I was sure I could knock her on the ground before she could fire off a shot. Unfortunately, I slipped on the floor, being barefoot and all, and lost my momentum, so I only half jumped on Denise and only got the bottom half of her body. We both crashed to the floor, but since I couldn’t pin down her arm that held the gun, she recovered fast and pointed it at me. 
 
    I stopped moving.  
 
    “Well, well, look who decided to join the party,” she said with a wicked smile. “Where’d you come from?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I just stared at the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Denise said. “Get up. Now.” 
 
    I slowly got up to my feet and put my hands in the air. Taking a quick glance at Edie, whose watery eyes begged for forgiveness, I was the one who said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You can be sorry all you want,” Denise said. “Not gonna save you now. Move to that corner.” She pointed with the gun to the corner between the kitchen and the bathroom. Increasing the distance between us made it so much harder for me to pin her down. 
 
    “Denise, why are you doing this?” I asked. “This woman is seventy-five!” 
 
    Denise raised an eyebrow. “Do you think I care about that? Do you really think I care how old she is? She’s hiding my money and she won’t give it up. Do you want to know who the bad guy is here? She is!” She pointed her gun at Edie and Edie let out a whimper. 
 
    “Oh, the money,” I said. “Edie doesn’t know where the money is.” 
 
    Denise glanced at me in disgust. “You know about the money too? Well isn’t that just great? Kinda figures, since you two were practically glued to each other since you got here. Beats the hell out of me what you find so entertaining hanging around with a bunch of oldies, but that’s your business. You want her to live? Then give me the money and we’re done here.” 
 
    “I don’t know where the money is either,” I said as calmly as I could. I had to be careful with my reactions. My most burning desire at that moment was to place my fingers around her throat, but this person in front of me was clearly unstable. And unstable meant unpredictable. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Denise snorted. “What else would you say?” She moved next to Edie, and I saw her slightly limping. Just like Hoodie did when I ran after him. 
 
    Denise pointed the gun straight at Edie’s face. Edie pushed her eyelids together as tears came streaming down her cheeks. My heart broke again. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do except stall for time and hope the cops would get here quick. 
 
    “Look, Denise,” I said. “I’m telling you the truth. We just found out about the money twenty-four hours ago. We know Edgar had half a million and he may have stashed that somewhere, but I swear we have no idea where. Please, you have to believe me. I wouldn’t put Edie’s life on the line for this.” 
 
    “How the hell do I know you wouldn’t?” Denise sputtered. “I don’t know who you are. There’s something off with you. You working with the authorities or something?” 
 
    “What? Me? No way. What gave you that idea?” 
 
    “You ran after me like a pro, that’s why,” Denise said, slowly lowering her gun-holding arm. “Who the hell does that? When you see a stranger moving around your house, the normal reaction would be different. Especially since it wasn’t even your house. It was your neighbor’s house. You just started running after me.” 
 
    At least Denise confirmed what I already figured out. She was Hoodie. 
 
    “How did you know to come here anyway?” Denise asked. 
 
    “I found a cuff link where you fell on the ground in the hedges,” I said. “And I just found out it was your cuff link. Now I see you limping too. You were at the storage unit when it blew up, weren’t you?” 
 
    Denise blinked twice and put her hands up in exasperation. I cringed and hoped she knew how to handle a gun. “How the hell do you know that?” she asked. 
 
    I told her how Edie and me—I left Gran out of it—were in the car not far from the unit and that we watched how she opened the door, and it blew up in her face and then we saw her limping away. When I asked her if she just happened to have a device with her to smash the padlock to the door, Denise said she was at the unit before for reconnaissance and when she went there the second time, she brought a small hammer with her to get past the padlock. But if she’d known what that would cause . . .  
 
    “That bastard!” Denise sputtered. “Put in a bomb like that for no apparent reason. That almost killed me!” 
 
    “You mean just like you killed Edgar?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her. 
 
    Edie looked up at Denise, sniffling. 
 
    Denise grinned and I swear she looked like the Grinch. “He had it coming. I spent a long time looking for him. He had to pay for what he’d done.” She put her hands on her hips. “Do you know what your beloved Edgar did?” 
 
    “Stole your father’s money then killed him?” I asked. 
 
    Denise glared at me. “Okay, how do you know all that?” 
 
    I told her about Smith’s visit last night and everything he told us. There was no reason to hide information from her now. The jig was up and tonight it was going to be all over. One way or the other. 
 
    “Oh yeah, the other guy,” Denise said and moved away from Edie. I saw Edie letting out a breath. “He was cool and all. But Edgar, Edgar was the worst. He broke into my dad’s apartment, blew up the safe, and took all his money. Half a million dollars! Do you know how much money that is? My dad called him on it, obviously. But instead of just admitting what he had done, he . . .” Her voice started to tremble. “He killed my dad.” 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” I asked. “Do you have any proof that he tinkered with the car brakes?” 
 
    “Puh-lease,” Denise said. “That man didn’t leave proof behind. But I knew it was him. My dad told me everything about him and it was enough.” 
 
    Oh, for crying out loud, this wannabe genius acted on pure assumption. Come to think of it, she didn’t even deserve having a gun. 
 
    I shook my head, and from the corner where I stood, I thought I caught something from the corner of my eye. I slightly turned my head to the right and had to suppress a shriek. Ryker’s head was in the still-open window of the bathroom, and he put his finger to his lips, just like I’d done for Edie a couple of minutes earlier. The only difference was, I was not about to give him away. I did a happy dance inside. There was still hope that we would survive this thing. 
 
    “So how did it go?” I asked, stalling for more time. “Your dad died three years ago. What’d you do? Go after Edgar immediately?” 
 
    Denise shrugged. “More or less. I was so angry at him. The police wouldn’t do anything, so I had to take matters into my own hands. Of course the cops didn’t know about the money, but they didn’t care about the car brakes. Not one bit. So I went to Edgar. He was living in Illinois back then. The bastard had the nerve to deny it all. Said he didn’t steal my dad’s money and he definitely had nothing to do with the car accident.” 
 
    A shade of sadness crossed Denise’s face. “At first I left Edgar’s place, thinking I’d calm down and everything would be all right. But it wasn’t. I packed my gun with me and went to Edgar’s again, only he was gone. So I spent the next three years looking for him. Three years! It became my mission. My reason to live.” 
 
    “Yeah, I understand what protecting the family means,” I said. Then I added, “We probably all do,” as to not sound totally like the mob. “So you found Edgar here in Bitter End. What then?” 
 
    Denise paced around the room, rubbing the gun to her temple. I briefly glanced over to the bathroom window. Ryker was gone. I sure hoped he had some kind of plan. A good plan. An awesome plan. But definitely did. I would keep Denise talking, then I would make my move. Thankfully, Denise liked to talk. Which didn’t surprise me really. Most perps felt the need to get everything off their chest and to share their oh-so sorrowful life events that made them do whatever it was they did. That got me thinking about my own life and my own decisions. I pushed that thought away. This was not the time for thoughts like that. 
 
    “I came down here to make sure Edgar was really here,” Denise said. “I got a job as a staffer here two months ago. That way I had access to the residents’ files. Funny thing was he didn’t even use another name. I found his exact address here on this street and wanted to pay him a visit, but he wasn’t here anymore. He was gone. Again.” 
 
    “You think he was onto you?” I asked. 
 
    Denise sighed. “I think he was. I don’t know how, but I think he kept tabs on everyone around here. I think somehow, he found out I was here before he even saw me, and he split. Imagine how devastated I was, after it took me three whole years to track him down. I was desperate. How long would it take to find him again?” She shook her head. “But I needed a job either way, so I decided to stay here and keep this job and keep searching for him. Sooner or later, he’d have to leave some kind of digital footprint.” 
 
    “But two months later, Edgar came back,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I got lucky,” Denise said. “The universe threw me a bone. I saw him on the street Thursday evening, just outside her house.” Denise pointed at Edie. “I’d been driving up and down this street every day since he left, in the hopes that he’d come back. And then bam. Thursday night I saw him lurking in her front yard. I knew he must have left in a hurry two months ago and now he’d come back for the money. And probably also for a little something-something from her.” 
 
    Edie’s watery eyes filled with even more sadness. 
 
    Denise smirked at her. “Yeah, I know all about your nightly activities. Found out about them from these chatty and obnoxious people that live here. When I’m through with you and get my money, I’m finally out of here. I need sane people around me again.” 
 
    I held back the urge to ask if she considered herself sane. 
 
    “So you grabbed the chance when you saw Edgar here? But why do you even think Edie knows where he supposedly hid any money?” I asked, hoping I could stall for even more time. Where the hell was the cavalry? 
 
    “Because he told me he hid it in her house,” Denise said wickedly. 
 
    There was silence for a couple of seconds and Edie whimpered. 
 
    “I nearly jumped out of my car when I saw him here in her yard, and I instantly confronted him,” Denise continued. “He was not going to get away from me this time. I asked him about the money, and at first he didn’t say anything until I threatened to hurt her.” Denise pointed at Edie again. 
 
    “You what?” I asked. 
 
    Edie cried but it was a muffled cry, and a river of tears flowed down her cheeks. Edie not being able to talk, I was sure that was killing her inside, probably just as much as knowing that Edgar did care for her.  
 
    “Edgar got soft,” Denise said. “As soon as I told him what I’d do to her, he said he hid the stash at her place. Which only makes sense because I searched his house thoroughly after he was gone and found zip.” 
 
    The thought of crazy Denise rummaging through Gran’s house gave me the creeps. 
 
    “So why don’t you have the money now?” I asked. 
 
    Denise shook her head. “Because I got so mad at him. After he told me his money was somewhere in her house, I demanded he tell me what he did with my dad’s stash that he had stolen. And then he went on and on again that he didn’t steal his money and he hadn’t had anything to do with the car accident. I felt so much anger building inside me. Like how can he take my father away and brazenly lie to me like that? So I took the screwdriver I had with me and stabbed that bastard!” 
 
    Again, there was silence for a few beats. I looked at Edie and I think she was all cried out. This was some deranged person we had to deal with. Not even the Falcons did something like this. The reason being, the Falcons were more business oriented and kept a clear mind. Denise was emotional and acted out of hurt on account of her father’s death. 
 
    But hey, at least we knew what the murder weapon was now. If we ever got to live to tell the story, that was. And by the way, who carries a screwdriver with them? 
 
    Denise let out a breath and sat down at the table next to Edie. “I thought once I knew where the money was, in her house, I could easily get it. But it turned out more complicated than I thought. Mostly because of you.” 
 
    She turned to me with a dark look in her eyes. I knew what she meant. We caught her trying to break into Edie’s house and then there was the chasing too. 
 
    I frowned. “There’s something I don’t understand. Why did you drive to the storage units only now? I mean, you’ve been here in Bitter End for two months; you already have read Edgar’s file and found the address for the unit. Why didn’t you search there at the beginning? Right after Edgar disappeared again?” 
 
    “Because I knew he would be too clever to hide the money in a storage unit and then write the address in his file,” Denise said. “That’s just too obvious. But after the night he died, I was desperate to find that money and figured it better to not leave any stone unturned, so I decided to search the unit too.” She shook her head. “Then I almost get blown up because of his freaking toy bomb. He managed to get me mad even after he died, that son of a bitch.” 
 
    Right. Denise the murderer was upset. 
 
    Even if Edgar did all those things, this was not how retribution worked. This was like ten levels beyond sane retribution. You get your facts straight and then you act. You do not drag a little old lady into this mess, unless you know for sure she’s guilty. I glanced at Edie and saw her in agony, tied to the chair. I clenched my fists together, knowing it was time to act. Denise was going down and I was the one taking her down. 
 
    “I lied,” I said. “I know where the money is.” 
 
    Both Denise and Edie stared at me. 
 
    “I knew it!” Denise started waving that gun again. “You lying snake! Where’s the money?” 
 
    I was kind of hoping she would close the distance between us in a fury and shove the gun into my face, so I could karate-punch her out of the way. Instead, she stayed put and pointed the gun at me. “Talk,” she said. “Now!” 
 
    Okay, time to adjust the plan. 
 
    “Only if you let her go,” I said and pointed with my chin toward Edie. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Denise said. “As if. So she can call the cops? Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    “Then say goodbye to your precious money,” I said. “Untie her now and let her go. She’s old enough to be your grandmother, for Christ’s sake. She’s no opponent for you.” 
 
    Denise frowned. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m Piper. I’m her neighbor and I want her to be safe. Do we have a deal or not?” I knew I was taking my chances. If Denise was smart, she would now invert this situation and use Edie against me. Just as she did with Edgar to get him to talk. But right now, I was certain her greed had overtaken her smarts. 
 
    Denise bent down and started working on Edie’s rope behind the chair, but still holding the gun. Edie’s chest heaved as she breathed in hard. This was my chance. I had this tiny window to act, while Denise was focused on untying the rope. I took a deep breath and lunged at her, taking her down and Edie in the process. Edie landed on her side with a thud, still tied up. This time I didn’t slip, so I positioned myself on top of Denise and pinned down her gun-holding arm. 
 
    Denise screamed. “You lying jerk!” 
 
    She kicked with her legs and her free arm, but I was firmly holding her down, ignoring Edie’s whimpers, although I knew she must be in pain tied up like that and lying on the floor. But I had a job to do. If anything, Edie’s hurting only fueled my own anger. I bashed Denise’s arm against the floor a couple of times, and she screamed in pain, finally letting go of the gun. I grabbed it, jumped up, and now it was me who shoved the gun into her face. 
 
    I blew a strand of sweaty hair from my eyes and said, “One move and I’ll blow your brains out.” 
 
    Denise looked straight into my eyes and all I could see was pure hate. Just when I was sure she was going to move, giving me the sweet pleasure of making good on my promise, the front door kicked in and Gran came flying inside, guns blazing and boots fuming. Okay, she didn’t actually fire her gun and her boots were—hopefully—not fuming, although I think they were here in Florida. It took her one second to take in the scene, then she pointed her gun at Denise and said, “You messed with the wrong people.” 
 
    Ryker and the cops were right behind Gran. I could see the dismay in Ryker’s eyes as soon as he stepped foot in the house. 
 
    The cops helped Edie up and I finally ripped off the duct tape from her mouth. “Ouch!” she cried. “What the hell took you all so long?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    As soon as Gran and I stepped inside the dining hall on Wednesday morning, cheers erupted, and everybody clapped and woo-hoo-ed. It took me a second to realize they meant us. They were cheering for us. Some people were shouting, “You saved us from a murderer” or “Good going, we need more people like you,” or “Teach us some more combat moves.” 
 
    Great. Just what we needed. All the attention on us. And I hoped they were joking about the combat moves. 
 
    Edie made her way to us and gave us a warm hug. Gran tried to extract herself from the hug but there was no use. Edie had us in a firm grip. 
 
    “Come, come, sit with us,” Edie said and led us to her table, where we found Beatrice and Theodore as well. They got up and brought two more chairs to the table. 
 
    As soon as we sat down, Jim appeared by my side with a pot of coffee and two cups that he placed in front of Gran and me. 
 
    “I heard you did a very good thing,” he said, smiling at me. “I can’t believe I worked side by side with a murderer.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “But I don’t like all the attention. Edie was there too. She should be in the spotlight.” 
 
    Jim laughed as he poured us coffee. “I wouldn’t worry about that. Mrs. Donovan makes sure she gets the focus of attention.” He winked at her, and Edie winked back. Then he left to attend to another table. 
 
    “I shouldn’t be surprised that the whole complex knows what happened, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” Beatrice said, pushing her owl-like glasses further up her nose. “It’s all we talk about since we’ve heard it.” 
 
    “Stories like that spread like wildfire here,” Theodore added, giving me and Gran a warm smile. “But I do hope you’re okay and you didn’t get hurt?” 
 
    Gran took a sip of coffee. “I only got there at the end of the action.” 
 
    “You sound disappointed,” Theodore said.  
 
    Gran shrugged. “Maybe I am.” 
 
    Theodore put his hand on Gran’s arm. “Not to worry, there can be other types of action to pursue here.” 
 
    Ick, ick, ick. That just unleashed some mental images that would haunt me forever. 
 
    Gran stared at Theodore. “Do they involve shooting someone? ’Cause I’m really good at that.” 
 
    Theodore laughed. “Yeah, I kind of figured already.” 
 
    “Dorothy is also really good at playing poker,” Beatrice said. “We now have fixed appointments to learn how to play. Who knows, maybe we’ll play for money someday.” 
 
    I hoped they would not. 
 
    “Anyway,” Edie said, “I still can’t believe it was Denise who killed Edgar.” 
 
    Everybody at the table nodded. Edie rubbed her wrists and winced. The rope marks were still there, although faded. But other than that, she was perfectly fine. 
 
    It was two days since Denise went down. After Gran burst into Edie’s house, the cops started swarming the place and they took Denise away in handcuffs. I felt the adrenaline level dropping not too long after that and I started shivering. In Florida! 
 
    I had found out that Ryker got to Edie’s house first. One of his contacts in the force gave him the tip that someone called the cops for Edie’s house. When Ryker got there, he peeked inside through the bathroom window, saw the scene before him and reported everything to the cops. They came with their sirens off. The plan was to surprise Denise inside the house. 
 
    Gran, on the other hand, decided to see what I was up to at Edie’s, since I left in such a hurry. She sensed the gravity of the situation. She got to the house at almost the same time Ryker did, and even though nobody was to move a muscle, Gran said “screw it” and came bursting in. It wasn’t a surprise she didn’t care one iota about the police admonishment she got after her stunt. 
 
    It was a long night of giving statements, waiting around, Edie getting medical care but refusing to go to a hospital for a thorough checkup, despite Ryker begging her to. 
 
    I felt uneasy talking to the cops that night. Thankfully, they were more focused on Denise and what she had done than on me and Gran. The fact that we weren’t exactly shy to handle a gun didn’t require any extra explanation. I mean, we were in Florida, for crying out loud. My heart caught in my throat for a second when I thought they were going to run Gran’s illegally purchased gun through the system. But they didn’t. 
 
    The only one highly suspicious of us was, of course, Ryker. He kept glancing toward us until we were dismissed by the cops. I expected him to want to have a chat with us, but he kept his distance. That conversation was still to come, I was sure of it. 
 
    Sometime in between giving statements, I retrieved my flip-flops, and at about 2 a.m. we could finally go to our house. We had to elbow our way through the crowd of people that gathered around Edie’s house. It seemed that every single resident wanted to see what the ruckus was all about. Especially since there were about twelve cop cars surrounding us. No wonder everyone knew what happened the day after at the latest. I think I even saw the director of the center, Appleby, talking to an officer on one side of the crowd. He was scratching his head, looking around confused and frightened. What a doofus. 
 
    Gran and I spent the next day in the house. We felt beat and we absolutely refused to face the world outside, aka our gossip-loving community residents. We had enough food at the house and Edie stopped by at lunchtime with one of her signature peach pies. We all spent a few hours talking about our eventful night and shaking our heads over the fact that Denise was our culprit. 
 
    “We’ll never know if Edgar really stole his partner’s money and killed him, will we?” Edie had asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” I had said. Then I thought about something Denise had shared with us. Something just didn’t sit right with me. 
 
    “What is it?” Edie asked me. 
 
    “I have a feeling we were all fooled by a mastermind,” I said. 
 
    “How come?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Remember last night when Denise said that she knew her dad’s other partner and she thought he was cool and all?” 
 
    “Yeah, she meant Laurie Smith,” Edie said. 
 
    “Exactly. But didn’t Smith tell us he didn’t know who the woman and the kid were? Didn’t he tell us he hadn’t had any contact with Dupree for over twenty-five years?” 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re right!” Edie said. “But that means . . .” 
 
    “That means the sneaky bastard in this story was Smith,” I said. “I’ll bet you anything he was still in contact with Dupree; that’s how he knew about the money. I’ll also bet you he stole Dupree’s share and most probably tinkered with the car brakes too and blamed Edgar for it. Or let Edgar take the fall.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Edie said, lying back in her chair at Gran’s table. “So Edgar died for nothing?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that. It was kind of true.  
 
    Edie looked sad but recovered fast. “Okay, so what now? We can’t let him get away.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do,” I said. “We don’t have any proof. And we won’t get any proof.” 
 
    “But why did Smith come here to Bitter End then?” Edie said. “Just to talk to us and tell us about his past and Edgar’s past? If he’s guilty, why not lay low?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m guessing part of what he said was true, namely he did want to pay his respects. If we were to believe him, he did have a lot of history with Edgar and it’s usually an honor thing to be present for the burial or whatever the city is planning for Edgar.” I took another bite of the heavenly pie. “Smith has nothing to lose right now. Dupree is dead and Edgar is dead. Nobody left to tell the real story, that is if they had known the real story to begin with. I’m guessing Smith played them both really good.” 
 
    Edie stared at the floor, then asked me to hand her my cell phone. What a surprise; she didn’t have her own phone with her. 
 
    “I need to call Smith again,” she said. 
 
    I gave her my phone without putting up resistance. I knew it wouldn’t accomplish anything. 
 
    “Crap, it’s disconnected,” Edie said after dialing the number. 
 
    “And it will always be disconnected,” Gran said, after listening to the two of us in silence. “That guy is long gone now. But I have to admit, he was pretty clever. He only took that guy Dupree’s money but didn’t stick around to find Edgar’s money. Too much greed will get you in trouble long-term and he knew that.” 
 
    Words of wisdom from Gran. And true they were. As of that moment, nobody had found Edgar’s half a million dollars or what was left of it. I wasn’t even sure the cops found out about it. I supposed they didn’t, or else they would have raided Edie’s house already. I, for one, left that money part out of my statement—I told them what I knew about Edgar and the armored van, but not that the money was very likely in Edie’s house. 
 
    Smith had already bailed, so apparently, he had no interest in getting the money. Besides, if my hunch was right, Edgar probably offered Smith a portion of his own share at the time of the robbery to honor their long-lasting camaraderie. Little did Edgar know what Smith was really up to. Ugh. I felt jealousy. Smith really was a genius. Too bad he didn’t grow up with the Falcons. 
 
    While munching on the pie, Edie had reported to us what else she’d found out from the cops. Denise’s mother had passed away when she was fifteen. Denise lived with her father in Illinois until she was eighteen and then moved to Maine. She didn’t stay long there and moved to North Carolina. The cops were still trying to track down Denise’s past moves, but all evidence so far pointed to Denise being suspected of armed robberies, burglaries, and now murder and attempted murder. Seemed like Denise was stepping into her father’s shoes; unfortunately for her, she wasn’t as good. 
 
    Today, Gran and I both knew it was time to get out of the house and get it over with. The clapping I didn’t expect, though. What was next? Our pictures in the paper? Oh, dear god, I hoped not. That would be the end of us living here. 
 
    “You know, I never really liked that Denise,” Beatrice said with pursed lips. 
 
    “Sure, you can say that now.” Edie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I mean it,” Beatrice insisted. “She always looked so . . . suspicious, like she had something to hide.” 
 
    “I for one am glad this whole mystery is solved, and we can get back to our lives,” Theodore said. “Although I’m glad some things did change.” He gave Gran a look and she ignored it. 
 
    “Theodore, I totally agree with you,” I said, eyeing the buffet. “That’s why I’m going to get some food for the soul now.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I finished the last bite of pancake and was on my second cup of coffee. Breakfast turned into lunch, and at about 2 p.m. our group left the dining hall. The sun hit me in the face as soon as we stepped outside. I put on my sunglasses and breathed in warm and humid air. Now that the whole who-murdered-Edgar mystery had been solved, it was back to square one. What now? Guess I needed to find a job. And an apartment. Cripes, those thoughts only brought me more down. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Edie said, “You wanna just hang today?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah, let’s just hang.” 
 
    Gran and I gave Edie a ride home since she'd driven with Beatrice to the dining hall this morning. When we got to Edie’s house, Ryker was waiting at her front door. 
 
    “Guess there will be no hanging together now,” I said. 
 
    Edie waved it away. “Nonsense. It’s just the sexual tension between you two that stands in the way of you acting normal.” 
 
    I stepped on the brake too hard, and we all jolted forward. 
 
    “What did you just say?” I asked. 
 
    Gran let out a laugh. “It sucks being in the spotlight, huh? Romantically speaking.” 
 
    I gave her a dirty look. 
 
    “There is no sexual tension between me and Ryker,” I said and stepped out of the golf cart. “At the most, there’s obnoxious tension.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “Sure, whatever you say.” 
 
    I turned around and almost bumped into Ryker. He was wearing his usual attire. Denim jeans and a black T-shirt, revealing his skull tattoo and those bulging biceps. Curiously enough, I'd never seen him sweat. I ignored the butterflies in my stomach, resigning myself to the fact that I was just tired. 
 
    “Gee, scare me much?” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think there are a lot of things that scare you,” he said. “Especially after what I saw the other night. Can I talk to you about that for a sec?” 
 
    “Uh-oh, someone’s in trouble,” Gran giggled and she and Edie fist-bumped approvingly. Then Gran went inside the house. 
 
    “I’ll leave you two alone,” Edie said and winked at us before she headed for her house as well. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked Ryker, crossing my arms. 
 
    “Look, I know I haven’t been exactly welcoming to you and your grandmother, and I still think there is a good reason for that that I will eventually find out, but nonetheless I want to properly thank you for saving my Grams from that lunatic.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t know what would have happened if you weren’t there.” He shook his head like he didn’t even want to go there. Which I totally understood. I didn’t want to go there either. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said and let out a breath. “I couldn’t leave Edie hanging.” 
 
    “That’s pretty impressive, since you’ve only just met,” Ryker said. 
 
    I laughed. “Well, Edie has a way of pulling people in.” 
 
    Ryker laughed too. “Don’t I know it. But seriously, you being there for her . . . it says a lot about you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Was that a compliment, Mr. Donovan?” 
 
    Ryker grinned. “Could be.” 
 
    “Stop it, you’re gonna make me blush,” I said jokingly. 
 
    “I don’t think you blush that easily,” he said. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I replied. 
 
    He nodded then turned to leave, and just when I thought I’d escaped his inquiry, he stopped short. “You know what I’m wondering?” he asked, turning back to face me. “What I would find if I ran your fingerprint through the system? I’m not a cop but I have resources.” 
 
    I felt my blood freeze in my veins. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked, trying to hide my shock. 
 
    “You know very well what I’m talking about. That’s the reason you got rid of the cuff link, wasn’t it?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “So what are you? Ex-CIA? FBI? A Russian spy?” 
 
    I started laughing but it was a nervous laugh. “Now you’re watching too many crime shows. Or you’re in love with your job too much and you’ve started imagining things. Why on earth would you think I’m a spy?” 
 
    “Because you got information about Edgar Zimmerman and you put two and two together in a way only a professional can,” Ryker said. “You told the cops the reason you were at Grams the other night was because you planned on visiting her, then you accidentally saw through the window she was being held hostage, but also you couldn’t just stand around doing nothing and decided to go in. Who does that? That’s not what normal people do. Not to mention the way you trained that gun on crazy Denise, and let’s not forget the way your grandmother kicked in the door and just pulled out her own gun like she’s been training her whole life to do just that.” 
 
    “So you’re saying my grandmother is a Russian spy as well?” I asked. 
 
    “You tell me,” Ryker said. 
 
    “It was a reflex, okay?” I said. “I saw your grandmother getting hurt. I really couldn’t just do nothing. Call it civilian duty or whatever. And Gran couldn’t stand around doing nothing either. So she’s good with a gun? Big whoop. Who isn’t?” 
 
    “Right, right,” Ryker said, nodding his head, but keeping his stare on me. “You know, I checked and there’s no Henry Miller registered here at the center.” 
 
    “So?” I crossed my arms again. 
 
    “So who was that man?” he asked. 
 
    “He said he was Henry Miller. That’s all I know. If he was lying, you should talk to him, not me.” 
 
    “That’s a bit hard to do, since he doesn’t live here and there’s no way to find him,” Ryker said. 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “So what do you want from me?” This guy was getting on my nerves. It was hot and cold with this one. 
 
    “I would like to know the truth, but I sense you won’t give me that,” Ryker said. 
 
    “If you really think I’m from the CIA or whatnot, do you actually think I would tell you that?” I asked. “Isn’t that the first thing they would make me swear not to do?” 
 
    Ryker smiled, probably at my amusing choice of words. “Guess you’re right.” 
 
    “I am right,” I said. “And I’m not from the government. I’m just a regular hairdresser from Boise.” I cringed just saying that out loud. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to read up on the latest color combinations and haircut styles, and Gran probably needs help cleaning her gun. You know, as part of her training.” 
 
    Ryker grinned and I knew he got my sarcasm. “Well, then, I guess I’ll see you around.” He gave me a wink and I watched him walk over to Edie’s house. Ryker could definitely become a problem for us here in Bitter End. I tilted my head and studied him. A problem with a nice butt. 
 
    I waited for Ryker to get inside Edie’s house, and just as I was about to head inside myself, something caught my eye. It was one of Edie’s gnomes in her front yard. Something was sticking out of its eye. What the heck? I walked over to the gnome with the red hat and blue coat and stopped short in front of it. There was money coming out of its eye. Like, literally, dollar bills. Then it hit me. This had to be the missing money. Edgar’s money. Why of course. Now it made sense. When Edgar came back to Bitter End, Denise found him here in Edie’s yard. He was here to get his money. From Edie’s yard! I couldn’t believe it. My heart started racing. 
 
    I dropped down to my knees and grabbed the gnome. Yup, there was no doubt about it. I pulled out a crumpled wad of bills through its eye. Then I stuck my finger inside and felt around. There was something else inside. This gnome was hollow but not empty. Without thinking, I smashed the gnome on Edie’s concrete walkway. About thirty wads of bills, all one hundreds, spilled in front of me. 
 
    I rested on my knees, staring at the money. Honestly, I had to smile. Edgar was indeed a sneaky fox. He hid the stolen money in Edie’s garden gnomes. I studied the broken shards and noticed there were parts with glue on them. Wow. Edgar must have broken the ceramic, stuffed the bills inside and glued them back. And Edie hadn’t had a clue. 
 
    I shook my head. Denise was so stupid. And also so unlucky. If she had seen Edgar in Edie’s yard maybe just a couple of minutes later, she would have caught him getting the money from his hiding place and maybe everything would have turned out differently. 
 
    I looked around at the other gnomes and did the math, in case there was money in all of them, or at least in more than half. I would have felt my knees buckle if I weren’t already sitting on the ground. For the first time since I got here, I didn’t care about the sun hitting me straight in the face. 
 
    This was a serious amount of money. I breathed in some air and looked over at Edie’s house then looked over at Gran’s house, then scanned the street. Clearly, nobody was watching me now, or they would have come forward. If Edie was looking out the window right now, or if she’d heard the cracking of her gnome, she’d come running outside. Same for Ryker, I guessed. 
 
    I looked down at the money again and I realized I had no idea what to do with it. It would have been so easy to quickly pick up the money, dash inside Gran’s house, and check the other gnomes at night. Man, Gran would be ecstatic. Only something didn’t feel right. I shook my head. Something like this had always felt right. What was wrong with me now? 
 
    I knew if I went to Edie’s, I would have to give away everything. Edie and Ryker would do the legal thing. Gran would do the opposite. 
 
    I thought about Gran and me landing in Bitter End of all places. Our new lives would begin here. I thought about the last thirteen months and everything Dillon had told us, how we would have to watch our step, or else it would be all over. Then I thought about how many opportunities Gran and I would have if I took this money. But then we’d probably really have to leave the country. We’d have the federal government and the Falcons to watch out for. And let’s face it, Gran was not getting any younger; how would she handle a life on the run at her current age and later on? Not to mention, wouldn’t it be nice to build a more normal life for myself? Maybe one where stakeouts and guns were not on the agenda for a change? Granted, that would be a rather uneventful life, but still, maybe normal was not that bad. 
 
    Ugh. I felt so confused. 
 
    Then I thought about Edie and how warm her hugs felt. I smiled at the image of Beatrice and her purple hair. And I hoped Theodore knew what trouble would await him with Gran. 
 
    I grabbed all the wads of bills I could carry and, with them in my arms, I walked the few steps to Edie’s front door. I took a deep breath and knocked on her door. 
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    My name is Piper Harris and, together with my grandmother, I was relocated to Florida as part of the witness protection program. Harris isn’t even our real last name. I thought witness protection would involve more dark sunglasses and fake mustaches, but it turns out it’s just a lot of paperwork. 
 
    If anyone had asked me what I thought was more probable, me moving to Florida or an asteroid hitting the earth, I would have tipped for the latter. 
 
    I never understood how anyone could live in this humidity at one thousand degrees outside for the most part of the year. Not to mention that when it rained, it didn’t get much cooler either. 
 
    To top things off, the town we were relocated to was named Bitter End. Yes, exactly. We now lived in Bitter End, Florida. The people working in the witness protection program really had a weird sense of humor. 
 
    My home had been in Oregon, where I lived with my grandmother in the same house. Just me and Gran. My only family. Well, to be fair, we were part of a bigger family as well. I’d only known life as part of the Oregon Falcons, an exclusive motorcycle club, the most successful branch of the Falcons network. Some might say they operated like the mob; I would say they were much cooler than that. I mean, we rode Harleys, for crying out loud. We wore denim jeans, leather jackets and biker boots. I always felt like the coolest chick in that outfit. 
 
    Fast forward to my current situation: khaki shorts, a constantly sweaty T-shirt, and flip-flops with a flowery pattern on them. Every time I looked in the mirror, I had to hold down the nausea. 
 
    It was exactly in this outfit that I stood, hands on hips, in a barely furnished two-hundred-and-fifteen-square-foot apartment with a window the size of a matchbox that was broken and didn’t open, with the smell of rotten eggs wafting from every inch of the gray carpet. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Edie said, wincing. 
 
    Edie Donovan, whose actual first name was Edith, was a resident at the Bitter End retirement community where Gran got her new house. Edie was Gran’s next-door neighbor. She had a thing for polka-dot dresses that kind of hurt my corneas. Today, she wore a pink-and-yellow polka-dot dress and chunky sandals.  
 
    “Not that bad?” I asked. “We’re standing in the same apartment, aren’t we?” 
 
    Edie looked around and held her nose. “It does smell pretty bad.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I said, shuddering. 
 
    “Well, at least the bathroom looked clean,” Edie said. 
 
    “The bathroom is in the hallway. I would have to share it with four other people.” I paused. “Four freaking strangers!” 
 
    Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “Big whoop. You can close the door from the inside, can’t you?” 
 
    I stared at Edie. 
 
    She looked away. “Yeah, okay, this place is a dump.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I pulled out a piece of paper I got from Edie from my back pocket and crossed out the fifth apartment we visited in the last three days. 
 
    It’s been three weeks since Gran moved into the retirement community in Bitter End, Florida. And I moved in with her. That was the genius move behind the whole witness protection thing, because nobody would ever think to look for us here. Every person from our former lives knew we hated the beach and loved the mountains. We hated the heat and loved the chilly. Some days we really thought this was our absolute bitter end. But I guess that’s normal when your life goes up in flames and you have to put all the remaining pieces together. 
 
    Nobody in Bitter End knew about Gran’s and my real identities, and we had to make sure it stayed that way. The WITSEC—witness protection program—had extremely strict rules, and sticking to those rules was the only way to gain maximum success and to survive this new life. Emphasis on surviving. The Oregon Falcons were out for revenge. Revenge on Gran and me. The reason being that Gran testified against them. So it was actually Gran’s fault we were in this predicament. 
 
    She got busted for tax evasion and money laundering, and that was something the government didn’t take lightly. On the contrary, they used Gran’s illegal activities to propose a way out for her. Testify against your own members, against your own family who was also involved in nefarious activities, and the government would protect you by providing a new identity for you and a new life for you. There wouldn’t be any jail time if you did what the government wanted. 
 
    So Gran testified against the Oregon Falcons, put a couple of people that were high up in the organization in prison. And the US marshals, the authority in charge of relocating witnesses, found a new place for Gran and for myself. I had to go with, because of the risk of the Falcons hurting me to get to Gran. 
 
    After the marshals whisked me out of my home, Gran and I spent the next thirteen months in hiding, waiting for the trial against the Oregon Falcons. They knew Gran was about to spill everything she knew, thus making us enemy number one with the Falcons. For the first couple of months, I couldn’t get over the fact that the people I grew up with, the people that protected me, the people I learned so much from—yes, handling guns and knives counts too—were now after us. It does something to your mind when you’re the traitor who ratted out your family in order to save your own butt, and was now on their hit list. Technically, Gran was the rat, but I didn’t feel that much better. I knew deep down inside that I could have easily been the one caught doing, let’s just say, undesirable stuff. I was no innocent lamb either, and law enforcement had their eyes on us for a long time, just waiting to gather solid proof against us. But as it was, Gran had the pleasure of becoming the testifying witness. 
 
    There aren’t enough therapists at WITSEC to help you deal with what Gran and I have dealt with emotionally. And the aftermath we were still dealing with. Some people would pop happy pills; Gran’s and my way of coping was drinking a lot of rum and beer. At least you didn’t need a prescription for that. 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to live with Gran in her house forever, so here I was apartment hunting and hating it. Edie immediately wanted to come with me as my personal consultant, which was more than fine with Gran. This wasn’t exactly up her alley. But it was definitely up Edie’s alley. A lot of things were up Edie’s alley. 
 
    The other apartments we saw were only a tad better than the dump we were currently standing in. But still no places any human should live in. If I were owning this, I would set the place on fire and cash in on the insurance. That people actually paid money to live just above rat-life level was a mystery to me. On the other hand, if I didn’t change something with my own financial situation, I would have to live a life just above rat level. 
 
    “I wish you could stay at Dorothy’s, and not just temporarily,” Edie said as we exited the building. “It’s working out fine this way.” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t know. You bringing us over a peach pie almost daily has me worrying, size-wise.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry that much,” Edie said. “You’re young; you’re burning off calories while breathing. Besides, there’s nothing like some good fun in the dirt to raise your appetite for real food.” She moved her eyebrows up and down. 
 
    I inwardly cringed. I knew what she meant. The residents of the retirement community were going on a field trip the day after tomorrow. To a paintball field. Yes, that’s right. They were going to play paintball. Seventy-year-olds and eighty-year-olds with cataracts and artificial hips were going to put on their combat clothes and shoot at each other with balls of paint. If that didn’t have hip dislocation written all over it, I didn’t know what did. 
 
    Outside, the air felt hotter than before. We headed over to the car I shared with Gran, a silver Ford Taurus, and I already felt pearls of sweat forming on my forehead. I looked over at Edie and she seemed to be way fitter than I was. Then again, she’d lived in Bitter End for five years already. And she loved this climate. Her short white hair was perfectly arched, making me wonder what kind of product she was using to avoid frizz. 
 
    My once beautiful, long, wavy, dark-brown hair, probably good enough to star in a shampoo commercial, was now all frizz and looked like an undefined blob on my head. Most days I wore a ponytail, seeing as that was my only option. 
 
    Edie saw me fiddling with my hair. “Are you sure you don’t want to work at a hair salon here in town? Isn’t that the easiest option for you?” 
 
    Funnily enough, being a hairdresser was one of the lies I told here in Florida. It wasn’t a super thought-out plan—actually, it was no kind of plan; it was just something I blurted out when I got asked what I did for a living. And it wasn’t the smartest thing that came out of my mouth either. As it turned out, the female residents of the retirement community were in dire need of a hairstylist and thought I was their knight in shining armor. Way to disappoint. After a relative unfortunate incident with one of the residents, where she got purple hair instead of silver because she wanted me to dye her hair, I kind of exited this business and declined further invitations from the community residents. 
 
    Now, if I could only find a real job, that would be awesome. 
 
    “I got sick of being a hairdresser,” I told Edie. “I want to do something else. Something more exciting. Besides, I wasn’t very good at my job either.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that,” Edie said. “I can’t imagine you not being good at anything, especially if you really put your mind and heart into it.” 
 
    A warmth flooded my chest. Having someone believe in me this much after meeting me for the first time only a couple of weeks ago was beyond my own comprehension limit. Granted, I was in a complete opposite state of mind in my current life. The word “trust” had gotten a whole different meaning in the last year. But that was the thing with Edie. Sometimes, she came off totally naïve, other times incredibly stubborn, oftentimes the heart of the party, too often too brazen, and then there was this. She threw out these checkmate, deep and profound statements, prompting me to take a closer look at my own life and my own decisions. 
 
    As was the case right now. I had zero idea what to do with my life, but the universe kept pushing for me to find some answers soon. I spent most of my adult life working behind the bar at Choppers, back in Oregon, back when I had my life. In the last few years there, I ran the books as well, a skill no one would ever learn with an official education. Unless they come up with Money Laundering 101 as an economics major. 
 
    Edie and I got back to the car and, as soon as she closed the door, I turned on the AC. 
 
    “Okay, where to now?” I asked. 
 
    It was midmorning on a Monday at the end of September, and I promised Edie I would join her for her errands in downtown Bitter End after we visited the potential apartment for me. I didn’t actually know where exactly the trade-off was, since Edie liked both activities and I wasn’t a fan of either one. But it was hard saying no to Edie. 
 
    “The bank,” Edie said. “I need to retrieve some dough.” She rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “Don’t you use the ATM for that?” I asked. “Or just pay with your card?” 
 
    “No.” She blinked at me like I had asked her if she planned to fly to the moon soon. “I want to be able to go out somewhere, out of my house, talk to a person, look a person in the eye and get the transaction done. You forget us older folks don’t have any jobs anymore. The day gets long and lonely if you minimize your humanly interactions.” 
 
    Right. I kept forgetting that part. The generational gap was never an issue with Gran. That was because Gran was just . . . different. She used to go to the driving range purely for fun. She used to hang out at Choppers and could drink the younger guys under the table any day of the week. But now Gran also had a new life here in Florida, one with fewer activities. Zero activities, actually. She had to quit her former job as a manager of a trucking company, and now her days suddenly became as empty as any other retiree living in the Bitter End retirement community. If I’d see the day Gran would rather put on clothes, get into her car and drive to a brick-and-mortar building only to get cash, I would have to use her own gun against her. 
 
    “Okay, the bank it is,” I said and pulled out of the parking spot. 
 
    Bitter End was about thirty miles from the Atlantic Ocean. Not a village, but not a metropolis either. The architecture was a mix of styles, with a blend of old, low buildings and some new ones. The downtown was heavily populated. There were palm trees scattered on the sides of almost every street. Flip-flops were the footwear of choice, and the clothes were colorful. The buildings were colorful. The cobblestone streets were colorful. Pastel colors were the way to go around here. 
 
    Barf. 
 
    All in all, the atmosphere seemed to be laid-back and relaxed. That was at least the impression I got from the few times I got out of the retirement complex. 
 
    One hour later, we finished Edie’s business at the bank and at the post office. We were sitting at Gélato, an ice cream place at Liberty Square in downtown, people-watching, Edie with her vanilla-vanilla-vanilla cone and me with two scoops of dark chocolate mocha.  
 
    “So what now?” Edie asked, working on her cone from every angle so that ice cream wouldn’t melt over the edge. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean what are you going to do apartment-wise?” Edie asked. “Don’t you need a job before being able to rent an apartment?” 
 
    “That’s usually the way things go, yes,” I said. “I’m just . . .” 
 
    Edie turned to me. “You’re lost.” That wasn’t a question, it was a statement. 
 
    There was a pause before I said, “Yes, I am. And I don’t know how to get out of this funk.” 
 
    Edie got back to her ice cream. “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “You sound so sure of it,” I said. 
 
    “I already told you; you can do whatever you put your mind to.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” I asked, taking a spoonful of chocolatey heaven. “You barely know me.” 
 
    Edie shrugged. “I dunno. Call it a sixth sense. Call it experience. But I just know.” 
 
    I still had a very hard time grasping Edie’s so-called sixth sense. 
 
    If there was anything the last thirteen months had taught me, it was that you couldn’t trust anybody. Even the family I belonged to trusted us—me and Gran—and look what they got. They landed in jail, that’s what they got. And considering Edie didn’t know the real me, I also had a hard time trusting her trusting me. 
 
    Nonetheless, her faith in me was kind of . . . adorable. 
 
    “Anyway, I need to figure out what to do soon, or else I won’t have a roof over my head,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you can stay with me,” Edie said. “Or you can just switch it up and stay with every resident for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah sure, that’s what I’ll do. I bet everyone would be happy to take me in.” 
 
    Edie laughed as well. “Maybe Lucretia would have a problem taking you in.” 
 
    Lucretia was Lucretia Barnett, whom I endearingly dubbed Sourpuss. She was one of the residents that was always spreading a toxic vibe. No, she was the only one with the toxic vibe. I still didn't know what her problem was, but she was the least of my problems right now. 
 
    We were finished with our ice cream and Edie said we had one last stop. 
 
    “Where’s the last stop?” I asked. 
 
    “To the Feldmans,” Edie said. 
 
    She said that as if I was supposed to know who the Feldmans were and what they did. Edie saw me looking questioningly at her, so she said, “The Feldmans are financial managers. I need to make my monthly deposit with them.” 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. “Some kind of investment type of thing?” 
 
    For some unknown reason, my spidey senses were tingling.  
 
    “Yeah, something like that. I heard about it around six months ago from Marilyn Strobe—you know the one; she lives on the north-east side of the complex, and she heard it from Burt Vernieu and he heard it from Earnest Reed.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said, not knowing one whit who this Marilyn and those other guys were, “if you heard it from Marilyn who heard it from Burt who heard it from Earnest whatever, then it has to be legit.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “You really have trust issues, don’t you?” 
 
    If she only knew. 
 
    “Did you even research these Feldmans?” I asked. “Do they have a solid track record? How long have they been in this business? What investments are they using? Are they sending you a regular tracking sheet of your personal investment?” 
 
    Edie blinked at me. “Wow, you sure know a lot. But yes, I’ve researched them. They have an online presence, and trust me, it was hard for someone with minimal computer skills to click myself through all that bull that’s out there on the Internet. I’ve used one of the computers at the community center. The Feldmans have been here in Bitter End for over a year now, they have a storefront office right on Grant Avenue, and Marilyn said she got her first payout just last month. She said she paid a lot into it but needed a payout now for her great-grandson’s knee surgery. And that was in her contract too. Premature payouts. So it’s all legit.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said. 
 
    I tried to convince myself I was just overreacting, that I just saw unfounded danger at every step; it was just that hearing about so-called financial managers who promised wealth to the elderly was too clichéd. Most of them turned out to be scammers. I never understood how anyone could ever fall for such obvious and ludicrous promises. Then again, that was probably that generational gap again. I sensed the baby-boomer generation was just so much more trusting than my millennial generation. And given my background of working around the edges of the law, my antenna went up every time someone mentioned a “financial manager.” Heck, I could have been a “financial manager.”  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Edie and I got out of the car on Grant Avenue and headed to the Feldmans’ office. I decided I shouldn’t care about this whole financial manager thing. It was not my business. It was not my money, and it was not Gran’s money. Edie could do whatever she wanted with her money, and the rest of the residents as well.  
 
    “Does their business even have a name?” I asked Edie. Way to not care. 
 
    “Feldman Financial Services,” Edie said. “Stop being so skeptical, would you? I just retrieved a good chunk of money from the bank, and I plan on putting it to good use here.” 
 
    Oh Lordy. She was giving them cash too. It was like an invitation for illegal activities.  
 
    Edie continued. “You could do the same.” She paused. “After you get a job, of course.” 
 
    I thought about that. I could be my own personal financial manager, but that would probably be against the terms of service of the witness protection program. 
 
    Grant Avenue was busy with people rushing to and fro. There were various shops with storefront windows, boasting clothes, jewelry, insurance services, a laundromat, and a couple of food places. 
 
    The Feldman Financial Services office was in a four-story building and had floor-to-ceiling windows. Despite the sun glare, I could see a room with a small desk inside and a leatherlike chair in front of it, and something that looked like a mobile AC device on wheels right next to the desk. There was a black couch on the right wall with a glass coffee table in front of it on a small carpet, and some books on the table. A painting hung over the couch, and I could see a coffee corner in the back.  
 
    There was a huge leatherlike chair behind the desk and a woman was sitting in it. Her head was thrown back and her arms were dangling by her side. 
 
    Edie frowned. “Way to take a nap,” she said. “That’s real professional. Tammy should know better.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What?” Edie asked. “What is it now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “That’s an odd position to be taking a nap.” 
 
    “Then let’s wake her up, shall we?” 
 
    Edie yanked the door open, and I followed her inside. We took a few steps toward the desk then Edie let out a yelp, covering her mouth with her hands. 
 
    The woman had dirty-blonde hair, and curls that looked to be from the nineties. Which was weird because she seemed to be in her forties. She had on a light-purple sweater and a chunky golden necklace. Her mouth hung at an odd angle and her eyes were wide open, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    Oh, and there was also the hole in her forehead. Oozing blood. My obvious guess? Gunshot. Close range. 
 
    Maybe I didn’t want to become a financial manager after all. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Aw crap. 
 
    Not another dead body. This was so not good. 
 
    I slightly hyperventilated. When you’re in the witness protection program and you’re supposed to lay low, finding dead bodies was, like, the last thing on the list of things you should be doing. No, actually, it was not even on the list. If Edie weren’t here, I would have bailed. Let someone else find the body and go through the whole process of calling the cops, giving statements, blah blah blah. Just getting this near to law enforcement gave me the heebie-jeebies. 
 
    One fingerprint background check through the system and they would know something is up with me. While the marshals made sure Gran and I got new last names, new birth certificates, new driver’s licenses, and social security cards, they also made it clear they couldn’t just fake a whole new past for us. Meaning, if someone started digging around, they would find out we didn’t have any financial documentation. No prior banking records, no credit reports, no nothing. That spelled fishy. 
 
    I needed to give my statement to the cops and put this behind me. And hope Edie wouldn’t find another dead body. This was the second one in three weeks. What was up with that? Shortly after Gran and I moved to Bitter End, Edie had found Edgar, who lived in Gran’s house before her and was Edie herself’s former lover, stabbed in her front yard. I tried not to get involved, but somehow I got pulled in and Edie and I managed to solve the murder mystery. But there were so many close-call moments where my real identity was almost exposed, and I intended to avoid that this time. 
 
    Edie half fainted in my arms. 
 
    “Whoa there,” I said, trying to prop her back up. “Come on, let’s get you on the couch.” 
 
    “Is she . . .?” Edie asked, her eyes popping out. “Is she dead?” 
 
    “I’m afraid she is,” I said and took another look at the woman. “Clean work. One shot. She was instantly dead.” 
 
    Edie stared at me. “What the heck are you talking about?” Her voice got one octave higher. “You sound like a hired killer.” 
 
    Oops. I still hadn’t gotten used to just shutting my mouth and trying not to give myself away with my knowledge of these sort of things. 
 
    “You’re right, sorry,” I said. “Is this Tammy Feldman?” 
 
    Edie glanced in the direction of the body. She nodded. 
 
    I looked around and saw an open door to a room in the back.  
 
    “Call nine-one-one,” I said to Edie and stood. “I want to check out the back.” 
 
    “I don’t have my cell phone with me,” she said. 
 
    I turned back around and sighed. I forgot I had to deal with a septuagenarian, who owned a cell but never carried it with her. What was even the point of owning one, then? 
 
    I pulled my own phone out of the back pocket of my shorts and threw it at Edie. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    I knew there was no other way, but I even dreaded using my own phone to call the cops. It was the phone I shared with Gran, and we used a prepaid card. There were no strings attached this way, we weren’t in the system with the telephone providers, and there was less chance of being tracked. Even with our new lives and our new last names, there were just some things I couldn’t shake off. Which kind of made sense, considering the Oregon Falcons probably had killers looking for us throughout the whole country. So you could never be too careful. 
 
    I headed for the room in the back and, while I was slowly approaching, I made the move to pull my knife out of my boots. Mental forehead smack. I didn’t wear boots and I didn’t have my knife with me. It was moments like this that were making my heart beat faster. And not out of enjoyment, but out of frustration and anger. It felt like missing a limb. 
 
    I shook it off and slowly pushed the door all the way open. Hoping I wouldn’t find another body in there, I peeked in. The room was small and looked to be a storage area. There were boxes everywhere, some shelves containing hardware stuff, and some brooms and cleaning supplies were jammed in a corner. There was a stamp-sized dirty window on the opposite wall, barely letting some light in, and a back door was next to it. Deciding there was nothing here of interest, I returned to the front room, where Edie was sitting on the couch, staring down at the floor. She handed me my phone back. 
 
    “Why are you so relaxed?” Edie asked. “Why aren’t you freaking out? You reacted the same way when I found Edgar.” 
 
    I would have loved to tell Edie this wasn’t my first rodeo with a dead person. Neither was the Edgar thing my first go-round with a corpse. Instead, I had to lie to her again. But hey, lying kind of became my second nature since I got to Florida. 
 
    “Why would I be freaking out?” I asked. “I don’t know this person. It’s a shame all right, but I’m not going to break down and cry because of it.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “I swear your generation is too unemotional. I’d rather have it this way. At least I feel something.” 
 
    I felt something, all right. Dread. Dread that I was there in the first place. 
 
    Edie sighed. “Should I be worried about me finding another dead person? Am I dreaming? Is this a nightmare?” 
 
    Okay, it was starting to sink in for her. 
 
    I scratched the back of my neck. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s weird indeed.” 
 
    Edie stared at me. “What are you doing? You’re supposed to comfort me!” 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air and sat next to her on the couch. “I’m just being honest. I can’t just lie and say everything is fine. This is the second dead body in what? Three weeks?” 
 
    Edie put her hands over her ears. “No, I don’t want to hear it. This is making me sick.” 
 
    Sometimes I wished I’d be like a normal human being. Polite and comforting and all. It was just that I didn’t see the point to it. Why lie to each other to make us feel better? How was that better? I just didn’t get it. Should I have lied that there is no dead body in front of us, like literally a couple of feet in front of us? And the fact that Edie found her former neighbor dead in her front yard a couple of weeks ago, was that only our imagination? No, it wasn’t. It was real. So there you go. 
 
    Maybe I should have also reminded Edie that she’d gotten me involved in solving that Edgar murder, and that almost got my and Gran’s cover blown. But of course I couldn’t say that to her, because she had no idea about our real identities and the fact that we were kind of in hiding here in Bitter End. 
 
    “You don’t suppose this was suicide?” Edie asked, sounding downright hopeful. 
 
    “It wasn’t suicide,” I said. “First, nobody shoots themselves straight in the forehead, and second, there’s no gun around.” 
 
    Edie glanced around the desk, around Tammy’s chair and around that mobile AC device. Then she let out a breath in disappointment.  
 
    Five minutes later, we heard the sirens. The cops came bursting in, but then stopped short. They were probably thrown by the picture before them. To their left was a woman with a gunshot in her forehead, her eyes staring at the ceiling, her arms dangling beside her, and to their right was Edie, sitting on the couch, her head on the headrest and her eyes closed, breathing in and out in long sighs and me sitting next to her, with my elbows on my knees, staring at the floor. 
 
    One officer came forward and frowned. “Aren’t you . . .” He cleared his throat. “Wasn’t there a dead body at your house a couple of weeks ago?” 
 
    Edie threw her hands up in the air. “Yes! Okay? Yes, there was!” 
 
    The cop raised an eyebrow. “Hmph. That’s weird.” 
 
    I had to hold a laugh in. Poor Edie. 
 
    The cops did their thing, and we gave our statements. I heard them say the murder must have happened in the early hours of the morning. It was funny that either nobody else on the street heard the shot or they heard it and figured it was a car backfire or something, since nobody reported anything. 
 
    Edie looked away as the crime scene investigators examined the body. Finally, the EMTs covered up the body and took it away. I watched them roll the gurney out the door when Ryker came striding in, with a grim look on his face. 
 
    Ryker Donovan was Edie’s grandson. He was in his thirties, and he looked like he’d stepped out of a male model magazine. He was six foot two, had short dark hair, and sparkling dark eyes. With his strong build and broad shoulders, he commanded authority when he entered a room. Just like he did now. That was kind of hot and totally annoying at the same time. 
 
    Ryker and his associate owned Donovan’s Security and Investigations. In layman's terms, Ryker was a PI. And I wasn’t very fond of PIs, to put it mildly. 
 
    We’d bumped heads a couple of times when Edie and I were interfering with his investigation of Edgar’s death, and I realized this guy was cleverer than I had expected. He immediately realized I was different than your ordinary hairdresser and he made it very clear he had his suspicions about me, and about Gran, so I tried to stay away from him as much as possible.  
 
    Ryker’s gaze zeroed in on Edie and me and he headed over to us. His eyebrows furrowed when he looked in my direction. 
 
    Oh, goody. Just what I needed. A scowl from the local private eye. 
 
    “Grams, are you okay?” Ryker said and gave Edie a long hug. The sleeve of his black T-shirt went up and I could see his tattoo on his left arm. A skull with a bike helmet on, nestled between two pistols that crossed each other. 
 
    That reminded me of my own former tattoo, that I had to laser away because of the risk of recognition. Another WITSEC policy I had to abide by. Although now, in retrospect, to be honest I had mixed feelings about removing my ankle tattoo featuring the shape of a falcon with the word Oregon etched beneath it. At first, it felt like something was missing, like an integral part of my identity was just gone, but then . . . being that I was now the enemy of the Falcons, the enemy of my own family that I grew up with, it wouldn’t have felt right to parade the tattoo around. I just wished everything was back the way it was. My current state of mind was extremely confusing, and it went from sadness to anger to resignation to nostalgia in merely a few seconds. How could I ever come out of my funk this way? 
 
    I pushed these thoughts away and decided to focus on the present. We had another dead body on our hands. Sort of. Only this time, we didn’t have any emotional connection to it, so we would just give our statements and be on our way home. No snooping around. No asking questions. No nothing. 
 
    I looked over at Edie. I really hoped she would go the no-nothing route. 
 
    “Ryker, it was horrible,” Edie said. “We came in so I could make my monthly deposit, and there she was.” Edie shuddered. “Poor Tammy. Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    Ryker scanned the room, then looked back at Edie. “You found another dead body?” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” Edie said and I could see her chest getting wider. 
 
    “Hmph,” Ryker said. “That’s weird.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes turned into slits and Ryker blushed. Now that was funny. 
 
    Ryker cleared his throat. “Anyway, my contact from the PD called it in and I rushed here immediately.” He turned to me. “Why am I not surprised to see you here?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, crossing my arms. 
 
    “It’s just weird,” Ryker said. 
 
    “So be it,” I said and held his look. 
 
    Edie waved a hand between us. “Okay, I don’t have time for your banter. Tammy Feldman is dead. I really can’t believe it. Did someone call Lloyd?” 
 
    Ryker and I blinked twice. 
 
    Edie sighed. “Lloyd. Lloyd Feldman. He’s Tammy’s husband. They run the company together.” 
 
    “What kind of company is this?” Ryker asked. “I saw the sign outside just now, but I didn’t know you had these kinds of financial arrangements. Did you research them thoroughly? Are they legit?” 
 
    Edie’s eyes went ping-pong from Ryker’s to mine. “Wow. She asked the exact same thing.” 
 
    Ryker looked at me and nodded. “That, I agree with.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks a lot, glad you do,” I said and Ryker slightly grinned. 
 
    “Of course they’re legit,” Edie said. “Marilyn Strobe is in. And she already got a payout. And they have their own website. And they’re . . . you know,” Edie gestured around herself, “here. They have an office and all. I came here once a month and talked to them. It’s not like one of those online scammers sort of thing. Although now that Tammy has been . . . murdered, I’m guessing we’ll all get our investments back. Now that’s a shame.” 
 
    Ryker and I exchanged looks. Despite Edie’s arguments, I could tell something didn’t sit right with him. And that was exactly how I felt. But hey, let Ryker and the cops solve this one. I was out.  
 
    “Okay, if we’re done here, I’d like to drive back to the house,” I said. 
 
    Ryker walked over to an officer, and they talked to each other, looking at us. Then Ryker strode back to us. 
 
    “You’re free to go,” he said. “I’m going to stick around and see what I can find out.” He looked at me. “Could you take Grams back safely?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. 
 
    Edie gave Ryker one last hug, then she said, “When you get ahold of Lloyd, tell him to call me. I want to express my condolences to him.” 
 
    “Will do,” Ryker said. 
 
    Edie and I headed for the car. We jumped in and Edie let out a sigh. “What a day,” she said, as I turned on the ignition. “Tammy is dead. I still can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Murdered, no less,” I said as I stepped on the gas. 
 
    “No, I can’t wrap my mind around it,” Edie said. “I can’t be as detached as you are. I just hope they’ll catch whoever did it soon and I hope Lloyd is able to get over this in time.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. I resisted the urge to point out that in most cases, it was the spouse who was the guilty party. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Edie and I drove in silence back to the retirement complex. Edie sighed for the millionth time as the car rolled by the sign that read Welcome to Till the Bitter End Independent Living. Where your tropical dreams come true. Well, no tropical dream of mine has come true here yet. 
 
    I parked the car at the curb, turned off the ignition and looked over at Edie. She seemed to be lost deep in thoughts. 
 
    “We’re here,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head and came back to reality. “Oh, already?” 
 
    We both got out of the car, and I asked Edie if she’d be all right. She nodded and said she felt so drained, she might just take a nap. A nap sounded good right about now. Not like I had anything else to do or anywhere else to be. 
 
    I opened the door to Gran’s house and immediately cringed. That was nowadays the norm, considering the nauseating décor of the house. From the light-yellow carpeting to the brown couch to the CRT television set screaming seventies’ design, it made you want to turn around and run for the hills. 
 
    The layout of the house was simple, yet efficient, I had to admit that. Living room and dining nook in the front, kitchenette to the side, bedroom and bathroom in the back. Gran slept in her bedroom, and I took the couch every single night. I was this close to burning down that couch, it was so uncomfortable. Yet, I was still here, weeks later, living in Gran’s house. What did that say about me? Ugh, better not to think about it. 
 
    Gran was sitting at the table in the dining nook, playing solitaire with a deck of cards. I plopped down on the chair next to her and stretched my back. Without looking up, Gran asked, “How was the apartment?” 
 
    “It bombed,” I said. 
 
    “Bummer,” she said. 
 
    “But we did find another dead body.” 
 
    Gran stopped with her hand in midair and looked up. “You found another dead body? What do you mean? Like in the apartment?” 
 
    “Nope.” I said and rubbed my face. “At some financial services company where Edie is their customer. We went in and found a woman shot in the forehead.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a shame,” Gran said and got back to her cards. 
 
    And Edie was worried about my nonemotional reaction. 
 
    But what did I expect? Gran was seventy-three years old, and you don’t change your inner self anymore at that age. You’re done. And actually, any change that occurs in your life at that point was probably going to feel much more burdensome than if you were a few years younger. 
 
    I glanced at Gran. While I tried at least to adapt to our new life and often gave up wearing my normal clothes—biker boots, leather jacket, the works—Gran was stubborn and still wearing her usual outfit. Real denim jeans, her biker boots, and a white top. She turned some heads when we first walked through the streets of the retirement complex—okay, she turned all heads—but now the others seemed to have been getting used to Gran and her unusual ways. Well, at least some of them. 
 
    There was one crucial change Gran had needed to make. From fiery orange hair, she had to go to a short honey-blonde bob with bouncing bangs. The orangey hair was too much of a trademark for a witness protection member. She also had the same ankle tattoo I had and had to remove it as well. 
 
    “You’re not getting involved in this one, are you?” Gran asked, eyes on her cards. 
 
    I shook my head. “Hell, no. I don’t have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what you said last time,” Gran said. Then she asked, “What about Edie?” How does she feel about it? She found another dead body in like, what? Three weeks?” 
 
    “Yeah, that seems to be the standing joke around here,” I said then looked over at the window facing Edie’s house. “She’s upset, that’s how she is. This isn’t normally part of her world.” 
 
    Gran let out a snort. “You got that right. So who died exactly?” 
 
    I reported to Gran everything I knew. 
 
    She leaned back in her seat. “It’s going to be mayhem.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Getting the money back,” Gran said and turned her attention back to her game. 
 
    “Could you be more specific?” I asked, feeling my patience running out. Apparently, I was getting way edgier way faster in my new life then I’d been before in my old one. 
 
    “Those were scammers,” Gran said. “No way was that legit.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I know,” Gran said. “Let’s just call it experience. Or a sixth sense.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I kind of had it with that so-called sixth sense from the septuagenarian women in my life. 
 
    “Remember Tiny Timmy?” Gran asked. “He was gone for a couple of years, going from state to state, pretending to be some financial guru and wiping away the wealth of divorced fifty-year-old women? Those suckers never knew what hit them. Timmy was just that good.” 
 
    I thought about it. “That’s what he did? I never knew about that.” 
 
    “You were a child back then, that’s why,” Gran said. 
 
    “I remember him going away, and then when he came back, he bought that mansion down Sumter Road. I think he even put in gold-rimmed window frames.” 
 
    Gran nodded. “See? It’s because he was so good. A good con artist can do anything. Especially if you have older people involved. Good con artists can sweet-talk, and they make it seem they’re your buddy, your pal, your ultimate love, whatever their intention is. And thinking about the people who live around here, I’m pretty sure that’s easy enough to pull off.” 
 
    I thought about it some more. My first thought was exactly the same, yet I hoped I was wrong. My heart went out to Edie. I hoped Gran was wrong as well, although with her life experience and her line of work, I tended to believe her. Funnily enough, I tried to force myself not to feel this much empathy. I mean we’d only been here for a couple of weeks, for crying out loud. I couldn’t be walking around caring so much about, basically, strangers. Yes, these were still strangers. Gran always tried to remind me of that fact and she was right. Three weeks ago I only cared about what happened to me and Gran. That fact hadn’t changed, but somehow I found myself slightly caring for our next door neighbor and the other residents. 
 
    Gran was eyeing me. “Please don’t do it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I see it in your face. You’re thinking about them. And you’re thinking about her. But it’s none of your business. You remember what happened last time you got involved in their business?” 
 
    I sighed. As mentioned, Gran always reminded me of the harsh reality. 
 
    “Well, you can’t expect me to do a happy dance if these people here were getting scammed,” I said. “Especially since now one of them is dead. I wonder what will happen to their investments.” 
 
    “That’s up to the cops to find out,” Gran said. 
 
    “I guess it is,” I said. 
 
    I decided not to think about it anymore. Gran was right. It was not my problem. Edie would get over the shock of seeing another dead body, and life would take its normal course again. 
 
    I watched Gran. “So what is this? You just can’t leave those cards alone, can you? What happened to your buddies? No more poker playing?” 
 
    Gran was an excellent poker player. So excellent in fact, that I worried what she would do here at the community complex. They shouldn’t be worried about some fake financial manager; they should be worried about Gran. She could wipe out all their money in one fell swoop. Gran was just that good. At first, I didn’t like her playing poker at all. It was not exactly the best way to lay low when you were in the witness protection program. But I knew how much it hurt her to stop playing. How she’d managed to stay away from a deck of cards for the thirteen months we were in hiding, I had no idea. But as soon as we landed in Bitter End, she started all over again. 
 
    The residents here got sweet on it and now they had regular meetings where Gran showed them how to play poker. I didn’t know what her ultimate goal was, but I didn’t like it at all. Unfortunately, I couldn’t force her to quit, and I also knew this was all she had now. 
 
    She was managing a trucking company back in Oregon and she was hanging out at Choppers. She had meetings, she had a full life, and in a second it was taken away from her. She literally had nothing now. Except for poker. So I kind of understood that this was the one thing she wouldn’t give up, no matter what. I just hoped she knew about the fine line between having fun and keeping busy and ending up in hot water with an illegal hustle of some sort. 
 
    “We’re taking a break today,” Gran said. “If it were up to me, we would be playing all day long.” 
 
    I laughed. “That I know.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan for the rest of the day?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I have zero plans,” I said. 
 
    Just like every single day. 
 
    It was almost two in the afternoon. And I had absolutely nothing to do. This came to be my normal day-to-day life in the last couple of weeks, dragging my morale even further down. On the one hand, I kind of went with the flow of just doing nothing. Just lying on the couch watching daytime TV. But at the same time, it was also unnerving because I had to get my life straight. 
 
    Doing nothing is what I’d been doing in the last thirteen months when we were hiding out at motels, waiting for the trial against the Falcons. We changed motels every couple of weeks, went from state to state, were babysat by the marshals, and were being watched twenty-four-seven. There literally wasn’t anything else to do except watch TV. 
 
    And now here in Florida, starting a new life, with barely any skills for jobs, still trying to wrap my mind around everything that happened—my life taking such a turn—I figured it was only natural to sink into a big hole of depression. 
 
    I took a cold beer from the fridge and sat on the couch turning on the TV. Ten minutes later Gran finished her solitaire game and she joined me on the couch with her own bottle of beer. We clinked the bottles and just sat there watching Seinfeld reruns. 
 
    About two hours later there was a knock at the door. Gran and I looked at each other then looked at the door. I shook my head at how relaxed we were. Three weeks ago, a knock on the door sent Gran straight for her gun, and me for the knife. Her illegally purchased gun, of course. It was not like she could get legally fingerprinted for a gun permit. Another stupid WITSEC rule. So Gran was already in hot water for carrying a concealed firearm. 
 
    But now after learning who we dealt with here, aka the residents of the retirement complex, who were not exactly the kind of hit men the Falcons would hire, Gran and I got really chill. Besides, it got tiresome to be in that state of alert every time we had a visitor. And we often had visitors. 
 
    Gran groaned. “Do you realize there hasn’t been a single day since we moved here that someone didn’t come over for whatever unimportant reason?” 
 
    “It’s probably Edie coming over to talk about what happened today,” I said. 
 
    Gran got up, walked the few feet to the door, looked through the peephole, and sighed. She opened the door wide and put one hand on her hip. From the couch I could see Theodore standing outside, smiling wide. 
 
    Theodore was one of the residents at the retirement complex and he had a crush on Gran. He was six feet tall and had thinning gray hair. He had broad shoulders and a sturdy build, and if he were a couple of decades younger, I would definitely make a move on him. He reminded me of those actors in the sixties, well-dressed and a gentleman through and through. But the most admirable quality in Theodore was that he was self-confident enough to hold his own with Gran. 
 
    Gran wasn’t at all happy with her pursuer, although I was sure she kind of liked it deep down inside. Deep, deep down inside. She just didn’t show it, and I was curious to know if she would ever let her guard down. I was also curious to know how patient Theodore would be. Gran was never married, and she had no regrets about that. She’d had a long relationship with my grandfather until he died twenty years ago. My father came out of that relationship but he—along with my mother—died in an airplane crash shortly after I was born. If Gran had any other semiserious partners or affairs or whatever, then I didn’t get any wind of that. She always said she was self-sufficient, and she didn’t see the point in sharing her life with someone romantically. She shared her house with me, but she rejected sharing it with a man. 
 
    “Hello, Dorothy,” Theodore said, then he looked in my direction. “How’s it going, Piper?” 
 
    I smiled and told him I was okay. I assumed he didn’t hear about Tammy Feldman yet, and I wasn’t the one to tell him about it. 
 
    Gran still stood in the doorway. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    Theodore wiped away some sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. “I came by to ask you if you want to drive together to the paintball game on Wednesday. It would be my pleasure to have you two ladies accompany me there.” 
 
    “To the what?” Gran asked. 
 
    “The paintball game,” Theodore said. “We’re all leaving at seven in the morning and we should get back by noon.” 
 
    “At seven in the morning?” Gran asked. “Are you insane?” 
 
    Theodore laughed. “No, I am not insane. We’re leaving that early because it gets hotter later in the day.” 
 
    “You know, I’m not really the type to—” 
 
    I jumped off the couch and walked to the door. 
 
    “Actually,” I said, “we’d be happy to ride with you there.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Gran giving me her signature death stare. But I didn’t care. It was not like we had anything else to do, so we might as well just go and play paintball. If Theodore wouldn’t convince us, then I was sure Edie would have taken us by force. 
 
    “I’m happy you’re coming with,” Theodore said. “I’ll be here on Wednesday morning at seven, then.” He winked at Gran then turned and left. 
 
    Gran closed the door and put both hands on her hips. “What the hell? We’re going to a paintball place? Do you really think that’s wise? We can shoot everybody off in five minutes straight.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re not going to bring your gun there, so you’ll have to hold off on the pleasure of really shooting anybody.” 
 
    “You think I can’t do any damage with a paintball gun?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I’m sure you can, but you’re going to restrain yourself,” I said. “Just try to enjoy yourself for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Like you’re enjoying yourself so much,” Gran mumbled. 
 
    Yeah, okay, she had a point there, but it was so much more fun throwing Gran into the focus of attention while I could remain on the sidelines. 
 
    We returned to the couch and finished our beers. Just as expected, I felt sleepy and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, almost three hours had passed. This was really a sad way to live life. But hey, at least we had AC inside the house. 
 
    I turned and saw Gran was slouched and snoring with her mouth wide open. 
 
    There was a loud knock on the door and Gran jumped up. “What? Who’s there?” She looked frantically around her. I was glad the gun stayed in place at the small of her back. How she could take a nap with that thing poking her in the ribs, I’d never understand. 
 
    “Relax, it’s just someone at the door,” I said. 
 
    “Christ, we really have to move,” Gran said. 
 
    I saw lots of white curls through the peephole. It was Edie. I’d expected her to come over sooner, as a matter of fact. I opened the door and saw the concern in her eyes. She marched straight in and nodded a hello at Gran. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. “Did you find out anything new about what happened today?” 
 
    “I sure as hell did,” Edie said. “They couldn’t find Lloyd anywhere. His cell is turned off and he wasn’t home either. And get this. Ryker did some research into the Feldmans' company. He has some fancy search programs at his office, you know.” Edie paused and looked at the floor. “He found the Feldmans' company on the blacklist of some official government institution, and he also found previous financial fraud charges against them.” She paused. “You were right. Their business was a fraud. They scammed us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Curse words were the first thing that came to mind. I wanted to believe I was wrong, and Gran was wrong, and Ryker was wrong. But we were all right. 
 
    “Edie, I’m so sorry,” I said. 
 
    There was a pause while both of us looked over at Gran. Her face didn’t move a muscle, then finally, probably feeling the pressure, she said, “I’m sorry too.” 
 
    Way to be empathetic. 
 
    “So much sentiment, Dorothy,” Edie said and rolled her eyes. “Well then. What’s done is done. Now it’s time to counterattack.” Edie put her fist in the air. 
 
    “Um . . . what does that mean?” I asked and already dreaded the answer. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Edie said, “We have an emergency meeting at the rec hall.” 
 
    Gran and I exchanged looks. 
 
    “So?” I asked. “We don’t have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Edie said. “You’re part of this community. I know you want to act like you don’t belong here but you do, even if you don’t see it now.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Gran said, “not so fast. She may have something to do with it”—Gran pointed at me—“because she was with you today at that office, but I’m the last one here who has anything to do with it and so I’m staying put.” 
 
    Way to throw me under the bus, Gran. 
 
    Edie crossed her hands and narrowed her eyes at Gran. “Dorothy, we need you. You are an accountant, and you could help us figure this out. I already told the others you two were coming. How does that make me look if I can’t get you there?” 
 
    Ouch, checkmate again. Edie really had a way with that. 
 
    I looked at Gran and grinned. She made the mistake of telling people her former job was as an accountant, and now she had to live with the consequences. Which was kind of funny, because she was a kind of an accountant, only not the legal kind the others thought she was. 
 
    I could see Gran was weighing her options. She could still say no and stay in the house, but then again, that would have meant almost going to war with Edie and the others. And she probably figured the latter was not really the best decision, so she sighed and said, “Fine.” 
 
    It was almost dark outside. We jumped in Gran’s golf cart and took off. That was another thing we’d had to get used to, and we still needed to get used to. In our old lives we owned Harley Davidson bikes. We drove our bikes so often up in the mountains and we felt so free. Obviously, we had to give up our bikes just like we had to give up our house and our belongings and basically everything we owned in our former lives. The golf cart came automatically with the house here in Florida. Every resident owned one, and it was the easiest way to get around the retirement complex. Which was so spread out, they were giving out maps for it. 
 
    But going from a Harley bike to driving a golf cart in flip-flops felt just like a slap in the face. 
 
    “Would you step on it already?” Edie said from the passenger seat. Gran sat in the back and mumbled something along the lines of shoot me now. 
 
    “Jesus Edie, you’re stressing me out,” I said. “Getting into an accident before we even get there is not the best idea, is it?” 
 
    The Bitter End retirement community was like a village. It took about ten minutes to drive from Gran’s house to the rec hall, officially named Community Hall. There were diamond lanes on the streets, meaning there were more golf carts driving around than cars. One thing about the golf cart wasn’t that bad, and that was the headwind. That is until you parked the cart. Then you started cursing at the heat again. 
 
    I parked the cart, and we walked on the path between the perfectly manicured lawns of the retirement community, past the swimming pool, past the mini-golf course, past the dining hall, and into the rec hall. I found it suspicious that there wasn’t a single soul outside besides us. I then knew why. The rec hall was packed. All the tables were taken, people were standing along the walls, and everybody was talking among themselves producing a noise level that was hurting my ears. 
 
    I scanned the crowd and spotted Beatrice waving at us. Edie motioned for Gran and me to head over to her while she walked to the front. Why did she walk to the front? 
 
    Beatrice was the woman whose hair I dyed purple by accident. At first, I was worried she might have a heart attack, but Gran convinced her it was a good thing to stand out. So she kept the purple hair. 
 
    We approached Beatrice’s table and I saw she held two chairs free for us. She said, “Don’t even bother” to a man and a woman making their way to the chairs. I had to smile. For only just getting here three weeks ago, we’d gotten pretty popular. Edie liked us. Beatrice liked us. Theodore liked us. And a couple of others as well. I still had to figure out why. We stuck out like a sore thumb in this crowd. Then again, maybe that was exactly the reason. 
 
    “There you two are,” Beatrice said, looking at us through her thick glasses. I didn’t know where to look first: her shiny purple hair or her lipstick that was outside the lines, as it always was. “I've been saving these seats for you, and I almost got lynched for it. What took you so long?” 
 
    “So you were so sure we were coming?” I asked as we took our seats. 
 
    “Of course I was,” Beatrice said. “You’re part of the community. Everybody’s here. We would never keep you out of the loop.” 
 
    That was kind of . . . sweet. Even if it was just saving seats. It reminded me of my former family, the Oregon Falcons. We would always have each other’s backs no matter what. When Gran and I left our former lives, I didn’t think I would ever feel this way. I never would have thought that saving seats for us at a retirement complex would spark warm feelings in my chest. 
 
    I covered my ears and looked around me. Belly Man and Raspy were sitting at the table next to ours and smiled in my direction. Those two were inseparable. I didn’t remember their names, but one of them obviously had a predominant beer belly and the other had a distinguishing raspy voice. 
 
    I saw some poker-playing buddies of Gran’s making their way through the crowd, walking past us and each giving Gran a fist bump. I shook my head. 
 
    Lucretia Barnett, aka Sourpuss, was standing in the back corner of the room and was surrounded by her own group, that was looking similarly sour faced. Sourpuss had her hair up in a tight bun, like she always did. It really matched her personality. 
 
    Theodore entered the rec hall. Our eyes met and we both nodded to each other. His glance moved to Gran who pretended she didn’t see him. Theodore looked back at me, smiled, shook his head, then made his way to the back where he greeted some other residents. 
 
    As I was waiting for whatever to happen, I asked Beatrice if she’d also invested through the Feldmans. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Beatrice said and pushed her glasses further up her nose. “Those bastards took advantage of almost all of us.” There was an anger in her voice. That made Gran smile. 
 
    “How did you all find out about it?” I asked. It was just this morning that Edie and I found Tammy Feldman dead, and now twelve hours later the whole retirement complex was in rebellion mode. 
 
    “Marilyn’s granddaughter works at the insurance office a couple of doors down from the Feldmans’ office and she told us about the murder. Then about one hour ago, Edie called.” 
 
    Okay, I guessed that made sense; if almost everybody here had invested with the Feldmans, then they had the right to know. It was their money. 
 
    “Is Marilyn here tonight?” I asked Beatrice. 
 
    She looked around. “I just saw her before. Don’t know where she is in this crowd. But look, there’s Burt and Earnest at that table. Marilyn heard from them about the Feldmans.” 
 
    I turned and saw a man wearing a flat cap with an orange and a lime pictured on the front, eating a weird-looking fruit. He was handing the other man—who was wearing a green T-shirt and green shorts, probably disappearing when being outside on the lawn—the same kind of fruit. Green Man bit into it and scrunched up his nose, mouthing “eww.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at Beatrice. 
 
    She waved her hand in dismissal. “Earnest has been looking to cross-pollinate an orange with a lime since forever. Says nobody has done it before and he’d be rich when he succeeds. But as you can see, only garbage comes out of it.” 
 
    “You tried the orange-lime fruit?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. It tastes like sour feet. I’m not even sure they’re edible.” 
 
    Apparently, seniors around here had a thing for fruit. A lot of them were fans of fruity-looking patterns on their clothes, and now they even tried their hand at playing God by manipulating botany. Retiree life must be really boring to give you such ideas. 
 
    I leaned in my chair and looked over at Gran. She looked just as miserable as I felt. She kept looking toward the door and I expected her to bolt out of the building any second now. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud, sharp noise and everybody groaned, holding their ears. 
 
    “Oops, I’m sorry,” Edie said. She was standing in the middle of the room, holding a mic, with her shoulders pulled back and her chin high as if she were starting the halftime show for the Superbowl. She cleared her throat. “Good evening, everybody.” 
 
    Everybody greeted back. 
 
    Gran turned to me and mumbled, “It’s like a cult.” 
 
    Edie walked back and forth as she spoke. Man, she took every chance she got to be in the spotlight. She would have been perfect working in showbiz. 
 
    “A gathering like this is usually a reason to be happy,” Edie continued. “But not tonight. Tonight, it’s about strategizing and getting back what’s ours.” 
 
    Everybody clapped and whistled. 
 
    No, I took it back. Not showbiz. Edie would have been perfect for politics. 
 
    “We all know what happened today,” Edie said. “Today, we—” 
 
    “Today, you found another dead person!” A voice from the back said. 
 
    There was silence and everybody turned to look. 
 
    Sourpuss. Who else could it have been? 
 
    “What’s your problem now, Lucretia?” Edie asked over the mic. 
 
    “You are our problem,” Sourpuss shouted. “This is the second dead person you found in what? Three weeks?” 
 
    I saw Edie’s grip on the mic getting tighter. “Yeah, so?” she said between her teeth. 
 
    “We should be aware of you,” Sourpuss continued. “You’re bringing bad luck upon us. Who’s the next dead person you’ll find? Maybe one of us?” 
 
    There was an agitated hum through the crowd, and I saw Edie trying to find words to defend herself. 
 
    Come on, Edie, you can do it. Don’t let Sourpuss win this round. Any round, for that matter. 
 
    “Do you really think—” Edie started, but the crowd got restless and weren’t listening to her anymore. 
 
    I saw Sourpuss smirking. She was totally enjoying this. She was enjoying putting Edie down for nothing. 
 
    “Wait, um . . .” Edie tried to get a word in, but the people were talking to each other, giving Edie some confused looks and also some not very nice looks. 
 
    “Didn’t they know Edie and I found Tammy Feldman today?” I asked Beatrice. 
 
    “They know,” Beatrice said, “But apparently Lucretia has a way of highlighting the bad stuff. What a shrew.” 
 
    I agreed with that. 
 
    The agitation rose as Edie was trying to calm everybody down, but I could see on her face she knew she was losing this battle. She was losing the people. That had to hurt her. Being a leader was Edie’s thing. 
 
    “Look, I just wanted to—” Edie spoke louder into the mic. But still nothing. 
 
    I was wondering if this shindig tonight was going to be over before it began, but then I saw Gran getting up and heading over to Edie. 
 
    Crap. What was she up to? Was she going to shoot everybody? 
 
    With my eyes wide, I saw Gran in her calm demeanor, oozing authority, snatching the mic from Edie’s hand and saying, “Now listen up, you cowards.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    All eyes swished to Gran. 
 
    All jaws were on the floor. 
 
    Nobody blinked. 
 
    I wished I could have looked away, but it was like a car wreck. 
 
    “Where I come from, we don’t have patience for this,” Gran said. “We don’t have patience for immature and childish games, mind games played by an obnoxious and stupid and transparently hateful person.” Gran fixed her gaze on Sourpuss. “A person was shot, a person who took your money away and now you’re seriously sitting here throwing shade at the one person who got you all together here, who is willing to do something about it so you get your money back that you so stupidly gave away. I was asked to come here today but if I’d known what kind of nonsense you are choosing to believe, then I might as well use my energy for knitting or something. No wonder those people got your money if this is the way you act. Like fools. Have fun getting it back.” Gran did a mic drop, then she traipsed back to her seat. 
 
    It was so eerily silent you could almost hear the grasshoppers outside on the lawn. I was almost sure Gran just set herself up to be lynched. Any second now they would all throw themselves and their walkers on top of Gran and take her apart. 
 
    But the opposite happened. A wave of loud clapping and woo-hooing erupted. I had to cover my ears again. What the hell just happened here? What did Gran do? 
 
    “That’s the way to do it, folks,” Edie said into the mic cheerily. 
 
    Gran just sat there in her chair with no emotion on her face whatsoever and rolled her eyes. So she basically insulted the whole crowd and they started clapping for her. Was this some kind of parallel universe? 
 
    “Dorothy Harris, everybody,” Edie said. People turned to Gran and clapped again. Gran’s face looked like, Lord, can we get this over with? 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing. Gran was acting all tough, like she didn’t care about anybody, but deep inside her, there was a softy. She just had a special way of showing it. 
 
    I turned around and saw Sourpuss was pissed. She knew she’d lost this round. She stomped out of the building, probably plotting her revenge on Gran. I wished I could warn Sourpuss not to mess with Gran, but that wouldn’t be possible without me divulging our real identities to her. 
 
    “Do you know if Lucretia invested with the Feldmans?” I asked Beatrice. 
 
    She shrugged. “No idea. Even if she did, it’s not like we care about it, right?” I laughed and gave Beatrice a pat on the back. 
 
    Edie was back to herself. This felt more like a party, with Edie the leading emcee. 
 
    “Dorothy is right, everybody,” Edie said. “Tammy and Lloyd Feldman were our consultants. Our financial consultants. Some would say they were our friends. And now to find out they’ve scammed us out of our money is just unacceptable. I know not every one of you invested with them, but I know you’ve heard about them and I know you are supporting this community.” 
 
    Clap clap. 
 
    “Tammy Feldman has died with a gunshot to her forehead,” Edie said. “Piper Harris and I found her this morning; you know this to be true already.” 
 
    People turned and stared at me. Awesome. 
 
    “The police don’t know who did it but I hope they find out soon. At this point, I don’t know what connection there is between Tammy being dead and our money. They couldn’t find Lloyd. His cell phone is turned off. But after finding out what they did to us, anything is possible now. Maybe Lloyd is the guilty one and maybe he killed his wife.” 
 
    Everybody sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Maybe Lloyd took all of our money and wants to leave the country,” Edie continued. “We need to find Lloyd and we need to get our money back.” The people were nodding in agreement. “Everybody who invested with the Feldmans needs to file a police report. That’s the way you can make it official. That way, the police will have enough incentive to start digging around and see where our money is. Right now, their main priority is finding out who shot Tammy.” Edie paused and shuddered. A few people to my left and right were shaking their heads in disgust. That was kind of cute. I’ve dealt with this my whole life and was absolutely emotionless. But normal people fell into a stupor. 
 
    “So I want everybody to file the report tomorrow at the police station and make some pressure for the cause,” Edie said. “There are other departments and other law enforcement entities out there who are dealing with scams like this. We need to get them to move their butts.” I could hear a few yeses and woo-hoos from the crowd. 
 
    “And like Dorothy already said: she, as a former accountant, is here to help us,” Edie said and nodded toward Dorothy. 
 
    Gran closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. I knew she regretted her appearance before the crowd. 
 
    “If anybody needs a consultation, you know Dorothy lives right next to my house and she is almost always home,” Edie continued. 
 
    Gran turned to me. “We’re moving to another house.” 
 
    “Or you could catch her at one of her poker-playing meetings here at the rec hall,” Edie added one more. 
 
    I busted out laughing. This really made my day. Gran went white as a ghost. She pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and index finger, then leaned in. “Piper, we’re moving to the other side of the country tomorrow before sunrise.” 
 
    I had a second wave of laughter. “Too late, Gran. You’re already so deep into this, they won’t let you leave.” 
 
    Gran mumbled something about shooting her way free and I ignored her. This was way too much fun.  
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The next day, Gran and I were silently sipping coffee at our kitchen table. It was about nine in the morning and the sun had already cast its hot rays over the house. I took another sip and smiled at the memory of last night. 
 
    “Stop that,” Gran said. 
 
    “Sorry, I can’t help it,” I replied. 
 
    The gathering yesterday was so not what I had expected. Sure, with Edie being the mover and shaker, it could only get exciting, but Gran’s little improv production sent it right through the roof. 
 
    “You know they’re all going to come over now, don’t you?” Gran said. “I’m never going to have some peace and quiet.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want peace and quiet?” 
 
    Gran looked at me but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I thought so,” I said. 
 
    I knew what Gran meant by that. She wanted action when she felt like it and she wanted downtime when she felt like it. Well, she could kiss that timeline goodbye, now that we were living here. 
 
    Gran leaned in her chair and looked at the cell phone. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m just timing the first knock on the door,” she said. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “There should be one knock in five, four, three—” 
 
    There was a loud knock at the door. 
 
    My jaw dropped on the table. 
 
    Gran wickedly grinned at me. “Told you so.” 
 
    That was frightening and amazing at the same time. 
 
    Huffing, Gran opened the door to Edie. She was holding a basket in her arms. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised to see you here?” Gran asked as Edie marched in, went straight to the kitchen counter, put the basket down, and poured herself a cup of coffee. Then she pulled out muffins and put them on a plate and served them to us. Then she took a seat at the table. She felt so comfortable, it was like she was living here at Gran’s. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve at least waited until nine to come over, okay?” Edie said. “Since I know you’re not super early risers. So you should appreciate that instead of giving me a hard time.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Gran said. “Silly me. I should be appreciative.” 
 
    I was appreciative for the freshly baked muffins, so I dug in. It was our luck—or our bad luck girth-wise—that Edie used to be a top-notch chef. She still loved baking and she loved sharing her creations. 
 
    “So how are you today?” I asked her. 
 
    “I really don’t know how I am,” Edie said. “We found Tammy dead yesterday, someone had shot her—and by the way, I still think it’s weird you’re not freaking out—then I find out her company and her investments are all a scam and she tricked us all. And now nobody can find Lloyd and I don’t know how to get my money back and everybody else’s money back.” 
 
    “What do you know about the Feldmans?” I asked. 
 
    Edie took a sip of coffee. “As far as I know they moved here about a year ago but I don’t know where they’re from. They rent that office we were in yesterday and they live in the apartment above it. About six months ago I heard about them from Marilyn, and they seemed totally legit. You know how I like face-to-face interactions, especially with this type of thing. And so I went there and they seemed totally nice and totally competent.” 
 
    “That’s part of their hustle,” Gran said. “They know your weak spot. They know you probably wouldn’t fall for a scheme if it were online or if they called by phone. It’s actually genius. They know retirees—especially baby boomers—are more gullible; they’re not as burnt and cynical as the generations after them, and good con artists take advantage of that.” 
 
    Edie looked at Gran in disbelief. “Con artists? Good Lord. Are you always this brutally honest?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gran deadpanned. 
 
    Edie shoved a whole muffin in her mouth. 
 
    “Look, burying your head in the sand won’t make it better,” Gran said. “It will only make it worse. You have to smarten up, see the truth for what it is, then make your move.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re right,” Edie said. “I should make a move. I should take this whole thing into my own hands.” She paused then looked at her watch. “Okay, then let’s finish up these muffins, and let’s go.” 
 
    “Um . . . go where?” I asked. 
 
    “To the Feldmans. We’ll start with their office. I’m sure we can find out something there.” 
 
    I looked at Gran in a Gee, thanks for that way. She put her hands up in defense and said, “Hey, it’s not my fault. You know her. She would have come up with it herself.” 
 
    “Listen, Edie,” I said, “we’re not going anywhere. We’re not going to snoop around. The cops will take care of it and we’re not going to meddle in their investigation.” 
 
    I almost let out a snort. Who was this person talking? “The cops will take care of it”? “Not meddle in their investigation”? Sheesh. I must be getting soft. I had never let the cops handle anything in my whole life. They were a nuisance, if anything.  
 
    “So you’re saying you don’t care that those people took my money away?” Edie asked. “That those people took everybody’s money away? You’re really just going to sit here and not do anything about it?” 
 
    Oh, she was good. Extremely transparent but also good. Did she think I couldn’t see through her emotional manipulation? It was so not my fault that Edie fell for the scam and that all the residents who invested with the Feldmans fell for it too. 
 
    Gran grinned at me and said, “Oh, she’s got you now.” 
 
    Edie turned to Gran. “You think you’re off the hook? You’re part of this community whether you like it or not, and you have experience in the field. You’re coming with.” 
 
    Gran’s grin instantly disappeared. I almost pointed a finger at her and laughed. 
 
    Gran and I just sat there, like a couple of kids in school with Edie the teacher scolding us. A naïve retiree, with zero connections and knowledge about the bad stuff in life, about the illicit stuff in life, was scolding us! A money-launderer and a book-cooker! It was like a scene from a sitcom. 
 
    But despite Edie’s see-through attempt to use guilt to get her way, it worked. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m so going to regret this, but fine,” I said. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to just drive by there.” 
 
    Gran whipped her head in my direction. “You’re not serious. You’re getting involved?” 
 
    “You are already involved,” I said. “Remember your speech last night in front of everybody?” 
 
    Edie laughed then clapped her hand over her mouth when Gran gave her a death stare. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Edie said with a content look on her face. “We’re taking your car.” 
 
    Shoot me now. What have I done? 
 
    Of course we were taking our car, our plain old boring car, since you could spot Edie’s car from another galaxy. She owned a shiny candy-apple-red 1967 Chevrolet Impala. While the car was absolutely gorgeous, it was the last car you wanted to drive if you wanted to remain inconspicuous. 
 
    We finished our muffin-and-coffee breakfast, and I snatched a couple pairs of latex cleaning gloves from the counter drawer, because I knew where this was heading. We jumped in the Ford Taurus and headed for downtown Bitter End. 
 
    The streets at the retirement complex were again suspiciously empty, and I asked Edie if there was another gathering that she wasn’t taking part in? Which I highly doubted. Edie said of course there was no gathering, because she didn’t call it in, and the residents were most likely at the police station filing a report against the Feldmans. 
 
    Gran was sitting in the back seat and chilling against the AC stream. Stubborn as she was, she wore her biker boots and her denim jeans, but I was glad she at least didn’t wear her black leather jacket anymore. 
 
    “So what exactly did those people tell to you?” Gran asked Edie. “What was their pitch?” 
 
    “They said they had investments specifically tailored for retirees and that we could supplement our retirement funds. Now that I think about it, I couldn’t tell you what the investment was, really. It was some fund or some stocks or some bonds that they managed, I think. In their brochures there were testimonials of other retirees who were really happy about the payout.” Edie paused. “But I’m guessing now that the brochure was fake, and so were those testimonials.” 
 
    “Of course they were fake,” Gran said. “Anyone can print whatever they want.” 
 
    I swerved to the right then turned my head to Edie. Heartache showed in her face. I guessed it was very easy for an outsider to judge others. Like how come she didn’t know it was all a scam? How come she hadn’t immediately sniffed them out? It was easy for someone not emotionally involved to just not understand how anyone could fall for a scam like this. But just like Gran, I also knew that good con artists would make you feel emotionally involved so that you didn’t ask too many questions and research them to the bone.  
 
    And there was also Edie being Edie. She tended to believe the best in people, not the worst. That was the difference between Edie and us. Now that I thought about it, maybe it was Edie who got it right all along, despite the scamming. Because Gran and I always lived our lives knowing to be suspicious of people in general, and especially now—with our new lives—our trust issues had gone through the roof. That really took a toll on us. It got to be mentally and emotionally tiresome. Edie, on the other hand, saw the good in people. Her life was happier than ours. 
 
    “How much was your monthly deposit?” Gran asked Edie. 
 
    I felt Edie hesitating. Then she said, “Five thousand every month.” 
 
    I stepped on the brakes so hard we were all thrown forward. “Dollars?” 
 
    Gran mumbled something about Jesus Christ. 
 
    Edie waved her hands in the air. “I know how stupid it is now! But again, Marilyn Strobe got a payout. It was all so very believable.” 
 
    “How do you even have five thousand dollars a month to spare?” Gran asked. 
 
    Edie turned to face her. “I’m seventy-five years old. I’ve worked all my life and I know how to handle money well.” She paused. “Well except for this thing. Anyway, I had saved a monthly amount that I put away for over fifty years. That amounts to a really good sum. After meeting the Feldmans, I thought that was such a sweet deal what they presented, especially since all the money I have will belong to my daughter someday, and in the end, to Ryker.” 
 
    Oh. I didn’t even think of that. But of course. Edie was thinking about her heritage, about her family being taken care of. Which made sense at her age. Wow. I had never thought of what would happen when I left this world, if I would ever have my own family and some fortune to my name that I would want to leave to my descendants. 
 
    “So you paid five thousand a month for how long now?” Gran asked. 
 
    “For four months,” Edie said. 
 
    “Wow,” Gran said. “That’s twenty g’s.” 
 
    Edie put her head in her hands. “I don’t even want to think about it. Because the more I think about it, the more I just want to cry. How could I have been so stupid? How could I have not seen through it? It’s all so clear now.” 
 
    Gran and I were silent. It was hard to comfort someone who fell for a money scheme like this. I mean, it was not like someone put a gun to her head. 
 
    “I had no idea scammers were this good,” Edie said. “I’ve only seen this in movies.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, this is also real life,” Gran said. “Really good con artists make it all seem legitimate and they will blind you with blah-blahs. I’m sure you had good and long conversations with them, right? Some semi-personal ones, right?” 
 
    “Yes!” Edie said. “Every time I went in to give them my deposit, we talked for over an hour.” 
 
    “Then I’m guessing you were the one to talk more and disclose more about yourself than they were about themselves,” Gran said. “And if they talked about their own personal stuff, then it was probably just superficial stuff and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist now to realize it was most probably a big fat lie.” 
 
    “Yes,” Edie said and it seemed to just keep further dawning on her. “Oh my god, the signs were all there. You are so right. I barely know anything about them. They didn’t mention kids, they didn’t mention parents or friends or where they moved from. God, they were good.” 
 
    “You can’t be even sure they’re husband and wife,” Gran said. “They could just be business partners venturing out against the elderly and taking them for a sleigh ride.” 
 
    Edie rubbed her forehead. “You are so right. I have to question everything now. Everything I thought I knew about them, everything they told me about themselves, I have to question just everything now.” 
 
    “What kind of return on profit did they promise or guarantee?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “About thirty percent,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran and I whistled at the same time. 
 
    “What? What?” Edie asked. “It’s not like they said one hundred. That would be suspicious.” 
 
    Edie was so naïve, it was almost cute. Sad and cute at the same time. 
 
    “Thirty percent is huge,” Gran said. “The average stock market return is about ten percent per year for nearly the last century, at least measured by the S&P 500 index, which is one of the most commonly followed equity indices.” 
 
    “Oh,” Edie said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gran said. “Those people were good. They didn’t promise so much as to raise alarms, but they still promised enough to make you want to fork over your money. Genius move.” 
 
    “You keep saying they were good, and it was a genius move,” Edie said. “Like you’re jealous or something.” 
 
    I had to hold in laughter. Edie had no idea how right she was. 
 
    “Sorry, I just have to respect their hustle,” Gran said.  
 
    Edie rolled her eyes next to me. “So do you have any other opinion on the Feldmans besides that they were geniuses?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing they took half of your money and really invested in something, so that they could show that they did something, and they probably stashed the other half for themselves. They’ve been probably doing this a long time and they’re using their previous hustles to convince people of their new ones. Meaning that, for example, the payout that Marilyn broad got was more than likely legit. Most probably they used money from previous hustles for it.” 
 
    “So they would be more believable this way,” Edie said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Gran said. 
 
    We drove in silence the rest of the way. Gran knew a lot about this stuff, more than me; however, I was guessing she wouldn’t spill the beans on everything without getting herself into trouble over her knowledge. 
 
    Downtown, I parked one block away from the Feldmans’ office. When we got out, I smelled a light sea breeze. I found it very odd, considering Bitter End was about thirty miles from the ocean, but I figured the wind just blew that way sometimes. 
 
    It was eleven a.m. when the three of us walked over to the Feldmans’ office. We were standing on the sidewalk staring at the crime scene tape in front of us. Five minutes later, we were still staring. 
 
    “So what exactly are we doing here?” I asked. “Standing in front of their office and staring at it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Edie said. “I just know I have to do something, and going to the office where everything bad happened, kind of like, you know, makes me feel closer to it and then maybe I’ll get an idea.” 
 
    The office was empty, and it looked exactly like the day before minus the dead body. 
 
    Another five minutes later, Gran said, “Okay, we’ve seen it. Can we go back to the house now?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Edie said. She looked to her left and her right. I didn’t like this at all. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Edie said. She started walking and we rushed behind her. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “To see if there’s a back door,” Edie said. 
 
    Crap. I knew there was a back door from when I’d peeked inside the back room at the Feldmans’ office. 
 
    “You said we won’t be snooping around,” Gran said. “This is not our business. This is not our problem. If you want to get into trouble, then by all means. It’s your money and I get that you want to get it back. But getting yourself arrested is really not the way to go. 
 
    Whoa. Was this really Gran talking? “Getting yourself arrested is not the way to go?” I raised an eyebrow at Gran and she shrugged. 
 
    “Fine,” Edie said. “You don’t have to snoop around. You can be the lookout.” 
 
    I laughed. Gran had zero escape. 
 
    There was a back alley behind the building. Nobody was there, just some dumpsters and some rats scurrying around. Edie screeched while Gran and I remained impassive. 
 
    “This must be the back door,” Edie said. Then she turned to me. “I just realized, you were in that back room after we found Tammy. You must have seen the back door, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Edie sighed. “Well, you could have just said that there’s a back door.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I didn’t want to encourage this bad behavior.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes then moved closer to the door. Then she turned to Gran. “Okay, Dorothy, you stay right here and give us a sign if somebody comes.” 
 
    Gran gave her a look like, Are you serious? 
 
    This was like a child’s game for Gran and me, considering the surveillance jobs we’d done in our former lives. But Gran played along, and she just nodded. Then she moved to the side of the door and put her hands in her jeans pockets. 
 
    Edie said, “Wait. What’s the sign if somebody comes?” 
 
    “How about ‘somebody is coming’?” Gran said. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Dorothy; that’s too obvious,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran stared at Edie. “Yes, clearly, I am the silly one.” 
 
    “How about a frog sound?” Edie said. “Or a bird chirping? That sounds more natural, considering you’re outside.” 
 
    Gran stared at Edie some more. “Sure, because it wouldn’t be at all suspicious if a person mimics a bird chirping.” 
 
    Apparently, that went totally over Edie’s head. She said, “Awesome, you can also cup your hands around your mouth like this and—” 
 
    Gran put her hand up. “Please stop. You’ll get a bird sound, let’s just leave it at that.” 
 
    I laughed and gave Gran a thumbs-up. 
 
    Edie rubbed her hands together and said they were sweaty. I pulled out the cleaning gloves from my back pocket and handed one pair to Edie. 
 
    “Good thinking, Piper,” she said, as she put them on. “This is why I couldn’t do this without you.” 
 
    Some more emotional manipulation. I gave her a stare and she grinned at me. 
 
    I put on the other pair of gloves while Edie looked to her left and right, then tried the door handle. It opened straight away. She gave me a fist bump. 
 
    “Now’s not the time, Edie,” I whispered. “We can fist-bump later.” 
 
    Edie peeked her head in. “It’s dark inside.” She whirled around to face me. “You go first.” 
 
    “Why me?” I whispered. 
 
    “Because you’re younger and more agile than me,” Edie said. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    I switched places with Edie and slowly pushed the door open. I peeked my head in, but it was so dark I could only see the shapes of the shelves and the boxes. There was barely any light going in from the stamp-sized dirty window next to the door. The other door to the main room was closed. I felt for a light switch and found one on the left side of the wall. I flipped it on, but nothing happened. Awesome. 
 
    I pushed the door wide open and stepped inside. I turned back to Edie and told her the coast was clear. Edie stepped inside as well as I crossed the room to open the door to the main office. 
 
    “So what do you want to do now?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “I kinda hoped you had some good suggestions,” Edie said. “I remember the last time we went snooping, you seemed to know what you were doing.” 
 
    I thought about it. Then I said to Edie, “Go to the front and see what you can find around the desk. I’m going to look around these boxes here and then I’m coming to the front too. Please be careful so that nobody sees you from the street.” 
 
    “You mean I have to fumble around that chair at the desk that Tammy was in?” Edie said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to touch that chair,” Edie said. “It most probably has murder cooties on it. And that mobile AC device is still there next to the chair, blocking that part of the desk.” 
 
    “Edie, forget about the chair,” I said. “It doesn’t have any Feldman cooties on it, okay? This was your idea, remember? Now suck it up and do it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Edie grimaced and slowly moved to the front office. 
 
    I left the door open between the office and the storage room. This way it wasn’t super dark inside. We left the back door slightly ajar. Gran was outside probably counting to ten and then leaving for the car without us. 
 
    I moved to the first box to my right and looked inside. There was all sorts of hardware stuff in it: power tools, plumbing supplies, cleaning products. Totally not interesting. I figured these didn’t belong to the Feldmans, because, why would they? They probably belonged to the owner of this building. The second box contained paint and painting tools, but they were dry, so who knows how long they’d been here. In the corner of the room there were a few boxes on top of each other, and as I approached them, I heard a scuffling. I stopped in my tracks. I made the move of reaching down my boot for my knife, when of course I realized I didn’t have my boots on, and I didn’t have my knife with me. What kind of world was this where you couldn’t have your knife on you? 
 
    I could hear Edie in the office room sifting through some papers, but I focused and kept my ears open for that scuffling I heard. It came from the corner, behind that pyramid of boxes. I was sure that it was just a rat. Maybe a big fat rat. I slowly approached the boxes and, just as I was about to look behind them, a black shadow leaped up and jumped at me. 
 
    It wasn’t a rat. It was a person. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I gave out an involuntarily yelp and fell on my butt. 
 
    Damn it. I was so unprepared. 
 
    The black shadow was bolting for the back door, and I yelled to Gran, “Get him!” 
 
    In a second, Edie came running to the storage room, asking in a high-pitched voice, “What’s going on in here?” She turned her gaze to the back door just as the person was sprinting out. “Lloyd, is that you?” 
 
    I jumped up and ran outside. Only to see this presumably Lloyd person—a slim man about six feet tall, short sandy-blond hair, wearing a disheveled gray suit—on top of Gran, both on the ground. I was just about to grab him when he jumped up and started running down the alley. Man, he was fast. 
 
    Gran also jumped, and just as I was about to take off after him, Gran quickly pulled her gun from the small of her back. In rapid succession, she shot three rounds but missed him. Then he disappeared around the corner, and he was gone. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Edie shouted. “Are you shooting at him? Are you crazy?” 
 
    Crap and double crap.  
 
    That was a huge mistake. 
 
    I gave Gran a look. “You did not just shoot, did you? Do you know how much trouble that can lead us to?” 
 
    Gran blew off the end of her gun barrel. “I don’t understand where the problem is. He was getting away.” 
 
    “So the solution is to kill him?!” Edie started hyperventilating. “Why do you even have a gun? And why do you carry it with you like it’s ChapStick?” 
 
    “You’re acting like I pulled out a chunk of plutonium,” Gran said. “It’s a gun. Doesn’t everybody carry a gun around here? And you weren’t so strict against it a couple of weeks ago, when we saved your butt from that nutjob who held you hostage.” 
 
    Ouch. Gran was letting Edie have it. That was what you got for rude comments about her gun. Gran was referring to our first interaction with Edie here in Bitter End, when we solved the murder of her former neighbor. 
 
    Okay, this was not how it was supposed to go down. This was starting to get out of hand. 
 
    “You know what?” I said. “We don’t have time for this right now. We need to get out of here. Pronto.” 
 
    “But . . . but . . .” Edie started, but I grabbed her arm and we all power-walked back to the car, got in, and sped away. 
 
    The atmosphere in the car was so tense, you could cut it with a knife. That only reminded me of my own knife. Ugh. 
 
    As I made my way back through downtown Bitter End, we were all looking out the windows, trying to see if there were any cop cars following us. But we didn’t hear any sirens either. 
 
    I swerved on a side street, found a free parking space, and I screeched into the spot, cutting the engine. 
 
    I whirled around, putting my arm over the headrest. “What the hell were you thinking?” I asked Gran. “I don’t think I have to tell you what you have just done. You’ve gotten us into trouble we don’t need right now. I said get him, not shoot him!” 
 
    “That guy pushed me to the ground, so it was self-defense,” Gran said. 
 
    “How was that self-defense?” Edie asked. “That’s never going to hold up in a courtroom. I may not know much about stuff like that, but I’m certain about this.” 
 
    “In a courtroom?” Gran asked. “Why would you assume this will go to a courtroom? Nothing happened. And I didn’t plan on really shooting him. Okay, maybe only in the foot. To get him immobilized. How’s that an offence?” 
 
    Gran was really incorrigible. I had the feeling that she sometimes forgot we were in the witness protection program, and we couldn’t just go shooting people. Especially with her illegally purchased gun. 
 
    “What if he pulled his gun on you?” I asked Gran. “If he killed his wife or partner or whatever she was, he must still have the gun.” 
 
    “But he didn’t pull out any gun, did he?” Gran asked. “So either he got rid of it or he’s a wuss.” 
 
    I turned back around and let out a breath. 
 
    “So what now?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Let’s just hope nobody saw us there and nobody can identify us,” I said. I just realized then, Edie and I were still wearing the gloves. We both took them off and I pocketed them. I was probably going to burn them when we got back to the house. 
 
    “There wasn’t anybody there to identify us,” Gran said. “I made sure of that. We were in a back alley, not on a busy street. Then there was nobody in the alley, and chances that someone from the surrounding buildings looking out the window at exactly that moment are slim to none. And we got out of there pretty fast. Besides, I could see the windows from those buildings were totally smudged, so you can probably barely see through them.” 
 
    Edie looked just as stunned as I felt. Even after living my whole life with Gran, she still managed to amaze me. She really thought this through. And as much as I didn’t agree with Gran and her whipping out her gun and opening fire, if she says there were no witnesses in that back alley, then there were no witnesses in that back alley. 
 
    “But someone would have called the police, right?” Edie asked. “Someone had to hear the shots.” 
 
    Gran nodded. “Unfortunately, that is correct. Somebody must have heard. But they didn’t see us.” 
 
    We all thought about that for a few moments. 
 
    Then I asked Edie, “So that was Lloyd?” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Edie said. “I recognized him from behind. What was Lloyd doing there?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said. “He was already there when we arrived. He didn’t get in past Gran.” 
 
    From the back seat, Gran mumbled, “He sure as hell didn’t.” 
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying, he was already in there when we arrived. And he hid behind those boxes in the corner when he heard us come in. So actually, someone is able to identify us.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re right,” Edie said. “Lloyd knows we were there.” 
 
    “So what if he does?” Gran asked. “He can’t say anything without giving himself away. He’s probably the killer. He’s probably more preoccupied with running and hiding than we should be about him identifying us.” 
 
    “But when he gets caught, he’s going to tell on us,” Edie said. 
 
    “And do you think that’s going to matter when they get the killer?” Gran asked. “If they have the killer then nothing else matters.” 
 
    Edie covered her ears. “Could you stop saying killer? It really creeps me out.” 
 
    “Fine, the culprit,” Gran said. “We could say we were just concerned citizens. I mean it’s your money he stole, right?” 
 
    Edie seemed to think about it. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Gran said. 
 
    Okay, so let’s just assume Lloyd wouldn’t tell on us; let’s not worry about him seeing us. He doesn’t even know Gran and me, although it wouldn’t be hard to find out that it was us and you who were here. The question I ask myself is, what was he doing there?” 
 
    “He was looking for something,” Gran said. “Or he has unfinished business.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edie asked. “Maybe he was just in hiding. You know, his apartment is right above the office.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “He lives right above the office?” Gran asked. “Interesting.” 
 
    “Why is that so interesting?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Because now we don’t know if he has unfinished business at his home or at his office,” Gran said. “Must be really desperate to stick around here, knowing the cops are after you.” 
 
    “Dorothy, I have no idea what you’re talking about with the unfinished business,” Edie said. 
 
    “What Gran is saying is that Lloyd most probably has some loose ends here, but they could be in his apartment or his office—or both, for that matter,” I said. “He hid in that storage room, but he might have easily come down from his apartment. And we caught him just as he was about to leave, so he scurried into that corner behind the boxes. He probably knows he’s suspect number one in the shooting of his wife.” 
 
    I thought some more about that. The gunshot was close range. Very close range. I didn’t need a police report to know that. It reeked of an execution-style murder. Not a murder of passion. Rather cold-blooded. And Lloyd didn’t pull out any gun when he escaped us. He seemed desperate to get away from us. He was zero confrontational. Not like I would picture a cold-blooded killer. 
 
    “He definitely has something to hide,” I continued. “I mean, besides the obvious. If you’re guilty, you’re looking to run away and be as far as possible from the crime scene. But he wasn’t as far as possible. He was right there at the crime scene.” 
 
    “I see,” Edie said. “I know I shouldn’t defend him, but what if he didn’t do it? What if he isn’t the killer? What if he’s in hiding because he wants to prove his innocence?” 
 
    Gran let out a snort. “No way. Whoever is able to scam elderly people and feel nothing, is not innocent. And if he really is, and by that, I mean he didn’t shoot the woman—because he’s guilty of everything else—then it’s still suspicious he was there.” 
 
    “Well, we were there and we’re innocent,” Edie said. “We were also looking for some clues so maybe that’s what he was doing.” 
 
    Gran and I didn’t have a reply for that. 
 
    “Edie, even if you’re right, it still doesn’t look good for him,” I said. “I know the system says you’re innocent until proven otherwise, but for me this guy is guilty until proven otherwise. And I’m talking about the murder here. He’s already guilty for scamming you out of your money.” 
 
    Edie sighed. “I know he is. And I struggled within myself when I saw him just now. I was thinking about all those times I was in their office, and I talked to him and Tammy about whatever and he was so nice and accommodating, and now to know he’s actually the bad guy . . . it just doesn’t compute in my head.” 
 
    Yeah, that was the thing. Edie had this great impression of Tammy and Lloyd Feldman, and now her world was crashing down. My guess was Lloyd shot Tammy to get his hands on all the money.  
 
    After a while, I asked, “Did you find anything useful in their office?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “No. I mean, I don’t know. I shuffled through some papers, but I don’t actually understand what they mean.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Gran said. 
 
    Edie turned to face her. “Well excuse me for not knowing how these things work. I didn’t work in the field, remember? You worked in the field, but you were the lookout, instead of being there and shuffling through the papers yourself.” 
 
    I grinned. Edie knew how to eviscerate Gran when needed. 
 
    “Because I said I didn’t want to be any part of this,” Gran said. 
 
    “Yeah, better to go shooting people,” Edie said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “Let’s not blame each other. “Let’s just agree this Lloyd person took us all by surprise.” I paused. “So what now?” 
 
    “Let’s just go back home,” Edie said. “I think I’m done with snooping for today.” 
 
    Nobody said another word on the drive back to the retirement complex. I was just pulling out on our street, when I saw a black Fat Boy V-twin softail cruiser with solid-cast disc wheels parked in front of Edie’s house. I think I just drooled a little. That was one fine bike. I wondered if I could ever afford a bike like that again. Someday maybe when the marshals let the strings a bit loose, maybe when enough time had passed, and the Falcons forgot about us. If that day ever came. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Edie said, when she spotted Ryker standing on her porch. 
 
    “Oh man,” I said. “This can’t be happening. No way is he here about the shooting. It literally just happened.” I turned to Gran. “And you said nobody could identify us.” 
 
    “And I’m right,” Gran said. “I don’t know why he’s here, but it’s not about that.” 
 
    I parked the car in Gran’s driveway, and we all got out, just as Ryker sauntered over. 
 
    “Hey, Ryker, what’s up?” Edie asked in her innocent voice. 
 
    “Grams, what did you tell the others?” he asked, taking off his black aviator glasses. 
 
    “The others? What do you mean?” Edie asked. 
 
    “What did you tell the other residents?” Ryker asked. “I just drove by the police station, and they got hit by an angry mob of people. You could see the crowd from the street. The station can’t even accommodate that many people!” 
 
    I let out a laugh just picturing the three-hundred residents bursting into the building with torches and pitchforks. 
 
    Ryker gave me a dirty look and I made the motion of zipping my mouth shut. 
 
    “Well, they’re filing a complaint, that’s what they’re doing,” Edie said sheepishly. 
 
    I bet she didn’t really think it through last night when she urged every one of them to go to the cops today. 
 
    “Grams, it looks like a riot,” Ryker said. “I would say call the cops, but they are the cops who are under attack, kind of.” 
 
    Now Gran was the one holding in the laughter, and I elbowed her. 
 
    Edie crossed her arms. “Well, what can I tell you? It’s their right to file a complaint and it’s their right to have someone look into the matter. It’s not just about Tammy dying, it’s also about our money.” 
 
    “Yes, I get that, Grams,” Ryker said. “But assailing the police station is really not the way to go, and I think you should—” Ryker pulled his cell from his jeans pocket. “Just a sec, I have to take this.” 
 
    Ryker moved away from us and took the call. During which I whispered to Edie, “They should have gone to file their reports in shifts or something.” 
 
    Edie waved it away. “Nonsense. The more pressure we put on the authorities, the more likely it is they’ll handle the scam. Especially if the Feldmans’ firm is already blacklisted. I want my twenty thousand dollars back.” 
 
    Ryker ended the call and came back to us. He sighed and rubbed his forehead, then asked Edie, “Grams, did you break into the Feldmans’ office just now?” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up involuntarily. His question totally took me by surprise, and I hated how unprepared I was. 
 
    “Did I . . .?” Edie’s hand flew to her chest. “Did I what . . .?” She asked in the most innocent voice, and I had to give her props, she seemed way more prepared than I was. 
 
    “Were you just now at the Feldmans’ office?” Ryker asked. 
 
    “What kind of a question is that?” Edie asked. “How do you even figure?” 
 
    “I just got a call from my contact at the PD,” Ryker said. “He said there were some gunshots reported around the area of the Feldmans’ office and someone has been seen through the glass window facing Grant Avenue. A little old lady with white curls, twerking on the desk.” 
 
    Okay, this was too much. Gran and I both burst out laughing. We bent over and held our stomachs. I saw Edie blushing a bit. 
 
    “Why is that so funny?” Ryker asked. 
 
    It was so obvious why that was funny. The images Ryker put in my head were priceless. I can just imagine what that one witness had seen through the glass window. And I bet I know that Edie was in fact looking like she was twerking because she didn’t want to touch the chair Tammy was in—because of the cooties—and the one side of the desk was blocked by the AC device, so she just climbed onto the desk. 
 
    Edie cleared her throat. “Why do you assume that was me?” 
 
    “Let’s just call it intuition,” Ryker said. He put his hand on his hips and shook his head. “You know what? Actually, I don’t want to know. It’s enough what I know and that I’m going to have nightmares about it. I should have known you would get involved. Grams, I am begging you to leave this to the police and leave this to me.” Ryker looked me in the eye. “Every time Grams gets into trouble, you’re there too and your grandmother also. I’m assuming the reported gunshots have nothing to do with you?” 
 
    Gran and I shook our heads. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Because if they are, then you’re in big trouble. So I’m asking you to leave this alone.” 
 
    I looked Ryker in the eye as well. “We’re not doing anything. And besides, you can’t really tell me what to do. Maybe if you would do a better job in solving this, then we wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    Ryker went white as a ghost and Gran said, “Oh, burn.” 
 
    Ryker recovered fast. “Unlike you, I am following the law when investigating and I intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Don’t you need a client to be on this case?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a client.” He looked at Edie. “My grandmother.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. That was a clever little spin, actually. 
 
    Edie flashed him a wide smile and said in a proud voice, “My grandson.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said. “Then I’ll leave you to your investigation. Now if we’re done here, I’d like to get back to the house and get on with my day.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and, with Gran beside me, we stomped to the house and I slammed the door behind me. I made a beeline for the window facing Edie’s house and peered from behind the hideous greenish curtain. Edie and Ryker headed for her house and, just before they went in, Ryker turned and glanced my way. I quickly moved from the curtain. Damn it. I felt like a freaking teenager. 
 
    Gran was taking off her boots and she was grinning. 
 
    “Why are you smiling so wickedly?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re so intent on setting me up with Theodore, while you are pushing him away.”  
 
    “Pushing him away? Who are you talking about? Him?” I pointed toward Edie’s house. 
 
    “Of course him,” Gran said. “He’s totally into you. And you’re totally into him.” 
 
    I covered up my ears. “I don’t want to hear it. Let me know when you’re not talking nonsense.” 
 
    Gran laughed. “Whatever you say. I’m gonna take a shower.” 
 
    “Be sure not to shoot anybody on your way there,” I said. 
 
    Gran laughed even harder as she headed to the bathroom. “Only if they piss me off.” 
 
    I inhaled a deep breath of air and looked at my cell phone. It was shortly after noon. I was guessing Edie would come over as soon as Ryker left. So that gave me a few hours to do . . . nothing. Which wasn’t all that bad, actually. I imagined Edie would pitch the next wild idea to us, so better to get some rest now.  
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As expected, Edie showed up later in the afternoon. Gran almost bolted through her bedroom window just to get out. “I’m done for the day,” she had said. “You can’t make me come with you on a reconnaissance mission, then have a problem with me doing what I do best.” 
 
    “Shoot at people?” I asked. 
 
    Gran pursed her lips. And went to hide in her bedroom. 
 
    I let Edie in, and she made herself comfortable on her designated chair at the kitchen table. I found it fascinating and terrifying at the same time, how cozy Edie felt at Gran’s after only a couple of weeks of knowing us. 
 
    “So how was it with Ryker?” I asked her, while I took a seat next to her. “Did you tell him about Lloyd being there?” 
 
    Edie put her head in her hands. “No, I didn’t. I hate lying to him but I have to save myself, you know?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying.” 
 
    In the end, everybody thought about themselves. All this talk about being a good person, whatever that meant, about thinking about other people and putting the people you love first; that was all bull. People had, like, a built-in survival chip, and in a time of crisis they thought about themselves first. That’s how the survival mechanism worked. 
 
    “I wanted to tell him about Lloyd at first,” Edie said. “Especially since me not telling him or the police about it probably means I am messing with their investigation, and I feel a bit guilty about that.” She paused and seemed to think about it. “Which means now we only have to be more decisive in finding out how to get our money back. Also, we have to find out who killed Tammy, because if it was Lloyd, and Lloyd is the only one who can give us our money back, then they’re interconnected.” 
 
    I sat there and thought about how I could have let this happen. Again. Let Edie pull me in into her affairs, twice in three weeks now. Or, I was so bored out of my mind, that I wanted Edie to pull me in. Which was kind of sad if it came to this. I decided to push those thoughts away. 
 
    “So Ryker didn’t know about you investing with the Feldmans, right?” I asked. 
 
    Edie shook her head. “No, he didn’t know. I didn’t think it was necessary to tell my grandson what I do with my money. But now”—a sadness crossed her eyes—“I wish I had told him. It took him only about twenty minutes to search the Feldmans through his programs and find out they were scammers, that something wasn’t right with them.” 
 
    “That’s rough,” I said. “I’m guessing the Feldmans, if that’s their real names even, moved from state to state and did their thing. I wonder how long they would have stayed here in Bitter End.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want to even think about it,” Edie said. “I know it sounds weird, but if this murder thing didn’t happen, then the fraud thing may have never surfaced, at least not as long as the Feldmans were here.” 
 
    I tried for a smile. “So you could say we got lucky with the murder?” 
 
    Edie stared at me. “I swear, your humor is sometimes really sick.” 
 
    “At least I can see the humor in it,” I said. “It’s not like we can change something now and bring her back alive. Besides, if she scammed you, I wouldn’t take that much pity on her.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Edie said, “Marilyn Strobe is expecting us now.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. “Did I just miss something? Why is Marilyn Strobe expecting us?” 
 
    “Her granddaughter is with her right now and she has some information,” Edie said. “You know, the granddaughter who is working at the insurance office a couple of doors down from the Feldmans? Apparently, she knows something, and we should know it too.” Edie stood. “So let’s go.” Then she paused. “Where’s Dorothy?” 
 
    “She’s hiding in the bedroom,” I said. 
 
    Edie laughed. “Well, it’s better this way. Then we don’t need to worry about her shooting anybody.” Then Edie turned to me and furrowed her eyebrows. “Unless you’re going to shoot someone.” 
 
    “I’m going to skip that today.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Edie and I got into the golf cart and sped away. It took me a while to get the hang of driving that thing in flip-flops. After it had taken me a while to just wear flip-flops. And I still didn’t make my peace with it. Whoever had the idea that feet should be out in the air like that, was probably stoned. 
 
    Marilyn Strobe lived in a pastel-green house on the northeast side of the retirement complex. Just like all the other houses around here, there were gnomes in her front yard. I didn’t get the gnomes either. They just gave me the creeps. It was funny that Gran’s house was the one that stood out. As far as I could tell, it was the only house in gray paint with an equally gray-colored roof. All the other bungalow-like houses gave off that cheerful vibe. At least that was the intent. I didn’t care much for the pastel colors. 
 
    I parked the golf cart at the curb of Marilyn’s house and Edie and I headed for the front door. We were about to knock when the door opened. A sturdy woman with brown curls and wearing a pink house robe stood in front of us. She looked to be in her eighties. She smiled wide when she saw Edie. Then she nodded at me. We were welcomed into a living room full of antique furniture. This seemed to also be the usual décor around here. As was the layout of the house: bedroom and bathroom in the back, living room and dining nook in the front, kitchenette to the side. 
 
    “Edie, I’m so glad you came,” Marilyn said. “Come, sit, sit.” She pointed to the couch. 
 
    A younger woman emerged from the bathroom. “Oh, I thought I heard someone come in.” She introduced herself as Victoria Strobe, Marilyn’s granddaughter. 
 
    I would have guessed she was in her forties. She had long, curly auburn hair and sharp cheekbones with a strong jawline. She wore a tailored blouse with a fitted skirt that she accessorized with fine jewelry. 
 
    She took a seat on the chair opposite the couch. She nervously fumbled with her fingers in her lap, signaling a high level of anxiety. 
 
    Edie started with a bit of small talk and formally introduced me. Marilyn offered us refreshments, but we declined. Then Edie dove right in. 
 
    “Victoria, I hear you wanted to tell us something,” Edie said. 
 
    Victoria looked over at her grandmother. Marilyn nodded. “That’s okay, dear, you can tell them.” 
 
    Okay, this got my interest. 
 
    Victoria cleared her throat. “I think I’ve seen something that may be important to find out what happened over at the Feldmans’ office.” She paused. “But first, I need you to keep this between us. I haven’t gone to the police with this and I’m not planning to.” 
 
    Okay, this really got my interest. 
 
    Edie and I exchanged glances. 
 
    Marilyn leaned in and said, “Edie, this is important, and I need you to promise me you will respect Victoria’s wishes. I felt you needed to know because you’re kind of in charge of this whole thing and I know you’re fighting for us to get our money back. I kind of feel guilty because I recommended the Feldmans to you, so that’s why I felt strongly you needed to know this.” Marilyn turned to me. “And since I know our new resident . . . well, our temporary new resident is helping you out, then I figured it was okay for her to know as well.” 
 
    Good god, this is what it came to. I was Edie’s sidekick. It didn’t get lower than this. 
 
    Edie leaned forward and her eyes almost popped out. If Victoria didn’t start talking right now, Edie would combust with excitement and anticipation. “Of course this is remaining between us,” Edie said. “You have my word. Go on, tell us what you know.” 
 
    Victoria hesitated for a bit. “I’m sorry, I need to ask this. I know your grandson is Ryker Donovan, and he is a private investigator and . . .” 
 
    Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “I get it, but you have nothing to worry about. Ryker means well and he wants to keep us safe, but often I don’t agree with his way of working.” 
 
    I had to hold in my laughter. What Edie meant by that was she didn’t agree with Ryker’s legal way of working. 
 
    “So Ryker won’t find out anything from me,” Edie continued. 
 
    Victoria took a deep breath. “Okay, here’s the thing. I’ve seen some suspicious-looking people going in and out of the Feldmans’ office. They look like . . . hit men.” She said the last word in a hushed tone. 
 
    For a moment, my heart rate went up. Hit men? Like the ones the Falcons probably had on Gran’s and my tail? But surely, they weren’t looking for us there in the Feldmans’ office. I shook my head. This is the way my life would be from now on. Every time I heard something that could be somehow related to us, my antenna went up. Although, I was kind of hoping the subject of hired killers wouldn’t come up here in Bitter End. Granted, I had no idea about the criminal landscape here in town; I hadn’t researched that field and I wasn’t sure I would research it. 
 
    It was a fact, though, that Gran and I were scarred by everything that happened. Every time Ryker drove his bike to Edie’s house and I heard the once-beautiful roaring sound outside on the street, I’d tense up, thinking the Falcons had found us. I wondered if I’d ever live my life free of those thoughts. How could you not live looking over your shoulder when you knew gunmen were after you? 
 
    “How do you figure those people are hit men?” I asked Victoria and decided the Falcons were not here in Bitter End. 
 
    She cleared her throat again. “Obviously, I’m not exactly sure they are,” she said. “It’s just that they have that vibe, you know, like in the movies? It’s like they were coming straight out of an Italian mafia movie. And they had that look on their faces. Like they never smile. Like they’re not nice people.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Edie said. “I hate it when people look like that.” 
 
    I gave Edie a sideways glance. She really had no idea what was going on in this world. 
 
    “And what did those people do?” I asked Victoria. 
 
    “I don’t know what they did in the office,” she said. “I’ve seen them sometimes go in or go out while I went out to have lunch or just take a break. One of them is tall and sturdy, and the other one is way shorter but seems sturdy as well. One of them has a scar on his face, you know, like a diagonal one over his eye and they both always wear a black T-shirt and a leather vest and jeans, and black boots.” 
 
    “So kind of what Dorothy wears,” Edie said smiling at me. 
 
    “With the exception that Gran isn’t a hired assassin,” I said. Edie was close to the truth, but not that close. 
 
    “No, of course not,” Edie said then paused and mumbled under her breath, “just likes to shoot at whomever.” 
 
    “Um, who are you talking about?” Victoria asked wide-eyed. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said and gave Edie a stare. “This is about you and your information. So those guys, do they have any other distinguishing features?” 
 
    Victoria seemed to think about it. “No, I don’t think so. The short one is bald and the taller one has short dark hair. Other than how they are dressed and how their vibe is, I don’t think there’s anything else.” 
 
    “So you don’t know what their business was with the Feldmans?” Edie asked. 
 
    Victoria and Marilyn exchanged glances. 
 
    “That’s okay, dear,” Marilyn patted her arm. “You can tell them.” 
 
    Victoria fumbled with her fingers again. “Well, last week I just came from lunch, and I was walking past the Feldmans’ office, and you know how they have that glass window and you can see through it?” 
 
    Edie and I both nodded. 
 
    “As I was walking by, I turned my head and wanted to just wave at them, but then I saw these two guys again,” Victoria said. “The short bald one was sitting in the chair in front of the desk and the tall one was perched on the corner of the desk, and he was almost in Lloyd’s face. Lloyd looked like a puddle of sweat. And Tammy was next to him also looking terrified. The whole image looked like they were being threatened or something. I can’t really explain it. I know; I don’t have exact proof, but I swear, something was not right with that image.” 
 
    “We believe you, Victoria,” Edie said, nodding. 
 
    I thought about it. It all did sound a bit out there, and I didn’t know this Victoria person. She could very well just be a scaredy-cat and see danger in everything and be afraid of everyone. And the cliché about how those guys were dressed and their demeanor . . . wasn’t that just a movie cliché? Then I thought about Gran and about the Falcons and the way I used to dress. Yeah, okay, maybe it was not just a cliché. 
 
    “Okay, let me guess,” I said. “Those two guys have seen you and that’s why you don’t want to go to the cops with this information, right?” 
 
    Edie winked at Marilyn. “See? She’s sharp.” 
 
    Victoria nodded. “Exactly. As I stopped in front of their office, those guys turned and saw me standing there on the sidewalk. They looked at me and I swear they were shooting daggers with their eyes. They didn’t even need to verbally threaten me, I already felt that way. They know where I work, because obviously they’ve seen me go into the office. I’m very sorry for what happened to Tammy, although as I’ve heard, she was a fraud and so was Lloyd, so maybe I’m not that sorry. I don’t know what their business was with those two guys, but I don’t want to be part of it, and yes I admit I’m afraid of going to the police with this info because I worry about my safety and the safety of my grandmother.” 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. 
 
    “Edie, I’m not sure what you can do with this information,” Marilyn said. “But I thought it was important for you to know.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but of course, Marilyn,” Edie said. “We appreciate you thinking of us. This is really helpful, and Piper and I will come up with a plan.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Edie. We will? 
 
    “I still have some questions,” I said. “When did you start seeing these two guys hanging out at the Feldmans’?” 
 
    Victoria seemed to think about it. “I'm not sure. I think maybe about a month or so ago? Or maybe two months? Something like that. At first I didn’t quite think they were dangerous or anything, but then I started to notice them more and more and they just . . . they’re just giving me the creeps.” 
 
    “Did you see from what direction they came and went when they visited the Feldmans?” I asked. 
 
    “They came from down the street in the direction of the laundromat. At least I think.” 
 
    “Do you know the Feldmans?” I asked Victoria. “Did you have any interactions with them since your offices are close to each other and you work in related fields?” 
 
    “Just regular pleasantries,” Victoria said. “They seemed like such nice folks. I’m so shocked to hear that they were frauds. Especially since I work in the insurance business, you can imagine how devastated I was to hear these two scammers were doing business right there in the open. And not only that, but my grandmother is involved too, and her money is gone.” Victoria looked at Marilyn with a sad look in her eyes. “I really do hope you find Lloyd and get my grandmother’s money back. And if he killed Tammy, then I really hope he’s going to rot in jail for that.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” “You said it, sister,” Edie and Marilyn said at the same time. 
 
    I leaned back into the couch cushion. I still wasn’t sure if this was helpful information, or if this Victoria chick was just overreacting. But it was still some interesting piece of info. 
 
    “Are you working alone in the insurance office?” I asked. “Are there other property owners or staff members from other offices and shops around the area who may have seen the same suspicious guys?” 
 
    “I work with Ryan at the insurance office,” Victoria said. “I’m not sure he’s seen them, and if he did see them then he didn’t tell me anything about it. I didn’t tell him anything about it either, because it didn’t feel necessary for me to share this information with him.” Victoria lowered her voice like she was letting us in on a secret about someone. “And also, Ryan is kind of stuck-up and we haven’t really discussed anything personal ever.” 
 
    “Yes, I hate stuck-up people too,” Edie said, nodding vigorously. 
 
    “Regarding other store owners, I really have no idea if others have noticed something similar about those two guys.” 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds. It seemed as if everyone was deep in thought about the Feldmans. And the supposed hit men and stuck-up Ryan and the fraud money, and especially where Lloyd was and if he shot Tammy. 
 
    “Anyway,” Victoria said, “I’ve taken a leave of absence of one week and figure the police will clear everything up by then. I’m really not so fond of going into the office, knowing those guys know where I work. And yes, I’m aware I want the police to figure this out, but at the same time, I’m not sharing the information that I know with them. I feel guilty about it, but I value my life more.” She shuddered. 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Edie said. 
 
    “Had you actually seen those two guys at the Feldmans’ office yesterday, when the murder happened?” I asked. “Did you hear any gunshots?” 
 
    Victoria shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. But as I understand it, the murder happened way earlier in the morning, and I went in to work at about nine a.m.” 
 
    We all thought about it some more. 
 
    “Is there anything else we should know?” I asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Victoria said. 
 
    “But she’ll come straight to you if she remembers anything else, right?” Marilyn said, turning to her granddaughter. 
 
    “Yes, of course, you can count on that,” Victoria said. “Even if you’re not law enforcement, I kind of feel better knowing someone is looking into it and someone knows about those two guys.” 
 
    “Thank you for sharing that with us,” I said and stood. 
 
    Edie stood as well and gave Marilyn a hug. “And don’t you feel guilty, Marilyn, about recommending the Feldmans to me. They would have gotten to us one way or another.” 
 
    Edie and I left and drove back to our houses. 
 
    “Wow, what a rush,” Edie said. 
 
    I turned to her. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Why would I be kidding?” Edie said. “Hit men, mafiosos, money, murder. It’s like a movie!” 
 
    “Only you’re the one that got scammed. In real life, not a movie.” 
 
    “Oh.” Edie said in a low voice. “I’m trying not to focus on that part too much. I can’t undo me giving them my money. I can only look forward, and do what I can to get it back.” She paused. “So, what’s our next move?” 
 
    “Our next move?” I asked. “I thought you were the brainiac here.” 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny,” Edie said. “But seriously, what’s our plan now? I really don’t know where to go from here.” 
 
    “Well, same with me,” I said. “It would be nice to know what those two guys were up to, but we have zero leads. I don’t know where to find them. And I’m not going to interview every person working or living on that street. That would take an eternity and I’m not law enforcement either.” 
 
    I didn’t tell Edie that I kind of figured what was probably going on. If Victoria was correct and those two guys really looked and acted the part, then I would have bet some other criminal organization was behind all this. It didn’t even have to be a huge organization, just one person or a couple of people doing illegal stuff and hiring the two scary dudes. From my point of view, even the Feldmans were a criminal organization. And they either worked for another organization and pissed them off, or there was a rival one and they had a beef with the Feldmans. 
 
    I decided to keep this to myself; it was no use creeping Edie out, especially since I couldn’t prove it. It was just my gut. 
 
    Edie pouted. “This is just great,” she said. “Well, then we need to sleep on it and maybe we’ll get some good ideas tomorrow, after a good game of paintball.” 
 
    I almost stepped on the break. “A good game of paintball? Now you’re really kidding. I assumed that was off. How can you go off and play at a time like this?” 
 
    Edie looked at me like I was talking crazy. “You mean, especially at a time like this. We all need to blow off some steam. We’re going crazy sitting around all day, just thinking about stuff. Besides, it’s already been paid for. We’re losing that money if we don’t go.” 
 
    “It’s already been paid for?” I asked. “Gran and I didn’t pay for anything.” 
 
    Edie grinned. “That’s because Theodore already paid for you two.” 
 
    A warmth flooded my chest. Theodore was the epitome of old-fashioned gallantry. Younger guys could really take lessons from him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Edie said. “You’re gonna love it.” 
 
    That was what I was afraid of. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The next morning at 7:15 a.m., Gran and I sat in Theodore’s car on our way to the Bitter End paintball field. He’d brought a thermos with coffee and two cups for us. My heart almost melted. Gran didn’t say anything and reluctantly poured herself a cup. 
 
    Theodore’s car was a sleek, silver Range Rover. It kind of fit his personality. Gran sat in the passenger seat, and I sat in the back. Gran took a bit of convincing. She wanted to be as far away as possible from Theodore. 
 
    The one thing I was happy about was that I could finally wear some normal clothes. I dressed in my jeans and black T-shirt, pulled a black sweatshirt over it, and finally, my biker boots. Edie had told us to wear long sleeves and long pants for when we got paint-shot so our skin wouldn’t hurt. Gran was in her usual outfit, and she added a dark-gray sweatshirt. Theodore, on the other hand, was wearing a complete tracksuit in light blue. He said most of his wardrobe contained outfits for the Florida type of weather, or slacks and dress shirts. 
 
    The day before, I had reported to Gran what we found out from Victoria. Her guess was as good as mine. She figured this may very well not be a personal thing but a crime for money. 
 
    “I hope you two ladies are ready for today,” Theodore said. He snuck a glance at Gran. “Although, I think you should be the one we need to be worried about.” 
 
    “You definitely should,” Gran said. 
 
    “Theodore, I hope you know what you got yourself into,” I said. “I mean with Gran here.” 
 
    Theodore laughed and Gran turned and gave me a death stare. 
 
    “That’s good, I need a proper challenge,” Theodore said. 
 
    “Do you know what the challenge was?” Gran said. “Getting up at six thirty in the morning. I really don’t know how you let me get roped into this.” 
 
    “When you live in Florida, you learn how to navigate the heat,” Theodore said. “The best time to do anything is early in the morning.” 
 
    “And what do you do the rest of the day?” Gran asked. “Sit around and do nothing?” 
 
    “Have you been doing anything?” Theodore asked. “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    Gran didn’t say anything. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Theodore said. “Anyway, I’m up since six a.m. That’s late for me. I used to start my day at 4:30 every morning.” 
 
    “That seems extreme,” Gran said but didn’t inquire further. 
 
    I was slightly worried about Gran today. I had to wrestle her gun from her this morning. Chances were just too great that she’d start shooting with her real one. It said something about your relationship with your grandmother when you had to frisk her at 6:50 in the morning. 
 
    We drove around Bitter End downtown, then through an industrial area, and after about thirty minutes, we arrived at the paintball place and it was already packed. Theodore took the last parking spot and we all got out.  
 
    There was a small mob of people in front of the entrance. I spotted Edie, Beatrice, Belly Man and Raspy, some other known faces, and Sourpuss was also there huddled with her own group. 
 
    “What the . . .?” Gran asked. “Looks like a senior convention here.” 
 
    It was funny that she didn’t consider herself one of the seniors. 
 
    I took a better look and saw that everyone was wearing some kind of combat outfit, mostly camouflage print. A lot of them also had that camouflage face paint: two lines across the cheeks. They were really taking this seriously. Nobody in the world would ever feel threatened by this image, but hey, let them have their fun. 
 
    We approached the group and, after the obligatory hugs and handshakes, a young guy wearing a T-shirt with the words Paintball Crew on it came to us. He had thick blond hair that was bouncing back and forth as he swaggered over. He was twenty-two, tops. He stopped short and frowned. 
 
    “Dude,” he said and took the image in. “This is like a reunion from Cocoon.” 
 
    Uh-oh. He should be more careful, or they’ll run him over with their walkers. But I had to give him props for his cinema expertise. 
 
    Edie put her hands on her hips. “Watch your mouth there, young man,” she said. “We’re the best in the game. Ronnie can attest to that fact. Where’s Ronnie? And who are you?” 
 
    “Dude, Ronnie got tired working here,” the guy said. “I’m Kevin. Ronnie said he wants to work for himself. Wants to be a business owner and all that.” 
 
    “So what does he do?” Beatrice asked, pushing her glasses further up her nose, smudging the face paint. At least it matched the smudged lipstick. 
 
    Kevin scanned the crowd, probably trying to decide where the question came from. Then his head looked down and he spotted Beatrice. “He’s opening a weed shop,” he said. 
 
    There was silence for a beat, and I wasn’t sure if this Kevin dude was joking or not. 
 
    “You mean like medical marijuana?” Edie asked. “Because there’s some people here who would be interested.” 
 
    Chatter erupted throughout the crowd. Okay, it wasn’t a joke. I looked over at Gran and she was grinning wickedly.   
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I whispered to her. 
 
    “What?” she said. “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I said. “I can see it on your face.” 
 
    Gran shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s just good to know there may be a place around here where you can buy pot.” 
 
    “It’s not pot,” I said. “It’s medical.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Gran said. 
 
    “Hey, dudes,” Kevin said, putting his hands up, “I don’t know anything more than that. I think Ronnie told me exactly where he opened his shop, but I don’t remember. We had a jam session when we talked about it, you know, dude? Then we had, like, a real heart-to-heart talk and everything, but the darndest thing is, I couldn’t remember anything the next day.” 
 
    I would assume his brain was probably already fried from all the pot he took, and obviously him not being the brightest candle on the cake didn’t help matters either. 
 
    “Fine, whatever, can we just get on with this?” Sourpuss yelled from the back. 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes and said, “Unfortunately, she is right. We want to get started.” 
 
    Gran and I got the gist of the rules from Kevin dude. The others were not kidding. This was not their first time at the paintball field. 
 
    We went inside into a small wooden cabin where each of us got our paintball guns. Gran strapped the gun around her upper body and worked it like the pro that she was, ignoring the glances directed at her. I started to worry that it was a mistake bringing Gran to this. 
 
    “Where is everybody else?” I asked Edie and looked around. “You said mostly everybody would play. There’s three hundred residents at the complex and we’re only thirty people here.” 
 
    “Oh, the place can’t accommodate hundreds of people at the same time,” Edie said. “There’s about two hundred and fifty people who will play today, because you know the rest are prone to breaking a hip, but we’re doing it in shifts.” 
 
    Edie said this as if it were the most normal thing in the world. Again, I wasn’t sure if this was a joke or not. 
 
    “I see you look confused,” Edie said with a straight face. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. Only in Bitter End did retired people play paintball in shifts. I thought about asking if that meant the others were playing later in the day when it got way hotter outside, since that was the reason we had to get up at the crack of dawn, but I let it go. Most likely no answer would make sense for me. 
 
    We formed two groups. Obviously, I had the cool people on my team. Sourpuss was not on it. But that meant I had to be extra careful so that Gran wouldn’t let out all her aggressions on Sourpuss. 
 
    We got some general instructions, like only shooting at each other in the designated areas, or when being hit by a paintball and thus eliminated from the game, we should raise our gun and our arm over our head and exit the playing field as fast as possible. We should put a barrel sleeve on our gun after exiting the playing field, to avoid shooting someone accidentally. Also, no foul language and no knives or other weapons were allowed. Gran and I exchanged glances, and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    Edie pulled out red headbands for our team, and the other team had blue headbands. I was amazed at how prepared they were for this. 
 
    “Why the headbands?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “Because as soon as we put our masks on, we won’t recognize each other, so it’s easier to identify the enemy by the color of their headband.” 
 
    Right, how did I dare ask such an obvious question. 
 
    Kevin dude came over with a bunch of goggles and started handing each of us a pair. They covered our whole face, and Edie was right; it was harder to recognize someone wearing one of those. I saw a few of my teammates whipping out their inhalers and sucking in a few deep breaths before putting on the goggles. The mask had small openings that allowed for breathing. I shook my head. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised if they came to play paintball with their oxygen tanks. 
 
    Theodore snuck in beside Gran. “I’m glad we’re on the same team,” he said to her. “Or else I would be in serious trouble.” 
 
    Gran made the motion of cocking her gun and said, “You bet you would.” 
 
    “We could do a bit of reverse gender roleplay, then,” Theodore said. “You could defend me from the other team.” 
 
    Gran stared at him. “What makes you think I’m a team player?” 
 
    Theodore shrugged. “I think you’re more of a team player than you think.” 
 
    “My life experience tells another story,” Gran said. 
 
    “That’s all in your past now,” Theodore said. “This is your present. You can make a deliberate choice about how you live your life in the present.” 
 
    Now that was a conclusive victory for Theodore. Gran was speechless. And so was I. What Theodore said hit the right note for Gran’s and my life right now. Gran probably wouldn’t admit it. And I’d become a master of compartmentalizing my feelings. 
 
    Kevin dude showed us the shooting area that was a huge field of dirt and natural terrain. It had a few hills, a few trenches and part of a wood. Wooden bunkers were placed strategically, interspersed with barricades and fortresses. Up a steeper hill there was a wooden fortress, but Edie told me nobody went up there because, well, they were too old to climb. The game was over when every member of one team got eliminated. 
 
    The field area seemed huge, and I was curious if the seniors would survive this training or if we’d be calling the paramedics in ten minutes. 
 
    The teams were brought onto opposite ends of the field as the starting point, so that they were not in view of each other. 
 
    Kevin dude then went back to the main cabin, and we heard a loud sound, like a huge air horn, vibrating through the field. 
 
    “Game on,” Edie said, and ducked behind the barricade in a combat move. 
 
    I watched everyone take positions and get their guns ready to shoot. It felt more like in a sitcom movie. 
 
    “Piper, what are you doing?” Edie hissed. “Get down.” 
 
    I mockingly shook my hands in front of me in a Oh, I’m so scared kind of move, that is until a paintball flew past my head and splashed behind me on a wall. 
 
    I instantly ducked. “What the . . .?” 
 
    “I told you to get down,” Edie said. 
 
    Come on, was this for real? Who was that good a shooter from the other team anyway? 
 
    Another paintball whizzed past us. 
 
    Oh, it’s on now. 
 
    I glanced over at Gran who was a few feet next to me behind a barrel, looking alert. So she’s taken this really seriously. As should I, apparently. 
 
    Our team was scattered but we could all still see each other. Edie gave out silent hand signals like she was in the military. I didn’t understand a single one. She tapped her shoulders, then she put her index and middle finger in front of her eyes like a victory sign, then with the palm of her hand she showed a forward movement, and then she tapped her shoulder twice again. 
 
    Were we in a battle or at a baseball game? But the others seemed to understand, so they nodded, and one by one they moved forward. I was next to Edie behind a barricade, and I asked her what her plan was. She told me to follow her. I rolled my eyes. At least we could hear each other through the masks. 
 
    Still ducking, Edie told me to cover her while she half ran to the next barricade. The other team opened fire on her as soon as she was exposed, and I fired back until she jumped behind the next barricade. I followed her and was glad I didn’t get hit. Man, I really had to up my game. 
 
    Gran ran behind one of the wooden walls and dropped to the ground. She lost Theodore somewhere on the way, which didn’t surprise me at all. She took aim and shot five times and I heard two people from the other team scream bloody murder and something along the lines of, “Oh gosh-darn it, I was hit.” But Gran looked disappointed. 
 
    “She just eliminated two people,” Edie said to me. “She should be happy.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “She shot off five shots and only got two people out.” 
 
    “Oh,” Edie said. “You know, if I didn’t know you better, I would say you’re joking.” 
 
    Gran sprang up and ran for the nearest fortress. I looked over at Edie and told her she should let Gran do whatever she does best. She would probably eliminate all the other team players in ten minutes max. 
 
    “But I don’t want the game to be over in ten minutes,” Edie said. 
 
    Of course she didn’t. I hoped Gran wasn’t that selfish and would let Edie eliminate a couple of people as well. Or else we would never hear the end of it. 
 
    Thirty minutes later we had lost ten players and the other team lost eleven players. I wasn’t sure if Gran wasn’t on her game or if she held back on purpose. We were dispersed around the whole field, and it got harder and harder to breathe through that stupid mask. Hearing got difficult as well, so we ended up yelling at each other. 
 
    I was behind a wooden wall and I peeked out. I was kind of hoping to see Sourpuss somewhere, or better yet, her tight hair bun sticking above her goggles straight into the sky, and bring her down and get it over with. Then we’d have a lesser chance that she and Gran got into a paintball war. But I hadn’t seen Sourpuss yet, which kind of made me wonder how good she was at this game? 
 
    But I did see Pineapples right across from me behind a barrel. I had forgotten the woman’s name a couple of weeks ago, but it didn’t matter to me. You really couldn’t miss her since everything she wore had a pineapple pattern. Even her combat clothes had pineapple ornaments. She was on the other team, so I aimed my gun at her and took a shot and hit one of the bigger pineapples on her thigh. 
 
    She screamed in pain and fell to the ground. 
 
    Oh crap. Was she hurt? 
 
    I knew it wasn’t a good idea for seniors to be playing this game. She was lying there on the ground, aching, and I felt really bad. I got up and, just as I was about to jog over to her and see if she was all right, Sourpuss appeared behind Pineapples and shot in my direction. I instantly ducked down and dragged myself back behind the wooden wall. 
 
    I cursed beneath my breath. That sneaky Sourpuss. That was a trap! Pineapples played the card of the little old lady who got hurt to lure me out. 
 
    I smiled. I could respect that. 
 
    “Nice try,” I yelled over the wall. “But your aim is totally crappy.” 
 
    “Don’t get comfortable so soon,” Sourpuss yelled back. “I will get you and your annoying grandmother. I will win this game.” 
 
    “Then bring it on,” I said and started shooting her way while she was shooting my way. The wooden wall was now probably full of color. 
 
    After a couple of rounds of shooting, I took a break, leaning on the wall and breathing hard. That damn mask, I could hardly breathe with that thing on. 
 
    “I hope you have good stamina, because I can do this all day,” I yelled.  
 
    No answer came. 
 
    “Do you hear me?” I yelled louder. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I peeked out and saw no movement. I didn’t know if Sourpuss really decided to leave her post or if she only pretended to, getting me to draw near to her hiding place. After five minutes of zero movement, I decided Sourpuss had left and was plotting her next move. Which I should have been doing as well. 
 
    I decided the highest fortress on that steep hill would be the perfect spot to see everybody.  
 
    I ran from cover to cover and escaped a few shots. I decided to go with it and have some fun but at the same time, definitely take this game seriously. I also decided to not think about the other players. I couldn’t really control Gran so she wouldn’t hurt anyone, I couldn’t control what happened between her and Sourpuss, I couldn’t control what Edie did, and I was not their mother. They were all responsible for themselves in the end. 
 
    I shot three people from the other team while going to the top of the hill. I was feeling kind of proud of myself. They would all walk around with bruises the next day, but hey, this game wasn’t my choice, was it? 
 
    I finally made it to the fortress at the top of the hill, and I went inside and sat down and took off my mask and breathed heavily. I was hot, I was sweaty, and I was thirsty. 
 
    The floor of the fortress was creaky and had loose wooden tiles, but all in all, it looked like a small cabin. At least this fortress had a roof that seemed to be pretty solid, so no sun came through. I put my mask back on and peeked through an opening. From my vantage point I could see most of the playing field. On one side of the hill was the even terrain, and on the other side was the woods. 
 
    I needed a break, so I sat on the floor, opposite the entrance, and leaned on the wall. I took the mask off again. It was only then that I realized what was on the floor scattered around. Empty coffee cups, empty and half-full chip bags, some power bars, and small bottles of water. A blanket was in a corner and a fluffy paint container from one of the paintball guns, that was probably used as an impromptu pillow. 
 
    I frowned. This looked like a shelter for a homeless person. Was someone really living here? If this fortress wasn’t so popular with the paintball players, then I guessed someone desperate could have turned it into a place to live. But who was that desperate? 
 
    Just as the idea started to dawn on me, I heard movement coming from the entrance. I didn’t have time to jump up, so I instantly aimed my paintball gun at the door. 
 
    Lloyd Feldman came crawling in, looking down at his phone, and yelped when he looked up and saw me. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Lloyd said, then turned around and bolted right out again, dropping his phone on the floor in the process. 
 
    I got you now, you jerk! 
 
    I recognized Lloyd Feldman, although I hadn’t really seen his face at his office yesterday, what with him leaping up from behind the boxes in the room that barely had any light coming in. However, it didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen his face properly. His slim body shape, his short sandy-blond hair, his rumpled gray suit—that was enough to know this was Lloyd Feldman. 
 
    I jumped up but stumbled over one of the loose wooden tiles. I cursed under my breath, while I shook it off and took off behind him. He had a head start and man, he was fast—just like back in the alley. He ran down the hill like there was no tomorrow. I expected him to pull out his gun, the gun he presumably used to kill Tammy, but just like yesterday in the office, there was no gun. He just kept on running. 
 
    I noticed Lloyd’s appearance looked even more rumply and disheveled than the day before. Which made me wonder what the heck was going on? Obviously, he was living like a bum. Since he was caught by us at his office, he didn’t return there. Neither to his apartment above the office. But shouldn’t he have a lot of money, money that he had stolen, to get a fake passport and a plane ticket and just disappear? Why was he still here? Didn’t he have access to his money? Then it dawned on me. Why of course. The cops probably froze the Feldmans’ accounts. Hmm. No. It wasn’t the cops. They’d barely filed the fraud charges from the residents. And I doubted they’d had previous similar charges on them. So it could have been some other law enforcement authority who restricted Lloyd’s access to his accounts. That was the only explanation. Lloyd Feldman had literally no money. 
 
    But I decided to ponder that later. I needed to catch him now and end this. 
 
    Lloyd ran down the hill like a pro and I ran behind him like a bigger pro. I was hoping he wouldn’t get to the tree part of the woods, because then I would probably lose him. He still had a good head start, though, so I needed to turn on the turbo. Thankfully, I was wearing my boots and not those damn flip-flops. 
 
    I figured Lloyd snuck into the paintball area through the woods. It was perfect, actually. It gave him enough cover, and probably Kevin dude didn’t check the paintball perimeter every day. 
 
    As Lloyd was running for his life and I breathed hard running after him, paintball shots started coming from everywhere. 
 
    Were they even kidding? Really? 
 
    Now was not the time! We had a situation here. Then I thought about it. Actually, they could shoot all they wanted, but preferably at him! It didn’t make sense for me to stop, aim, and shoot at Lloyd with that toy gun. I needed to close the distance between us and catch him. 
 
    Did these people, whoever were shooting at us now, realize this man didn’t belong in the game? Did they not see he was wearing a suit, for crying out loud? Did they not see it was Lloyd Feldman, the guy who stole their money?  
 
    Paintballs were hitting me hard all over. And Lloyd as well. He howled every time he got hit. We were absolutely exposed running down that hill. Again, didn’t these people see we had an urgent matter at hand? Didn’t they see me running after the person that had scammed them out of their money? Why the hell were they shooting at me, then? I still had my mask above my head, so my face was visible. 
 
    In a more normal circumstance, my pride would have been hurt losing at this game, but I had something bigger at stake and had to focus on Lloyd, not my pride. 
 
    Now I understood why we were supposed to wear long pants and long sleeves. Those paintball suckers burned like hell! I was glad there was a layer of fabric between the paintball and my skin. 
 
    “Why the hell are you shooting at me?” I shouted at no one in particular. “Can’t you see what’s going on here?” 
 
    The paintballs didn’t slow Lloyd down one bit. He yowled every time he got hit but kept on running. I guess desperation does that to you. Now, he had on a multi-colored suit. And unfortunately, he disappeared into the woods before I could reach him. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I followed him, swerving around the trees, then stopped and tried to listen for footsteps. Sunlight barely streamed throughout the lush greenery. I wiped away sweat from my face and held the paintball gun in a ready position. I wasn’t sure why; it was not like you could really harm someone with it, so I guessed it was just a reflex.  
 
    I was focused on detecting movement, when I heard a voice echoing. “You’re out of the game, doofus,” the voice shouted. “Get off the field.” 
 
    I straightened up. Did someone just call me a doofus? Was this for real? I was after their scammer! Who was the doofus here? 
 
    I ignored the voice and kept on searching. But I realized soon it was a lost cause and Lloyd was gone. If he lived in that fortress up the hill for the last two days then he already knew his way around here way better than me, and he knew the best routes to escape. Searching for him now would tally zero results. 
 
    I looked down at myself. I was pelted with paintballs. My jeans were a wreck, and my black sweatshirt bore the colors of the rainbow. And now it started to sink in that I’d lost in this game. I lost to eighty-year-olds at a shooting game. My new life just kept on getting better and better. Not. 
 
    I turned around and bumped into someone. It took a few seconds for me to recognize Edie, since she had her goggles on. 
 
    She was breathing hard as she took her mask off. “What the hell happened to you?” she asked and looked me up and down. “Wow, they got you really good.” 
 
    “Wait until they find out who they let slip away,” I said. 
 
    Edie frowned. “What do you mean who they—” Just then, paintballs whizzed past us. 
 
    Edie dropped to the ground and didn’t even bother with me. 
 
    “Gee, good to know you don’t care about me anymore,” I said. 
 
    Edie looked up from the ground. “Well, you already got hit. You’re out.” 
 
    “So I don’t matter anymore?” I asked half-jokingly. 
 
    “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but not in this game, no,” Edie said. “We’re here to win, not to comfort the injured ones.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and lifted the gun over my shoulder, then started to march out of the woods. Then I turned back around. “Say, how many people are still in the game?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “Me, Dorothy, and Theodore on our team, and Lucretia, Otto, and Maude on the other team,” Edie said, while scanning the perimeter around her. 
 
    “Huh,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Edie asked. 
 
    “This game started over an hour ago and I thought we would be done in five minutes,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, you really don’t have any faith in us, do you?” Edie said. 
 
    “I’m having more now,” I said. 
 
    I left Edie doing her thing and hopefully winning this game, and decided to let them have their fun. I pondered calling the cops and telling them about Lloyd. It was just that I couldn’t get rid of that nagging feeling every time I had contact with law enforcement. I knew this wasn’t only about me anymore, it was about Edie and the other residents, but still, I wasn’t comfortable even being near cops. Besides, they worked by the book, meaning they were often a bunch of slowpokes. And I figured Edie and the others, and also myself, had a more vested interest in catching Lloyd. I wished nothing more than to hurt him. For me, it wasn’t so much about him potentially killing Tammy Feldman. I didn’t really care that much about that. I cared about the fraud part against the residents. 
 
    I exited the forest area and looked up at the fortress up on the hill. I made sure no one was near me and started walking back up. I knew what I had to do. No, strike that. Not what I had to do, what I wanted to do and what I would do: get Lloyd’s phone immediately. I got really lucky with that. 
 
    Moreover, if Lloyd was living in the fortress for the last two days, then maybe there were some clues there that could be helpful. And yes, I wouldn’t mind finding those clues before the cops did. Just like I didn’t mind snatching that phone before they got to it. Regular people would probably feel a sense of guilt, but I was not regular people. The cops could have the phone after I was done with it. If I felt like it. I could send it in anonymously or plant it somewhere for them to find it. 
 
    We already had information the cops didn’t have. Like Lloyd being in his office and those two thugs that Victoria had seen, so hopefully, with Lloyd’s phone, maybe we could put the whole puzzle together. One thing I didn’t need to worry about were my fingerprints in the fortress. I was playing paintball so had every right to be there. 
 
    If someone dared call me “doofus” again for not exiting the playing field, I would take them down. But this was way more important. At least the fortress wasn’t a highly frequented spot in this game, so I could search it in peace. 
 
    On my way up there, I wondered if Lloyd bought a burner phone. After Tammy was shot, the cops couldn’t get ahold of him, as Edie had said. They said Lloyd’s phone was turned off. He would have to be really dumb to turn on his phone again. So my guess was he bought a new one with a prepaid card. 
 
    Two minutes later I was in the fortress again. I wiped some more sweat off my forehead. I was going to need three showers after this. I picked up the phone and pressed the button on the side to unlock it. On the screen appeared a small window requesting a PIN number. Damn it. I was afraid of this. 
 
    Okay, what now? In my former life I knew people who would have been able to help me out with this issue. I was not a pro at this kind of skill. It never bothered me, because I always knew people who were pros. But now, I had a problem. I needed to get past the PIN and see what was inside this cell phone. I needed to see Lloyd’s calls and messages and files. I needed a hacker. 
 
    Okay, baby steps. First, I was going to slip the cell phone into the back pocket of my jeans. And then I’d figure out some way to get past the PIN security number. I was sure there were people here in Florida who would be right for the job. It was only a matter of how to find those people, especially being in the witness protection program and having to obey legal rules. Yuck. 
 
    I scanned the inside of the cabin, looking for any other clues. The blanket, the chip bags, the cups of coffee, that was all pretty normal. I walked around the cabin and looked into every corner and on every surface. I even looked up on the walls and on the ceiling just in case I found something. With a thick twig that was lying around, I lifted the blanket and looked underneath. There was nothing there. There was also nothing underneath that paint container. Again using the twig, I moved around the bags of chips and the coffee cups. Nothing. 
 
    I threw the twig away and exited the cabin. 
 
    This time, I put my mask back on just in case there was more shooting. Although, with only a few people remaining in the game, chances were slim. With the paintball gun over my shoulder, I walked down the hill. I was about to pass around the edge of the wood and go back to the event field when a voice shouted out loud, “We eliminated you! Get out of the game! Just admit that you lost.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and turned around, trying to detect where the voice came from. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, I’m walking out right now,” I shot back. 
 
    “You’re a sore loser, that’s what you are,” the voice yelled. 
 
    Wait a minute, I knew that voice. It was Sourpuss. 
 
    “Like I said, Lucretia, I’m walking out now, so just chill,” I said. 
 
    A paintball hit me in the back. I stopped in my tracks. “Okay, that’s very mature,” I said. “What part of I’m getting out now didn’t you understand?” 
 
    Sourpuss appeared from behind a tree with her paintball gun aimed at me. And her bun sticking up high. She slid her mask over her head and grinned wickedly at me. 
 
    “You do know that’s not a real gun, don’t you?” I asked. “Because if we were in a real gunfight, you would be the sore loser.” 
 
    “That’s a nice little threat,” Sourpuss said. “But as it is, you even lost in a make-believe gunfight. So turn around and walk off the playing field right now.” 
 
    “You’re going to leave her alone!” another voice yelled. 
 
    From out of nowhere, Gran appeared, hanging from a branch, and for a second, I thought maybe I’d inhaled too many paint vapors and was hallucinating. Huh. Who knew I would have to call the paramedics for Gran. Surely she would break something any second now. 
 
    Sourpuss ducked as Gran let go of the branch and jumped to the ground. She straightened herself and pointed the paintball gun at Sourpuss like a pro. Sourpuss was too slow to lift her gun and Gran pulled the trigger. The only problem was, her paint container was empty. Nothing came out. Gran stiffened and Sourpuss had the wicked grin on her face again. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Sourpuss said. “How the tables have turned. Get ready to lose, grandmama.” 
 
    Sourpuss lifted her gun and, just as she was about to shoot, another voice shouted, “Not so fast, Lucretia.” 
 
    Mental forehead smack. 
 
    What was up with these people? Where the hell did they hide and why the hell were they so good at it? 
 
    I saw Theodore, with his mask up over his head, coming forward from behind a tree about forty yards behind Sourpuss. Hmm. Did paintball guns even shoot that far? The shooter had to be good as well. No way would Theodore make the shot. 
 
    He got in position. He aimed. And like a pro, he shot only one paintball and hit Lucretia’s . . . butt. 
 
    I couldn’t decide if I should cringe, laugh, or pat Theodore on the back. I guessed I was about to do all of them. I was very surprised at the clean shot Theodore took even from that distance. And his body language as he took the shot was nothing close to an amateur. 
 
    Sourpuss’ face went dark red and steam came out of her ears. 
 
    Gran smiled as Theodore came forward. Everybody was speechless for a couple of seconds. That is until Edie came running up from behind me and stopped short. She frantically looked around us. 
 
    “What happened?” She asked. “What’s going on here? What did I miss?” 
 
    Theodore just got Lucretia,” I said to Edie, smiling. “What about those other two on her team?” 
 
    “I just eliminated Otto and Maude,” Edie said and put on a wide smile. 
 
    “So that means we won?” I asked. 
 
    Edie flipped Sourpuss off. “We won.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “I know it’s hard to admit that I saved you,” Theodore said smiling. 
 
    We were in his car driving back to the retirement complex. 
 
    “But you know that’s what happened.” He snuck a glance at Gran who was sitting next to him in the passenger seat. He had a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    Oh my, he was poking a hornets’ nest. 
 
    Gran looked at him with her death stare and I knew she was sorry I made her leave her gun at home. 
 
    “You saved me?” Gran asked. “You didn’t save me. There wouldn’t have been any point in saving me. The point of the game was to eliminate the other team. So great job for doing what you were supposed to do. And may I remind you, I was out of paint, meaning I was the one who did the most shooting and I wiped out eight people in total.” 
 
    I was curious how this conversation was going to turn out. And if Theodore would still be alive when we got back to the house. 
 
    “Still, it would have really stunk if Lucretia had gotten you,” Theodore said. “And I made sure she didn’t get you.” 
 
    “If she had gotten me,” Gran said, “then you would have shot her just as well, thus completing the goal of this game. I know you want to go all macho here because you’re a guy and that’s what guys do, and if you want to live your life thinking how great you are because you saved me, then go right ahead.” 
 
    I smiled and looked outside the window. Gran was taking this way better than I would have expected. But again, the reason for that is probably just that she didn’t have her gun with her, so she had to use other ways to defend herself. 
 
    “I’m not macho,” Theodore said, still with that twinkle in his eye. “I just like to tease you.” 
 
    “Well, gee, do I feel like the lucky one,” Gran said. 
 
    Theodore stopped for a light and turned to Gran. “You should feel lucky.” 
 
    Gran stared back at him but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Ten seconds went by, and they were still staring at each other. I rolled my eyes. They were good at this staring contest, but I really wanted to get back to the house and take that shower. 
 
    The cars behind us started to honk, and that’s when Theodore broke contact and started driving again. 
 
    “Say, Theodore,” I decided to change the subject, “I’m curious about something. How did you manage that shot at Lucretia? You were pretty far away. Do you have some kind of hidden talent that we don’t know about?” 
 
    “I probably could have made that shot with my eyes closed,” Theodore said. 
 
    Gran instantly whipped her head toward him with a raised eyebrow. I knew that got her interest. I assumed Gran hadn’t seen Theodore in his shooting position. She was too busy being miffed about not having any paint left. 
 
    “Well?” Gran asked Theodore when he didn’t say anything. 
 
    He smiled again. “So you’d like to know?” 
 
    “See?” Gran said. “I told you, you were macho. You’re turning this around so that I will beg you. But I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    Theodore laughed. “Oh, Dorothy, I’m just having fun. The reason why my shot was so clean is because I was a Navy Seal.” 
 
    A what? 
 
    Crap. 
 
    Gran and I were both speechless. This was so not what we needed in our new lives right now. Or ever. I thought Ryker could be a problem, him being a PI and all, but now a former Navy Seal? Could the universe hate us that much? 
 
    I needed to wrap my mind around this for a minute. It totally blindsided me. A Navy Seal? Theodore? Okay, that would explain some things: his build, the way you could tell he was an athlete, the way he took that shot back there in the woods. The fact he woke up that early in the morning. It was all the discipline he’d learned. I just didn’t expect this. Now that I thought about it, Theodore hadn’t mentioned what it was that he did before retiring. And we never asked. 
 
    I knew Gran must have connected the same dots: us having a criminal record in our former lives and now being in WITSEC . . . we didn’t need a trained professional who could sniff us out and blow our cover. But from the back seat I spotted the way Gran was looking at Theodore. It was totally different than before. It was like Theodore earned some brownie points in Gran’s book. Being a good shooter, chasing targets, the physical fitness and mental toughness—that was hot! If only he’d been operating according to our interpretation of the law. 
 
    I also knew Gran would have liked nothing more than to grill Theodore about it, but she most likely didn’t want to seem too eager. 
 
    So it was me who finally said, “You were a Navy Seal? Wow, I did not expect this. What was your rank?” 
 
    “I was captain,” Theodore said. 
 
    Whoa. Now we were getting into deep water. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. “Theodore, that’s . . . amazing.” And I really meant it, despite me feeling uneasy about Gran’s and my real identities. 
 
    “Piper, let me tell you; it was one hell of a job,” Theodore said. 
 
    “I believe you,” I said. “I can’t even imagine what it must have been like and what training and stress you have gone through. So you were in Vietnam?” 
 
    “I was,” Theodore said in a more gloomy voice and didn’t expand on it. 
 
    “How long did you serve?” I asked. 
 
    “I served for thirty years,” Theodore said. “Then I retired.” 
 
    For a couple of seconds, nobody said anything. Gran was stoically keeping her mouth shut. 
 
    “You lived near Chicago, right?” I asked Theodore. I couldn’t help it; it was all so fascinating. 
 
    Theodore nodded. “Yes, I lived there with my wife, and after all the time I was away from her, I just wanted to enjoy time with her. You know, it’s not easy keeping relationships intact when you’re away from home fifty percent of the time, so most marriages end up in divorce. Thankfully, mine only kept on getting stronger.” 
 
    I saw Gran sneak a glance at Theodore. More brownie points for him. 
 
    Theodore continued. “We didn’t have any children, although we really wanted to. But that just wasn’t in the cards for us. I loved my wife very much and I cherished the time I spent with her. After I retired, we started a business; we had a shop selling fishing equipment right by Lake Michigan. You know, living the slow life. Not that being a business owner means you’re stress-free—by all means, that’s not the case—but it was certainly a slower pace than what I was used to. I enjoyed that time very much after my time serving this country.” He paused. “Then my wife died of breast cancer three years ago and I decided to leave everything behind and move here to Florida. So there you go, that’s my resume in a nutshell.” 
 
    Gran and I were silent again. We were both mulling over what Theodore just told us. I’d only met him three weeks ago, but I was now even more certain that any woman should be calling herself lucky to be with Theodore. It was not what he was telling us about himself, it was more his actions. Most people got blinded by words. Got blinded by lies. Got bedazzled by flattery. Women, especially, got blinded by flattery from men. But it was the actions of that person that mattered. With Theodore, I was liking what I’d seen so far, despite just finding out he could put Gran’s and my new identity in danger. 
 
    “I'm sorry about your wife,” Gran said, and by the tone of her voice, she really meant it. 
 
    Theodore smiled faintly. “Thank you, Dorothy,” he said. “She was something else. You would have liked her.” 
 
    Gran didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What about you?” Theodore asked Gran. “Was there a Mr. Dorothy?” 
 
    Gran’s attitude did a one-eighty. “That’s really none of your business now, is it?” 
 
    Theodore laughed and I just shook my head. 
 
    “I shared with you facts of my life,” Theodore said. 
 
    “That was voluntarily,” Gran said. “I didn’t ask you to.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Theodore said and looked in the rearview mirror. “She did.” 
 
    I put my hands up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, don’t get me involved in your little repartee, okay?” 
 
    “As you wish,” Theodore said with a wink. “Anyway, it’s interesting how well you knew about the shooting distance at the paintball field,” Theodore said while giving me another glance in the rearview. 
 
    Damn it. I’ve done it again. I didn’t keep my mouth shut. 
 
    “Well, you know, I’m a big fan of forensic TV shows,” I said. “I know it sounds silly, but I think you learn a couple of things if you regularly watch those shows.” 
 
    I could feel Gran tensing up in the passenger seat. This was my go-to lie every time I slipped up and made it look suspicious about how on earth I knew stuff like this. And I always hoped the other person would buy it. “I’ve also been to the shooting range a couple of times,” I added. 
 
    Theodore gave me a long glance in the mirror, then he turned his attention back to the street. “I guess that makes sense,” was all he said. 
 
    I couldn’t get a read on him. I had no idea if he believed me or not. Man, I was getting rusty. On the other hand, if he was a Seal, that was like ten levels superior to mine. 
 
    Theodore dropped us off back at Gran’s house. It was already noon, and it was hot outside. I was thankful for the few clouds up in the sky. This way, I didn’t feel the burning sun, at least. 
 
    “Thank you for everything, Theodore,” I said as I got out of the car. “Especially for being on our team and for treating.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” Theodore said smiling. Then he looked at Gran. She just nodded, turned on her heel and got into the house. 
 
    “This is what you would have to deal with, Theodore,” I said, laughing. “Just saying.” 
 
    “I'm looking forward to it,” Theodore said, laughing with me. 
 
    I said goodbye and headed for the house. 
 
    “What did he treat?” Gran asked as soon as I stepped into the house. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask him that?” I asked. 
 
    Gran shrugged. 
 
    “I know why; it’s because you didn’t want to seem interested in him,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, fine,” Gran said. “I didn’t want to ask him because I didn’t want him to rub it in my face, okay?” 
 
    “Are you ever going to let your guard down?” I asked. 
 
    Gran put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re the one to ask.” 
 
    I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know very damn well what I mean.” 
 
    Okay. Fine. Gran was right. 
 
    “Fine, I give up,” I said. “He paid for us to play today at the paintball field. It wasn’t for free, you know.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gran said. “Guess that was nice of him. But I didn’t ask for it; it was totally his choice. If you remember correctly, I didn’t even want to go there.” 
 
    “But you did have fun, didn’t you?” I asked. “It’s not like you stood at the side of the field and watched. You were totally into the game.” 
 
    Gran scoffed. “It may have looked like I was into the game, but actually I just used it as an outlet to get some shooting done around here. Even if it was just with stupid paint.” 
 
    “That’s exactly my point,” I said. “You liked it.” 
 
    Gran’s eyes bore into me. 
 
    I continued. “And I know you won’t admit it, but you didn’t dislike Theodore . . . rescuing you.” I emphasized the last two words. I could barely hold in my laughter. This was way too much fun. I knew that Gran would probably combust if told that a man rescued her, especially if guns were involved. 
 
    “Are you trying to provoke me?” Gran asked. 
 
    “No, it’s just so easy,” I said. 
 
    “Well, stop it,” Gran said. “Besides, you know we need to keep our distance from him from now on, don’t you?” 
 
    I knew what she meant. And I knew she was right, but I didn’t like it. I mean, couldn’t Theodore just have been like a plain old factory worker or something? 
 
    “You know,” I said, “it doesn’t have to be that way. Theodore is retired now, and he is—” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there,” Gran said and put her hands up. “We are not doing this. We are not going there. You know very well, even retired, he is a Seal at heart. He is trained to spot, let’s just say, abnormalities. Exhibit number one, you almost giving yourself away today with that whole shooting distance thing. You think I didn’t see that? Even with that old broad in front of me, even with me focusing on her, I saw him way back there behind that tree and I knew something was up. His whole posture, his whole vibe screamed professional. But did I ask him that? No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I wasn’t aware that you—” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gran said. “I know you weren’t aware. Because I kept my mouth shut.” 
 
    Damn it. Sometimes I wondered if I would ever advance to Gran’s level. 
 
    “Okay, but still,” I said. “With the risk of you shooting me now, I still have to point out that he is a retired Navy Seal and that he is living at the same retirement complex you are, and that he seems to be a very cool person, he seems to be courteous and gallant, and he has the hots for you. I don’t think you avoiding him is going to be successful, especially since he keeps orbiting around you.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess I’ll just have to do my best to avoid him.” 
 
    “I really don’t think that’s possible,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, then here’s only two words for you,” Gran said. “Edie’s grandson.” 
 
    Oh. I stood there dumbfounded. 
 
    “See?” Gran said. She had her I-won-face on. 
 
    “Fine, I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” I said. “I’m going to hit the shower.” 
 
    I headed for the bathroom and, as I started to shed my sweaty clothes, I sensed the cell phone in my back pocket. Crap. Lloyd’s cell phone. What with Theodore, and him revealing his life to us, that cell phone slipped my mind. 
 
    Screw it, I was still going to hit the shower first. 
 
    As the cold water washed over me, I let the events of the day run through my mind. Gran was Gran and there was nothing I could do about her attitude toward life, toward people, toward the world. We just found out Theodore was a former Seal, and who knew the things he’d done and the things he’d seen during his time of service. Gran’s and my past were probably nothing compared to that. I wondered how Theodore adjusted to civilian life after he retired. I bet his wife provided essential guidance for his life after the Navy. He seemed to act normal . . . well, whatever normal meant around here, or in general for that matter. All these past few weeks, we’d had no idea about Theodore’s past. I kind of wished it had stayed that way. Now it got even more complicated. And who was to blame for finding out? Me of course. Stupid me had to ask about his shooting. On the other hand, we would have found out about his former job sooner or later. I guessed only time would show how big of a role Theodore would play in our lives. 
 
    Then my mind drifted to Lloyd and the cell phone. That was a more urgent matter. So urgent, I’d decided to shower first. I already gave up on the idea of calling the cops, because frankly, I really didn’t care about them. I didn’t care about them my whole life; moreover, I actually had negative feelings toward them. I was raised to avoid them. I was raised not to deal with them. That wouldn’t change now with this situation. Besides, I was absolutely sure I could do a better job in finding out who murdered that woman and in finding out where Lloyd was hiding. 
 
    I wasn’t hindered by red tape, I didn’t work with bosses telling me what to do, and I didn’t work with stupid technicalities, like needing a warrant to search a place. 
 
    All this was to say that I officially got involved in investigating a murder. Again. And a fraud case. That sneaky Edie. She did it again. I was hooked. 
 
    I let water wash over my face. Who was I kidding? It was my responsibility. It was not like she held a gun to my head. I was responsible for my own choices in life. 
 
    So far, nobody knew about my encounter with Lloyd up on that hill and about me finding his cell phone. I wasn’t sure the residents were aware that they were shooting paintballs at Lloyd, of all people! Either way, I needed to figure out what to do next. 
 
    I took a longer time with the shower; it felt liberating and cathartic. That is until Gran banged on the door telling me that she would like to shower too, please. 
 
    I got out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around me and with my hair wrapped in another towel, and felt like a new person. “The stage is yours,” I said to Gran. 
 
    About one second after Gran closed the bathroom door, someone knocked on the front door and just came in. Like, literally, the door opened and somebody just came inside. 
 
    I sprang to the kitchen counter, grabbed a knife, and taking a combat stance, I almost threw the knife in Edie’s direction, just as she was chirping, “It’s meee!” 
 
    Her eyes landed on me, and she instantly ducked. “Oh, Jesus Almighty!” 
 
    I relaxed my shoulders. “Are you kidding me, Edie? What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “What am I doing?” Edie screeched, still in a squatting position. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m defending myself from an intruder,” I said. “You don’t just come in!” 
 
    “Then don’t leave your door open!” Edie said. 
 
    That was a thing I chose to worry about later. Was it Gran or me who’d left the door unlocked? Either way, it was a sign we were getting sloppy. Maybe Gran and me had started to feel way too comfortable around the retirement complex. I had to remind myself that the Falcons were after us, WITSEC or no WITSEC. We had to be careful. 
 
    “Why did you try and see if the door was open?” I asked, placing the knife back on the counter. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Edie said. “It was just a reflex, I guess.” 
 
    She took a seat on the couch this time instead of her chair at the kitchen table. She probably wanted to put as much distance between the knife and her as possible. 
 
    I know why she tried the door without even thinking. She was so often here at Gran’s; it had become like a second home to her. In only three weeks’ time. That was scary. 
 
    Edie exhaled a long breath then said, “Were you really going to throw that knife at me?” Then she looked me up and down. “In that outfit?” 
 
    “In my defense, again, I thought you were an intruder,” I said. 
 
    “It’s interesting what reflexes you have when you think an intruder comes in,” Edie said. “Usually, people try to run away or something, not go full battle mode.” 
 
    “Well, I’m different than most people,” I said. 
 
    “That you are,” Edie said. 
 
    I grabbed a couple of clothing items and went to the bedroom and changed. I had already given up on blow-drying my hair since that would just make me all sweaty again, even with AC. So I just let my hair get the natural Florida frizz this way. 
 
    Gran was still in the shower when I joined Edie back in the living room. 
 
    “So did you enjoy the paintball game?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “I loved it!” she said then pouted a bit. “Although I do wish I hadn’t missed the fun.” 
 
    I smiled. “You mean eliminating Sourpuss?” 
 
    “Who?” Edie asked. “Oh, you mean Lucretia. Yes, exactly. I wanted to take her down.” 
 
    “I know you did,” I said. 
 
    “But we did win nevertheless,” Edie said. “And the baskets should get here tomorrow.” 
 
    “The baskets?” I asked. “What baskets?” 
 
    Edie looked at me like I was the one who didn’t know what she was talking about. 
 
    “The baskets, Piper,” Edie said. “The spa gift baskets. The ones we won?” 
 
    “We won gift baskets?” I asked. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “I didn’t?” Edie asked. “Huh. I must have forgotten. You didn’t think we just played like that without a prize to win, did you?” 
 
    “The nerve! How could I have thought we were playing just to play?” 
 
    Edie narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t think I don’t get your sarcasm. You still have a low opinion of us older folks. You think we can’t be competitive at our age?” 
 
    I put my hands up in surrender. “You’re right, I’m sorry. So, spa baskets?” 
 
    Edie nodded. “The losing teams order the baskets for the winning teams. Expect yours and Dorothy’s to be delivered tomorrow. We demanded express delivery. We love their foot powder. And Lucretia loves it too.” Edie put on a wicked grin. “But she ain’t getting a gift basket. She’s buying one for us.” 
 
    Wow, it amazed me every time, all the different ways these seniors here were sticking it to each other. Apparently, getting foot powder as a prize for winning a paintball game was one of those ways. 
 
    Gran came out of the bathroom in the same outfit I had before: wraparound towels. “I don’t have to wonder why you’re here again, do I?” Gran said to Edie. 
 
    “Not unless you want to throw knives at me too,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran raised an eyebrow and looked from Edie to me.  
 
    I shook my head and Gran didn’t ask any further questions. She turned around and stomped into the bedroom, mumbling something about Edie practically living here, and shutting the door closed behind her. 
 
    “She’s something else, isn’t she?” Edie asked. 
 
    “That, she is,” I replied. 
 
    Edie looked in the direction of the bedroom and smiled. “I like that.” 
 
    “Despite the fact she’s insulting you?” I asked. 
 
    Edie brushed it off. “Like I’m gonna break down and cry because of that. I’m a tough cookie, you know?” 
 
    I laughed. “I do know.” I went to the fridge and got out a beer. “You want one too?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Edie said. “I came over to let you know Ryker called and told me some news about the Feldmans. Their accounts have been frozen. There’s no money going in and no money going out.” 
 
    I smiled. Just as I thought. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Edie asked. “You don’t seem surprised. Why don’t you seem surprised?” 
 
    I handed Edie her beer and opened mine and took a long swig. “Because I had an encounter with Lloyd today.” 
 
    “You had a what?” Edie asked, frowning. 
 
    I told Edie about Lloyd’s hiding place at the paintball field and about me taking his phone and about the phone being locked. Like Edie would have put it, I needed to confer with someone. And Edie was the perfect person, since she was personally involved and had something at stake. Gran would find out soon enough, but she would most probably go straight into the darknet to find a good hacker. I couldn’t deal with that right now. Maybe later when I would realize that was the only way. I just hoped Edie wouldn’t run to the cops with this information. My gut told me she wouldn’t. She was a good person, but she had a bit of a bad bone as well. 
 
    Edie chugged half her beer in excitement. “This is great news!” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way,” I said. “So you’re not going to the cops with this info?” 
 
    “Heck no,” Edie said. “I mean, not right now. Maybe later. I like having the upper hand.” 
 
    I laughed. “I know you do.” 
 
    “And somehow, I feel safer with you,” Edie said. 
 
    Again she managed to get me all soft inside. “Thanks, Edie,” I said and smiled at her. 
 
    “Now we know Lloyd is really desperate if he had to sleep in that cabin at the paintball place,” Edie continued. “And now that you found his hiding place and his cell phone . . . he’s screwed.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I said. “But what if he somehow finds a way to get money and to disappear?” 
 
    “Then we have to find him before he does that,” Edie said. “That phone is the key. We need to know what’s on it.” 
 
    “I agree, but that’s easier said than done,” I said. “Do you happen to know a phone hacker?” 
 
    Edie thought about it for a second, then she grinned wide. “Actually, I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “This is such a dumb plan,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Edie said. “This will work.” 
 
    It was about 5:00 p.m. and I was sitting at Edie’s table in her dining corner and eating peach pie. Edie poured some more coffee. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, that’s enough,” I said. “The paintball game this morning already got me hopped up.” 
 
    Edie took her seat next to me and dug into her own piece of pie, while she was staring at Lloyd’s phone on the table. 
 
    “When did she say she’ll be here?” I asked. 
 
    “In the afternoon,” Edie said. 
 
    “No exact time?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “No. I didn’t want to seem too official, so I didn’t push for an exact time.” 
 
    I had to admit, she did good with that. 
 
    “And why am I here exactly?” I asked. “Is that also part of the master plan?” 
 
    “You’re here in case we need a diversion,” Edie said, like that was the most normal thing. 
 
    Oh, goody. 
 
    “So I’m supposed to wing it if we need a diversion?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re good like that,” Edie said. 
 
    About twenty minutes later we heard a roaring car outside. And about one minute later the doorbell rang. That got me thinking for the first time since I'd arrived at the retirement complex in Bitter End—why was everyone here knocking on the door instead of using the doorbell? Was this a generational thing too? 
 
    Edie opened the door and Samantha Braveheart stepped inside. She was working at Ryker’s PI firm, and according to Edie, she just made associate. 
 
    I'd only seen her once from afar shortly after moving here. Her dress code was grunge-anime movie. She was two inches shorter than me, so about five foot five. She had short dark-pink hair, and wore black-rimmed glasses. She wore a white T-shirt and plaid cargo pants, combined with black Chucks and a camouflage backpack. Geeky nerd was the best way to describe her. So if she really could hack a phone, then she definitely dressed the part. 
 
    Edie seemed to like her a lot, but I was curious about my own opinion of her. I knew I had to keep my guard up and even higher than usual, since she was about my age and worked in the investigative field, making her sharper than the senior community residents. 
 
    How could this be our luck, Gran’s and mine? Of all the locations in the country, we had to land in a place where we had to deal with a private investigator, a former Navy Seal, and now a technology buff. We were so close to so many people who could sniff out our real identities. This had just become so ridiculous. 
 
    Edie was sure Samantha could help us out with Lloyd’s phone. I pointed out the obvious: why would she help us if she was working alongside Ryker? She would probably not be doing anything felonious either. Edie replied we didn’t have to tell her it was Lloyd’s phone, and she had a plan for that. I told Edie that if we got caught, I would deny everything and blame it on her. She shook my hand on that. 
 
    “Sam! So glad you’re here,” Edie said as Samantha walked inside. 
 
    She took one step and I swear she flinched for just a second. Why wouldn’t she? The wallpaper with the busy floral pattern could give any person an instant headache. Never mind the stuffy antique décor of Edie’s house. It was those dolls on the couch that gave you shivers down the spine. I tried hard to ignore the dolls every time I came over to Edie’s. 
 
    “So good to see you, Edie,” Samantha said and gave her a hug. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “I know,” Edie said. “That’s why I’m so glad you managed today.” 
 
    “Well, when you said you needed my help, I carved out some time for you,” Samantha said and smiled at Edie. She looked up and her gaze landed on me. 
 
    “Sam, I want you to meet Piper,” Edie said and led her to the table. “She lives next door with her grandmother. Well, actually, she only lives there temporarily.” 
 
    I stood and reached out my hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh, same here,” Samantha said and shook my hand with a strong grip. 
 
    We maintained eye contact a bit longer and I kind of got a vibe from her that she already didn’t like me. Which wouldn’t surprise me. Ryker probably had told her stuff about me. Well, so be it. He can tell people whatever he wants. Not that I was so self-centered thinking Ryker told people about me. But surely he would have mentioned his grandmother’s new neighbors to his colleagues, especially since we’d butted heads in our own investigations. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” Edie said and brought a plate with a fork for Sam. “Let me pour you some coffee as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Edie,” Sam said and glanced in my direction again. 
 
    Edie had told me Sam was thirty years old, but there was something about her demeanor that made her come off more mature. 
 
    “So, Piper was it?” Sam asked me, placing her backpack on the floor next to her. It was interesting to see she was all smiles when she talked to Edie, but the smile disappeared as soon as she talked to me. 
 
    “Piper Harris,” I said. In the last few weeks, I’d gotten the hang of pronouncing my whole name without stuttering. I had troubles at the beginning remembering what my last name was, since Gran and I had to change it. Our first names we got to keep. “And you are Samantha . . . Braveheart?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That’s right. And I’ve heard all the jokes there are about my last name, just so you know.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said. “Then I will refrain from the three references I just thought of now.” 
 
    Sam cracked a subtle smile my way. I had no idea if she meant it as a sign of respect, enjoyment, or just annoyance. 
 
    Edie brought over a cup and poured some coffee for Sam. “So how is your mom? Is she still . . .” 
 
    “In jail?” Sam said. “Yep.” 
 
    Um. Okay. 
 
    “Still?” Edie asked. “I thought she was already out.” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “She landed back in. I’m tired of always bailing her out, so I’m letting her stay there the night.” 
 
    I swear I think my mouth was hanging. This was way better than the supposed crime shows I was watching. 
 
    I couldn’t hold it in anymore; I had to ask. “Excuse me, Samantha—” 
 
    “You can call me Sam,” she said. 
 
    “Sam, why is your mother in jail? Again?” 
 
    Sam leaned back in the chair and said, “She gets involved with a lot of environment stuff, like in an extreme way, and she pushes boundaries that get her in trouble.” 
 
    Sam said this like it was no big deal. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with this all my life, so it’s not a big deal to me anymore,” she said, as if she could read my mind. 
 
    “She’s one of those environmental lawyers, you know?” Edie said to me, as a way of explanation. “The ones that prostrate themselves before buildings that are supposed to get torn down.” Edie turned back to Sam. “You know I always liked Donna. And she is doing good, in her own way. Send her all my best.” 
 
    “Will do,” Sam said. “She’s coming home tomorrow. Which reminds me, I need to buy some new soap. That ink they use at the station is a million years old and barely comes off.” 
 
    I frowned. “You live with your mother?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam deadpanned. “So?” 
 
    I put my hands up. “Nothing. I was just curious.” 
 
    Wow, she really didn’t like me. Then again, I asked some pointed questions, so it was only fair. 
 
    “So Ryker tells me you moved here with your grandmother from . . . where was it from?” Sam inquired, which I expected. 
 
    “From Boise,” I said. “Idaho.” 
 
    “Uh-hum,” Sam said and eyed me suspiciously. “May I ask why you moved here?” 
 
    “Gran got a place here at the complex and I just kind of came with her,” I replied. This was my go-to answer anytime someone asked about the reason. What I didn’t tell them was why Gran decided to move to Florida in the first place, if she obviously wasn’t a fan of the climate here. 
 
    Sam didn’t take her eyes off me as she took a bite of the pie. But apparently, she didn’t have any more questions now, so she turned her attention back to Edie. 
 
    “This peach pie is divine, Edie,” Sam said. 
 
    Edie blushed a bit and thanked her for the compliment. 
 
    “So you said you needed my help?” Sam asked, and I was glad we were finally getting down to business. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Edie said. “I’m kind of embarrassed to ask this, but I forgot the PIN for my new cell phone, and I know you’re so good with technology and stuff and I wondered if you could just access my phone without that PIN number.” Edie slid the phone toward Sam. 
 
    Sam frowned and took the phone in her hand and analyzed it for a bit. “Don’t you have the PUK code in the documents from your provider?” Sam asked. “If you tried entering the PIN number three times and it didn’t work, then you need the other code, your Personal Unlocking Key, hence, PUK. And then you can access your phone.” 
 
    “Oh dear, I have no idea where those documents are,” Edie said. “I don’t even know what the other code means. You know, when you get to my age, you kind of lose this skill for technology. That’s why I hoped you could help me?” 
 
    I had to hold a smile in. Edie was very good at playing the helpless little old lady. It was hard for anyone to say no to her. I knew that firsthand. 
 
    Sam seemed to think about it but then said to Edie, “Sure, I can try and help you out. But why didn’t you ask Ryker?” 
 
    Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “I’m asking Ryker so often for so many things, I was kind of embarrassed asking this of him too. So maybe we could keep this between us?” 
 
    I cringed just a bit because now this seemed way suspicious. I was curious if Sam bought it. 
 
    But then Edie gave the final punch. “You know how it is. Sometimes you’re embarrassed to ask a family member for a favor. Again and again.” 
 
    Holy moly! Edie was so good. She was referring to Sam’s mother. She definitely hit that nerve in Sam. 
 
    Sam looked down at the phone and nodded. “Yes, I do understand that very well.” After a pause she said, “It’s okay, we can keep this between us. Good thing I always have my laptop with me. We need that to crack the phone.” 
 
    Sam pulled out a small laptop out of her backpack and placed it on the table. She took another bite of pie and another sip of coffee and started up the small computer. She then took a cable out and connected the phone to the laptop. This seemed kind of fun. So far, at least. 
 
    Edie sat mesmerized next to Sam. “I know you’re a genius with this stuff,” Edie said. “But I never asked, where did you learn it?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “I just kind of always had an interest in technology and computers. So I started early on and I kind of learned it by doing it myself. I wanted to go to college and to MIT, but I couldn’t afford that. I always had to work and bring money home, because you know my mom with her shenanigans; instead of working for a big company as a lawyer, she works against them.” 
 
    Edie nodded. “Yes, that’s a shame.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sam said. “So money was always tight in our house, and with dad leaving us when I was a kid, academics was not an option.” 
 
    Edie patted her shoulder. “Yes, you had a hard situation growing up. That’s why I’m so glad you’ve turned into such a pleasant young lady.” 
 
    I think I saw Sam blushing just a bit. No wonder, Edie had that effect on people. Now I knew the reason Sam seemed to be more mature than her age. Not having a regular childhood and having to always work and worry about money instead of getting a decent education, especially if you wanted one, forced you to mature quickly. She had my respect for it. 
 
    “Thank you, Edie,” Sam said. “If I had a grandmother just like you, my life would have been way richer.” 
 
    I swear Edie almost melted. 
 
    “You can tell that to Ryker,” Edie said. “Sometimes he treats me like I’m not capable of doing anything.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “That’s just because he loves you. Trust me, he knows you’re capable of anything.” 
 
    It was the first time Sam really lit up laughing. She had a nice smile and she actually looked really pretty. It was just hard to see it under all that grunge look. 
 
    “But instead of me talking to Ryker, maybe you could talk to my mom sometime and tell her to . . . you know, grow up,” Sam said to Edie while she was hard at work on her computer. “I think sometimes she doesn’t get that I’m the daughter and she’s the mother. And especially now that I would like to get my own place.” 
 
    “I would be careful asking Edie a favor like that,” I said, smiling at Sam. “You know she’ll do it right away.” 
 
    Sam glanced at me then she smiled back. “Yeah, you’re right. Edie would talk to her, and who knows what she would say.” Sam winked at Edie. 
 
    Edie feigned offense. “I wouldn’t hold back, that's for sure.” 
 
    We all laughed but I kind of had the feeling that Sam appreciated having someone like Edie in her life. 
 
    “I hear prices are down in real estate right now here in Bitter End,” Edie said to Sam. “If you’d like to buy your own place.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know about the prices,” Sam said. “I also know about the money.” 
 
    “Surely that shouldn’t be a problem now that you’re an associate with the PI firm,” Edie said. 
 
    Oh, Edie, if it were that simple. 
 
    “I gather Sam’s mother is swallowing up most of the money,” I said. “That’s why you’re driving that car, which by the sound of it could break into pieces at any time now.” 
 
    Sam looked somberly at me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” I said. “It’s just that you all seem to talk so freely about everything and I just thought . . .” 
 
    “Oh yes, I apologize as well,” Edie said. “Family and money dynamics are probably too sensitive of subjects to talk about with everybody.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam said, and she looked at me. “But you’re sharp. I like that.” 
 
    I gave her a weak smile. 
 
    “You know, Piper here is looking for a place too,” Edie said. “She’s looking to rent. And it’s a money issue with her too.” 
 
    I gave Edie a look and so did Sam. 
 
    “What?” Edie said. “Now you’re even.” 
 
    Sam turned her attention to the laptop. 
 
    “Oh, there’s one more thing, Sam,” Edie said. “I would rather you not look into the phone after you access it.” 
 
    I saw Sam raising an eyebrow at Edie. Edie continued, “You see, I have a male, let’s say, friend, and we get along really good, and we met a couple of times, and we realize we get along so good that I didn’t mind to kind of send him something that was only meant to be seen by him . . . some nude pictures.” 
 
    Coffee almost came out of Sam’s nose, and I dropped the piece of pie from my fork.  
 
    Oh, okay, now I got it. Edie had really thought it through. She used the little-old-lady routine, and now the seniors-with-nude-pictures one that made you want to cut off your ears. 
 
    Sam cleared her throat. “Um, okay . . . nude pictures? Wow. I can understand that. I’m just going to access your phone and I won’t look into your personal files and messages.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Sam,” Edie said. “This is also one of the reasons I didn’t want to ask Ryker.” 
 
    I had to admit. Edie was a genius. 
 
    Sam focused on her laptop and Edie and I just watched as she furiously tapped the keyboard . . . then, five minutes later, the phone screen woke up. 
 
    “Okay, there you go,” Sam said. “It’s done.” 
 
    Edie took the phone and swiped the screen—and got in just like that, without a PIN number. I was really impressed. Now I was anxious to see what was on that phone. I hoped Sam really got what Edie said and she didn’t access the phone herself. 
 
    “Oh wow, Sam, thank you so much,” Edie said. “Now I can finally talk to my honey again. And send him some more pictures.” 
 
    Sam put her hands over her ears, and I rubbed my forehead. There were so many images in my head fighting for top billing.  
 
    Sam took the last bite of pie and gulped down her coffee. “Edie, I’m sorry I can’t visit longer but I really need to go and see about my mom.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine,” Edie said. “That’s totally understandable.” 
 
    “It was nice meeting you,” Sam said to me. 
 
    I nodded. “Same here.” 
 
    “And Edie, I’m sorry to hear about the Feldmans,” Sam said, shoving her laptop in her backpack. “I hope the cops get this resolved fast. If not, then Ryker will.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” Edie said. “Do you happen to know anything about the investigation?” 
 
    Sam shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. I’m out of this one. I’m working other projects right now. Ryker won’t tell you anything, right?” 
 
    “No,” Edie said. “And that totally annoys me.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “I bet it does. But don’t worry, he only has your best interests at heart.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Sam packed up the rest of her stuff, gave a hug to Edie, then Edie walked her to the door where she thanked her again for her help. Then she left. 
 
    As soon as I heard Sam’s roaring car drive away, I gave Edie a high five. 
 
    “Nice work,” I said to her. 
 
    She looked cocky. “I know. Now let’s see about that phone.” 
 
    We both went back to the table and huddled around Lloyd’s cell phone. 
 
    I swiped the screen and, just like that, we were in. 
 
    First, I checked the previous calls. The first one was outgoing and the last two were incoming, from a number Lloyd hadn't saved into his phone. The first went out on Monday afternoon, so the day Tammy was killed. The other two calls came in yesterday. There were no other calls made or received since Monday. There weren’t even any other calls registered before Monday. It became pretty clear Lloyd bought this phone after the murder of Tammy. There was barely any data on it. 
 
    Which confirmed my suspicions: Lloyd had bought a burner phone. That was Criminal Minds Thinking 101. You always ditch your phone when you’re the prime suspect in a murder. That’s why the cops couldn’t get ahold of him. 
 
    “Lloyd got this phone after everything went down the drain on Monday,” I told Edie and explained about the precious few records. 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Edie said. “I kind of expected to see my name there too with the other calls.” 
 
    “You talked on the phone?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course we did,” Edie said. “They called and we made the monthly appointments when I was to go to their office for making my deposit.” 
 
    “Well, that would be on Lloyd’s former phone, which could be in the Atlantic Ocean by now.” 
 
    “So we need to focus on this phone right here,” Edie said. “That unsaved number is suspicious, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s see if he has messages too.” 
 
    Lloyd was using one of the popular apps for text messaging and I clicked on the icon. There was only one chat there. With the same unsaved, unknown number. I clicked on the chat and all I saw was an audio file that Lloyd sent to that number on Monday afternoon. The audio file was only eighteen seconds long. I clicked on the play button while Edie was breathing down my neck. 
 
    “Edie, for the love of god, I need some space to breathe,” I said. 
 
    “Well, excuse me for getting too excited,” Edie said. “My blood pressure is so high right now, I’m going to have to take a second pill today.” 
 
    So there we were huddled together with Edie’s blood pressure through the roof and my own excitement rising high, when I pressed the play button. But what we heard made our hair stand up. Well, more Edie’s hair than mine. 
 
    We heard voices in the background and some static in between. I got the impression the voices came from another room. 
 
    Edie and I huddled closer together to hear better. 
 
    I said we need the money today, a man with a deep voice said. The tone of his voice sounded like he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. 
 
    Please, I already told you, we don’t have it today, I swear, a female voice said in total panic. 
 
    Edie mouthed to me, “That’s Tammy.” 
 
    Mr. Moose is not happy with you. If we don’t get the money now, there’ll be consequences, a second voice belonging to another man said, and I could hear the cocking of a gun. 
 
    No, please, I’m begging you, we really don’t have it, the woman said, more panic rising in her voice. 
 
    Then we’ll get the money from your husband, especially after sending this signal, the second man said. 
 
    Then we heard a gunshot, and then there was silence. 
 
    Good thing Edie was so close to me because she almost fainted. 
 
    What we just heard, was Tammy getting shot. 
 
    As I was about to ask Edie if she needed her blood-pressure pill now instead of later, a voice behind us asked, “What on earth are you doing?” 
 
    It was Ryker and he was standing in Edie’s doorway. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Now Edie almost fainted for real. 
 
    I caught her just in time and I reacted fast. “Ryker, why the hell are you scaring us?” I asked. “We were just watching some movie clip. Of some crime movie. Someone just got shot. But I don’t think we’re liking this one, so we’re probably going to look for some good old rom-com.” 
 
    I watched him and hoped he would buy it. I was betting on the fact that he only half heard the shooting, and me planting the lie of crime movie in his mind would make it all believable. 
 
    I elbowed Edie. 
 
    She seemed to come out of the shock and nodded her head, making her white curls bob along. “Ryker, are you trying to give me a heart attack? Why the heck are you coming in without knocking? Just as we were watching this movie scene with the shooting. You really picked a good time.” 
 
    I almost burst out laughing. Edie was so good when she put her mind to it. And also, she was preaching to Ryker about letting himself in? After she did that at Gran’s house? Now that was hilarious. 
 
    Ryker almost blushed. He cleared his throat. “Grams, I’m sorry, I just . . . I did knock but there was no answer, so I just tried the door. I’m sorry I scared you.” 
 
    Edie stood from the table, pushing Lloyd’s phone toward me, and she gave Ryker a hug. I took that as a sign for me to slip the phone into my pocket. Edie was such a good weasel when she had to be. 
 
    “Do you want some pie?” Edie asked Ryker. “It’s peach.” 
 
    “I could never say no to your peach pie,” Ryker said. 
 
    I took that as my cue to leave, although I had a burning desire to talk to Edie about what we’d just heard. But as usual, Ryker had the knack for ruining such beautiful moments. 
 
    Just as I stood from the table, Edie nudged me to sit back down. “Piper, I’m sure you want a second piece of pie, right?” 
 
    Ryker was staring at me, and he didn’t exactly have a welcoming facial expression. He turned to Edie and said, “Actually, I need to talk to you.” He paused. “Alone.” 
 
    “Talk to me alone?” Edie asked. “About Tammy and Lloyd?” 
 
    Ryker nodded. 
 
    “Then Piper can stay,” Edie said. “She knows about everything, so you can talk freely.” 
 
    I saw Ryker hesitating. 
 
    “Look, Edie, you don’t need to put Ryker in this position,” I said. “I can respect that he doesn’t—” 
 
    Edie put her hand up. “Let’s not play coy. Ryker, you know I’m going to tell Piper everything you tell me, and Piper, you know I’m going to come over and tell you everything Ryker told me. So let’s just be efficient and cut to the chase. Now both of you sit down and eat your pie.” 
 
    I smiled and did as requested. Ryker smiled too although I could tell he tried to hide it. 
 
    “Does anybody need coffee?” Edie asked. 
 
    Ryker and I both shook our heads. But we did dig into the peach pie. It was official. I had to join a gym. I snuck a glance at Ryker and admired his ripped arms and chiseled chest. This guy really stayed in shape. I felt some tingly feelings in my stomach, so I ignored them immediately. Must be the climate here. 
 
    “So what did you find out?” Edie asked Ryker after she took her seat at the table. 
 
    “There were some calls about Lloyd Feldman,” Ryker said. “He was seen at the paintball place here in Bitter End.” He looked from Edie to me then back to Edie. “Do you happen to know something about it?” 
 
    “Oh,” Edie tried to feign innocence. “He was seen at the paintball field? Really? Hmm . . .” Edie tapped with her index finger on her chin, and she gazed at the ceiling like she was mulling over this question. 
 
    “Weren’t you and everybody else from the Bitter End retirement complex at the paintball field today?” Ryker asked as he bit into his pie. 
 
    “Yes, we were,” Edie said. 
 
    “And?” Ryker asked. “Didn’t you see him there?” 
 
    Edie put on her most innocent face and said, “No, I don’t believe I did.” Then she turned to me. “Piper, did you happen to see Lloyd at the paintball field today?” 
 
    “I obviously didn’t see Lloyd there,” I said. “Or else I would have told you.” 
 
    Ryker eyed us suspiciously. But I knew he had nothing to pin on us. 
 
    “So who reported it in?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of the residents,” Ryker said. “But they said that Lloyd was running down a hill and he was followed by someone. Someone who ran fast and who was part of the game as well.” 
 
    Ryker stared at me. 
 
    “So a resident was on his tail?” I asked and pretended not to get where he was going with this. “Too bad they didn’t catch him.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad,” Ryker said. “It’s also too bad the residents here don’t have the best eyesight. They couldn’t identify who the person was that ran after Lloyd.” He paused. “If it was Lloyd they saw to begin with.” 
 
    “I totally get that,” I said. “And the person who supposedly ran after him didn’t come forward and admit it?” 
 
    Ryker shook his head. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Edie said. “Maybe they didn’t know it was Lloyd they were running after. But either way, now we know Lloyd is still in Bitter End, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Ryker said. “Then a couple of other people reported seeing Lloyd running into the woods at the paintball field and he was supposedly splashed with paintballs. They say he looked like a run-down, rumpled clown.” 
 
    Edie and I both burst out laughing. 
 
    “Why is this so funny?” Ryker asked. 
 
    “I’m just picturing him now,” I said. “He got shot at with paintballs while running for his life. Now that is funny.” 
 
    Ryker stared at us as we finished laughing. 
 
    “What was he wearing beside paint?” Edie asked, and that was a good question to try to keep the guilt away from us. Because we knew what he was wearing. 
 
    “We think it was a gray suit,” Ryker said. “Which is now a gray suit with lots of color in it.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible he still has some unfinished business here?” I asked. “I mean, it’s two days since the murder and he’s wearing a suit, meaning he probably got up that morning, put on a suit for work and didn’t have the chance to change since then, right?” 
 
    “You’re correct,” Ryker said. “We've yet to find out why he’s still here. My guess is he needs money. I gather Edie has told you his accounts were frozen.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree with you. I think it’s about money too. I’m also curious how he's going to get his hands on his money with the restricted access. And now that he is suspect number one for killing his partner . . . I wouldn’t want to be in Lloyd’s shoes.” 
 
    I actually didn’t even want to be in my shoes, in the witness protection program in freaking Florida instead of my home in Oregon, but Lloyd’s shoes seemed even worse right now. 
 
    I was pretty sure Lloyd didn’t kill Tammy, but I couldn’t share that with Ryker without disclosing the cell phone story. What Edie and I had heard was Tammy getting shot and Lloyd recording it. I was rolling the dice that Lloyd wasn’t that perverted as to hire someone to kill his partner and then record it. For what? That wouldn’t make any sense. No, what I suspected was that Lloyd probably went into that storage room while those two hit men came in and threatened Tammy. Lloyd didn’t make a sound when he heard them come in and Tammy didn’t give him away. When things got heated and the thugs pulled the gun on Tammy, Lloyd had the sense to think fast and pull out his phone and record the whole thing. That would make him non-guilty for Tammy’s murder. But I still had to play along for Ryker. 
 
    “I would be really shocked if Lloyd didn’t kill his wife,” Ryker said. “I’m assuming it has something to do with money as well. Maybe there was a fight between them, it got heated, Lloyd pulled out the gun and shot her.” 
 
    Edie gave me a subtle sideways glance and I knew she was thinking the same thing as me. Lloyd couldn’t have killed Tammy. “Yes, you’re most probably right,” I said to Ryker. 
 
    “Okay, something’s up,” Ryker said. “Why do you agree with me so much?” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I kept underestimating this guy. He took me by surprise again. And I wasn’t prepared for that. Again. I needed to buckle up. 
 
    “Now you’re skeptical of me because I’m agreeing with you?” I asked. “There’s no way to win with you, is there?” 
 
    Ryker examined me for a couple of seconds. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Sorry.” 
 
    Ha, gotcha. 
 
    “See?” Edie said. “You two work so well together when you let go of your egos. Why can’t you do that more often?” 
 
    Ryker and I both turned our attention to the pie on our plates. 
 
    “There’s just one small thing that’s bothering me,” Ryker said. 
 
    Uh-oh. Here it came. The ace up his sleeve. The rabbit out of the hat. The surprise attack. What was it? Someone saw me taking Lloyd’s phone? Someone saw Gran shooting at Lloyd? Sam realized what was going on and told on us? Ryker found out my identity was phony? What? What? 
 
    “It’s the short range,” Ryker said. 
 
    “The what?” I asked. 
 
    “The short range Tammy was shot at,” he said. 
 
    Oh. I let out a long breath. 
 
    “What about it?” Edie asked. 
 
    I relaxed my shoulders and bit into my pie. “It was too close. It looked more cold-blooded, more like an execution. Too clean. An angry husband would have been more . . . careless. If he—” 
 
    I looked up and stopped with my fork in midair. Edie and Ryker stared at me. 
 
    Ryker blinked twice. “Wow, that was exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    “What did I just tell you?” Edie said while taking a sip of coffee. “You two think alike.” 
 
    “You really do know about these things, don’t you?” Ryker said. 
 
    “Yes, but like I already had told you, I’m not a spy and I’m not CIA or FBI, nor do I work as an undercover agent for the Russians, okay?” 
 
    Edie nearly snorted her coffee out. “Oh geez,” she said and grabbed a napkin, sounding nasal. 
 
    “Grams, are you okay?” Ryker asked and patted her arm. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Edie said then turned to me. “You’re not what now? Why are you going there?” 
 
    I nodded my chin toward Ryker. “That’s what he said.” 
 
    Three weeks ago, when Edie and I solved the mystery of her neighbor, Edgar, Ryker actually asked me if I was CIA or FBI, or a spy or an agent. He knew my knowledge and physical abilities were not the regular kinds for a hairdresser. Funnily enough, he assumed I worked for the government. For the “good guys,” as one would put it. If he only knew. 
 
    Ryker put his hands up. “Something is definitely up. She knows too much for just a regular civilian.” 
 
    “But she watches all those crime—” Edie started. 
 
    “Shows,” Ryker finished for her. “Yes, I know, so I’ve been told.” He paused. “Numerous times. I just don’t buy it.” 
 
    I folded my hands on the table, leaned over my plate until I was only inches from his face, and looked him straight in the eye. “You know what?” I said in my softest, lowest, most sensual voice, “I don’t care if you buy it or not.” 
 
    Edie whistled and leaned back in her chair. 
 
    Nobody said anything for a good fifteen seconds while Ryker and I had our own staring contest. 
 
    “Okay, you want me to arrange a duel between you?” Edie finally asked. “We could do it on my lawn. We could invite everyone to watch. We’ll have a blast. I can tell people to bring sodas and corn dogs and popcorn too. Twelve p.m. sharp sound good for you?” 
 
    Edie was really laying on the sarcasm, but I honestly didn’t mind. What I did mind was Ryker. He came by at the worst time and now he was wasting our time with things we already knew. Boy, if he knew what we knew. Then he’d probably deliver us personally to the police station for interfering with an official investigation and not disclosing crucial information. 
 
    Ryker broke the eye contact, smiled, and got back to his pie. 
 
    “So did you find out what Lloyd was doing there at the paintball field?” Edie asked. 
 
    “We searched the place and found a cabin up on a hill, and by the looks of it, Lloyd has been spending the last couple of nights there. We found coffee cups and a blanket and bags of chips.” 
 
    Edie seemed impressed. “Oh, wow. Do you think he’ll go back there?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” Ryker said. “Since we now found his sleeping spot.” 
 
    “And what do you think the chances are of us getting our money back if his accounts are frozen?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you,” Ryker said and put his hand on Edie’s arm. “It’s definitely a good sign the accounts are frozen, because that means an investigation is underway. I’m not informed how that’s going, but I hope they sort it out fast enough and hopefully there’s enough money left for you all.” 
 
    We all munched on our pie and thought about that. I could see a sadness crossing Edie’s face. In my opinion, she was handling the situation admirably. She knew she had to do something because it was her money and she cared about the other residents as well. At the same time, I bet she tried not to think about the scam all the time; that would be counterproductive and wouldn’t help one iota right now. What was done was done. She could only look forward. But now and then when the subject of money and Lloyd and accounts came up, I could tell she realized once again she’d invested a lot of money in a fraud, and she wasn’t sure if she was going to get a cent of it back. 
 
    I finished my pie and was craving another piece, but I resisted the urge. I hadn't done a lot of exercise since I'd arrived here in Florida. Okay, I’d barely done any exercise. Just regular walking. But that was nothing. Back home in Oregon, I didn’t go to the gym or anything, but me and the Falcons were so often on the move, investigating our competitors, doing surveillance . . . and then there was me working at Choppers. So I always was involved in that kind of exercise and there wasn’t that much time to stuff many calories in myself. 
 
    I was never the kind of girl to finish her shift at the bar at four a.m. and then grab fatty fast food on her way home. Moreover, Gran and I cooked a lot at home. That was also something we let slide here in Florida. Granted, we had a dining hall here at the complex, so the incentive to cook for ourselves really diminished. 
 
    “I’m curious about something,” I said to Ryker. “How come you’re working so close with the cops?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ryker asked. 
 
    “I mean usually cops kind of hate PIs because they’re always in the way,” I said. “But you’re always telling us that we went to investigate and we found this out or that out and we think whatever you all think. How come?” 
 
    Ryker grinned. “See? I told you something’s off if you know stuff like this. But to answer your question, it’s because I’m a serious investigator. I don’t do any of those cheating spouses cases. Not that they’re not important—I can see the point to that—but that just wouldn’t satisfy me professionally. I have a criminal degree, but I’ve always wanted to be my own boss and have my own hours. And I’ve known Greg, my associate and my friend since high school, and he kind of thinks the same way I do. So we both got our PI licenses and opened up the firm. Samantha Braveheart is our third associate as of last month. We also have security projects that we handle, for midrange to high-profile companies here in Bitter End.” 
 
    “So you and Greg both went to school in Georgia and decided to move here to Bitter End in Florida to open your firm?” I asked. 
 
    Ugh. My plan was actually not continuing this conversation, so that Ryker would leave as soon as possible, and Edie and I could continue with the sensational news we just found out. But the questions just came out of my mouth. I had to admit, I was curious. Damn it. On the other hand, as long as I kept Ryker talking about himself, that would take the heat off me.  
 
    Ryker grinned some more. “Somebody is curious.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Just as you are with me.” 
 
    Edie let out a snort. “Ha. Touché.” 
 
    Edie had mentioned her daughter was Ryker’s mother, and together with her husband, she lived in Georgia, where Edie came from. 
 
    “I went to school near Augusta in Georgia, yes,” Ryker said. “And so did Greg. I was often here in Florida on vacation with my parents and with my grandparents, before my grandpa died.” He squeezed Edie’s arm and she looked sad again. 
 
    “Ryker’s parents found other vacation spots for them, but I kept on coming here and Ryker often came with me,” Edie added. “I finally moved here five years ago, and one year later, Ryker decided to move here as well. Greg was between jobs and decided to come with Ryker.” 
 
    Ryker nodded. “We also used the fact that the private security market was pretty sparse around here.” 
 
    “Oh, and there was also Ryker’s ex—” Edie started, but Ryker gave her such a stern look, she immediately closed her mouth tight. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow but didn’t probe further. 
 
    Ryker leaned in his seat. “So, now you know about me.” And with that, he signaled that this conversation was over. 
 
    That was fine by me since we were done eating the peach pie. Ryker looked at his watch and I enjoyed the view of his skull tattoo on his arm again. I wondered if Ryker had a girlfriend or a dating partner or an affair going or anything like that. Edie hadn't mentioned anything, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t somebody. And Ryker shutting Edie up with that “ex” thing . . . that only piqued my interest. Then I shook it off. Why was I interested? I shouldn’t care about Ryker’s personal life. 
 
    Ryker stood and said he needed to leave. He said if we knew something we should come forward, and whatever we did, we should definitely not get in the way of the investigation, like he already knew we were doing just that. 
 
    Edie walked him to the door, then Ryker gave her a warm hug. He peered in my direction for the last time and left. 
 
    I walked to Edie’s window and watched Ryker get on his bike. Now that was a beauty! The bike, not Ryker. Well, maybe Ryker too, but I couldn’t feel that way about him. It ached that I couldn’t get my own bike around here. My eyes squinted, peering across the street at the golf cart in Gran’s driveway. Ugh. Such a slap in the face. 
 
    Edie clapped her hands together. “Oh my god, I thought I was going to faint when Ryker came in before.” 
 
    “Yeah, you almost fainted on my shoulder,” I said. “Your grandson really has a knack for showing up at the worst possible time.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for thinking on your feet,” Edie said and planted herself at the table again. “Do you think he bought it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you. I’d say he bought it. Or else he would have grilled us about it. But I mean, he’s your family, and you know him best. What does your gut tell you?” 
 
    Edie seemed to think about it. “I think he bought it too or else he would have been all over us.” Edie looked thoughtful. “I really hate lying to him, but it’s just . . .” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, he always wants to do things his way, the right way, and I’m a bit more . . .” 
 
    “Alternative?” I asked. 
 
    Edie laughed. “Yeah, you could say that. Just like you are.” 
 
    I pulled Lloyd’s cell phone out of my back pocket and took a seat next to Edie at the table again. “That’s why we go so good together.” 
 
    Edie gave my arm a squeeze and I felt that warmth again. It was totally unnerving. 
 
    “I know it’s totally disturbing what we heard, but play it again,” Edie said. 
 
    I pressed play again and we heard the audio file again. Twenty minutes later we had heard it about one hundred times. 
 
    “I really don’t know what to say,” Edie said, letting out a long breath. “I know it’s weird, but it’s like being there. It’s like Tammy’s death is so close to us. I’m probably going to have nightmares because of this.” Edie paused. “What do you think?” 
 
    I wasn’t as shook up as Edie was, although I never expected to find something like this on Lloyd’s phone. I told Edie about my take on this. That I thought Lloyd wasn’t a killer and that he just happened to be in the storage room and had the inspiration to press record as soon as he heard what was going on in the room next door. 
 
    I also told Edie my gut was telling me that Lloyd was now blackmailing the killer or the killers. We heard two voices on that audio file. Only one pulled the trigger, but there were still two people there. Then Lloyd sent the audio file to that unknown number after Tammy was killed. That was the start of the blackmail, sort of. And then that unknown number called Lloyd twice after the audio file was sent, according to his callers list. I would say Lloyd and those thugs tried to make a deal. Or were still trying. Who knew? 
 
    “But if Lloyd didn’t do it, then why didn’t he just send the audio file to the cops?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Because first of all, his fraud scheme has now been uncovered, so he’s still guilty of that, and secondly, even if he can send the audio file to the cops without turning himself in, why would he do that? He could blackmail the killers, especially now that his accounts are frozen. Don’t forget this is still a criminal we’re talking about. He’s looking for a way out now. He needs money and he can get that money through this audio file. And then a fake passport and leaving the country.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes went wide. “Whoa, this is like one of those spy movies.” 
 
    “Could be, only this is real life unfortunately,” I said. 
 
    I told Edie this could be an explanation why Lloyd was still sticking around; he was probably in negotiation with the killers to get the money. And now that we had Lloyd’s cell phone, he was in big trouble. Those two voices we heard on the audio file had to be those two hit men Victoria had mentioned to us. And she was right. They sounded exactly like that. They even mentioned a Mr. Moose. That was most likely their employer. An employer who gave them the order to kill Tammy Feldman. Or maybe they would have killed Lloyd if he was in the office and Tammy was gone. 
 
    They said they needed the money. So whatever was going on, the Feldmans were involved with this Mr. Moose and they were giving him money. When Mr. Moose didn’t get his share, he did what any criminal entity would do. Murder someone to get the message across to the others. In this case, to Lloyd Feldman. Only Lloyd got lucky-clever and recorded the murder. He turned the tables on Mr. Moose and was now blackmailing him for money. The irony. 
 
    God, how I missed this life. 
 
    I wondered if Lloyd really went to the cops with this audio file, if the cops would know who they were hearing was the two men. Would that have been evidence enough to make an arrest? 
 
    “So what now?” Edie asked. “Shouldn’t we go to the cops with this? I mean, we heard it first and all but I really don’t know what to do with this.” 
 
    I thought about it. And I thought about all the possible consequences. We could go to the cops with this audio file or just plant it in a way so that we wouldn’t get blamed for withholding evidence. 
 
    One of the consequences would be that we were putting Lloyd’s life on the line. If he didn’t have any bargaining power against the killers, he was fish bait. But the thing was, I really didn’t care about Lloyd or his life. I would finish him off myself for what he did to Edie and the other residents. Yet we might still need Lloyd to get to the money, even if his accounts were frozen. I knew people like this. They usually also had some offshore accounts. Lloyd probably needed to get out of the country to access those accounts. We wanted to catch his butt before he did just that. 
 
    The reality right now was that Lloyd was still around and he didn’t have any way of contacting Mr. Moose and his posse. Unless he had money somehow to buy another cell phone. And also assuming he knew the unknown number by heart. 
 
    “So what exactly can we do with Lloyd’s cell phone to track him down or track down those two guys?” Edie asked. “And what about that Mr. Moose? How do we get him?” 
 
    “Well, those thugs and Mr. Moose don’t know that we have Lloyd’s cell phone,” I said. “Assuming negotiations between them are not closed yet, then shortly they would call—” 
 
    At that second, Lloyd’s cell phone started vibrating on Edie’s table. 
 
    Edie jumped back and almost fell off her chair.  
 
    I looked at the screen. 
 
    The unknown number was calling. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Edie and I looked at each other wide-eyed. 
 
    “Go ahead, answer it, or we’ll lose them,” Edie said. 
 
    “But they’re expecting Lloyd,” I said. “And I’m not Lloyd. And I can’t fake a male voice.” 
 
    “Then use yours,” Edie said.  
 
    “And then what?” I asked. 
 
    Edie threw her hands in the air. “Wing it!” 
 
    Without having any plan how to proceed, I hit the answer button and waited. 
 
    My heartbeat slightly accelerated and I had a flashback of my former life. The excitement, the high of doing something wrong . . . ah, nostalgia was hitting hard. 
 
    “Hello?” a male voice said and I recognized it as thug #1 from the audio file. Even the hello sounded dumb and uninspired. 
 
    “Hi, who’s this?” I asked confidently. 
 
    There was a pause on the other end, and I knew Thug #1 was thrown. 
 
    Edie was on the edge of her seat, biting her nails and her eyes were almost bulging out. 
 
    Then Thug #1 said, “Who is this? I want to speak with the Feldman guy.” 
 
    “The Feldman guy isn’t available anymore,” I said. “But I am. Do you want the audio file?” 
 
    There was another pause and I heard Thug #1 holding the phone away from his ear and saying something to another person. “There’s a chick on the other line. I think she offed the Feldman guy.” 
 
    “What?” the other person in the background said and I recognized the voice as Thug #2. “What do you mean? What chick?” 
 
    Still with the phone held away, Thug #1 said, “I don’t know. It’s like I said. A chick answered the phone.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was dealing with idiots here. And I'd dealt with idiots before. The funny thing was, they somehow didn’t get caught as fast as one would expect. They always got lucky through their own dumbness. I wondered who Thug #1 and Thug #2’s employer was. Who on earth would even hire these two? Even put together, they probably didn’t own enough brain cells to pull off something of this magnitude. 
 
    Thug #2 continued in an annoyed voice. “Well, then ask her what she wants.” 
 
    Thug #1 returned to the phone call. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Whatever deal you had with Feldman, that’s off,” I said. “You’re dealing with me now. I want a million dollars for the audio file.” 
 
    Edie leaned forward so far she slipped off the chair and fell on the floor. 
 
    Thug #1 said, “You’re crazy.” 
 
    I heard Thug #2 in the background. “What the hell is going on there? Why is she crazy?” 
 
    Thug #1 held the phone away again. “She says she wants a million dollars for the audio file.” 
 
    “What?” Thug #2 said in a louder voice. “She’s crazy!” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Thug #1 replied. 
 
    “Tell her we don’t have that kind of money,” Thug #2 said. 
 
    Thug #1 returned. “We don’t have that kind of—” 
 
    Okay, this could go on forever and I didn’t have that much time or patience for these fools. 
 
    “Put the other one on the phone,” I demanded. 
 
    “Put the—” Thug #1 was obviously confused. 
 
    I heard some rumblings, then Thug #2 said, “What?” 
 
    “She wants to talk to you,” Thug #1 said. 
 
    I heard an annoyed sigh, then Thug #2 took the phone. “What? Who are you? And what do you want?” 
 
    “I want one million dollars for the audio file or you can kiss your freedom goodbye,” I said. “Tomorrow night, eight p.m., Liberty Square.” 
 
    “But we don’t have—” 
 
    I disconnected. 
 
    Edie got back on her chair and stared at me with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    “I don’t know if I should applaud you or be terrified,” she finally said. 
 
    “You can do both.” 
 
    Edie grinned. “I told you you’re good with the winging it.” 
 
    Especially when I had to deal with idiots. Then it was easy. They didn’t even inquire further who I was. 
 
    “So tell me, tell me, what did they say?” Edie asked. 
 
    I told her about our conversation. 
 
    Edie blinked twice. “What idiots!” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    Edie thought about it. “I can’t believe you just talked on the phone with Tammy’s killers. I wonder what was up between the Feldmans and these guys.” 
 
    “I would sure like to know that,” I said. “Possibly Mr. Moose found out what the Feldmans were doing, scamming you out of your money, and wanted a piece of the pie.” 
 
    “Yeah, those two could never be the brains behind it, anyway,” Edie said. 
 
    “Exactly. The fact that they’re still out there and not in jail is actually a miracle. It just says something about our current legal system and the law enforcement competence.” Then I thought about it. “On the other hand, they may have come here from another state. Tracking them down gets harder then. Hit men usually don’t stick around in one place too long; they’re like freelancers looking for jobs.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Edie said. “And we don’t know anything about a Mr. Moose, right?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “So let’s say Mr. Moose gave the order to shoot Tammy or one of the Feldmans,” Edie continued. “How can the police catch him as well, if he wasn’t the one who really shot the gun?” 
 
    “That’s the brilliance behind it,” I said. “The hit man gets caught and is convicted because he pulled the trigger, and the cops have to prove that there was somebody else who gave the order. That’s obviously way harder. But hit men don’t usually have any emotional connection to their employer, so they are presented a deal for spilling the beans on their boss.” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “By the way, I still think it’s surreal what kind of conversations we’re having. One day everything is fine, the next day, we’re talking killers, hit men, convicting, gun-shooting . . . What is this world coming to?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to tell Edie the world was always like this. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “we’re not really sure if this Mr. Moose is working alone or if he’s part of a whole criminal organization.” 
 
    Edie rubbed her forehead. “This is getting way complicated.” She took another piece of pie. “So why did you tell them you want one million dollars anyway? And the meeting tomorrow night? I mean, where were you going with that?” 
 
    The heck with it. I took another piece of pie. “I wanted to put the heat on them. This way they’ll scramble to somehow get the money, leaving them less time to think about how to turn the tables on us. Right now, we have the upper hand with the audio file. They have to play by our rules. As long as we keep this status quo, we can bust them tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can bust them?” Edie asked. “And how do you think we can bust them?” 
 
    “Well, we have a little over twenty-four hours to make a plan,” I said. 
 
    Ah, the anticipation of making a plan for busting the opposing group. This surely wasn’t my first rodeo. The only difference was that in my former life I had the Oregon Falcons to back me up. I was not alone. In my current life, I had Gran, who was like a ticking bomb ready to shoot whomever and whenever, and Edie, a seventy-five-year-old regular civilian in a polka-dot dress, whose only weapon could be her peach pie, if she threw that in your face. 
 
    “By the way, you were awesome on the phone,” Edie said to me. “I wish I could do stuff like that.” 
 
    “That’s probably the weirdest compliment I ever got,” I said. Then I smiled at Edie, and she smiled back. 
 
    “You really think we can get them?” Edie asked, munching on her piece of pie. “I mean, I don’t know how to picture this. Those two guys are going to be at Liberty Square, and that’s assuming it’s just them and not their boss too, and then you and me hiding behind a bench and jumping on them? And since Dorothy likes shooting so much, we’ll have her hide behind a bush as our sniper?” 
 
    Yeah, okay, the way Edie put it did sound stupid. It sounded more stupid because Edie would be involved. Even without the Falcons, I was pretty sure Gran and I could take them down. But I still wasn’t sure how best to approach this. We may need the cops as well, but I didn’t know how to do that without putting ourselves in their line of sight. But then, if we did this without the cops, how would we explain it to them? 
 
    I sighed. Stuff like this was so much easier in my former life. If we had a beef with other groups, we didn’t have any reason to involve law enforcement. We dealt with it among ourselves. But now with Edie and the other residents, I felt that the game rules had changed, and I had to take that into account. Sheesh, I really did hate the law. 
 
    It was evening by the time Edie and I polished off almost the entire pie. I told her we needed to let this sink in and we should talk in the morning about how to best go about it. I let Edie know I would discuss this with Gran too. 
 
    “Please remind her to reflect on the situation first before shooting anyone,” Edie answered. 
 
    I laughed. “I will.” 
 
    Back at Gran’s house, I found her lying on the couch and watching TV with a beer in her hand. 
 
    “What? No poker today?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah,” Gran said. “Not after today’s outing. I’ve already seen too many of these people this morning at the shooting place.” 
 
    “It’s not a shooting place,” I corrected Gran. “It’s a paintball place.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Gran said. “Were you at Edie’s this long?” Gran asked without taking her eyes off the TV screen. 
 
    “Yeah, but I brought you some peach pie,” I said and placed a slice on a plate for Gran. Then took a seat at the table. 
 
    Gran joined me. “Thanks. I can’t say no to pie.” She dug in. “So what were you doing? Plotting your next move?” She let out a honk of a laugh. 
 
    “We kind of did,” I said. 
 
    Gran stopped eating and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I told her about Lloyd at the paintball field and his cell phone and the call I had. 
 
    Gran chewed on a bite of pie and seemed to think about it. “Good thinking, I would have done the same. So I’m thinking my position could be behind one of those palm trees at Liberty Square. It’s too bad I don’t have a rifle, but I can manage with my gun just as well and then we’ll—” 
 
    I put my hand up. “I’m going to stop you right there. This is not how we’re going to do it.” 
 
    Gran looked at me like I was talking gibberish. “What are you talking about? Of course that’s the way we’ll do it. That’s the way we’ve always done it.” 
 
    “I know that,” I said. “But things are different now. We have Edie. And we have the other residents here. It’s not just us anymore.” 
 
    Gran huffed. 
 
    “Not to mention the fact we’re already in big trouble if this comes out,” I said. “Dillon would pull us out of here immediately and we’d be royally screwed.” 
 
    Brett Dillon was the US marshal who’d gotten appointed to us. He probably regretted that, starting with his first day through to his last day. He was the one who acted as our bodyguard, our babysitter, our protector, our consultant—everything it took for him to keep us alive while we waited for the trial against the Falcons to begin. Then throughout the trial, then relocating us here to Florida. He took care of everything, of every bit of red tape; he moved with us from motel to motel until we got the house here in Bitter End. 
 
    He was also the one we took all our frustrations out on. Some days I pitied him that he got stuck with us. But most days, all I wanted to do was take his gun and shoot ourselves free. 
 
    He always wore a dark gray suit, and he was always put together. In a parallel life, I would have contemplated him as a potential partner. 
 
    “So what do you want to do, then?” Gran asked. 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. Yet.” 
 
    “What do you think that Feldman guy will do?” Gran asked. 
 
    Now that was a most interesting question. What with the call to those idiots, I almost forgot about Lloyd. I asked myself what his plan was now. Did he still have the same clothes on? The gray suit splashed with paintballs? He would actually be a walking target that way. Anybody could spot him from anywhere. So he literally needed to change his appearance and his clothes. I was thinking he probably had some money on him when this whole thing started. That’s why he could afford to buy chips and coffee and the blanket and another cell phone. I figured he had a couple of hundred dollars on him. So he needed to keep an eye on his remaining cash and spend it wisely. He was on a budget. And now his cell phone was gone as well. He probably freaked out that he couldn’t reach the idiots to make his deal happen. 
 
    But what if Lloyd spent the rest of his money on another cheap phone and called the thugs himself? Assuming he knew their number by heart. Then what would happen? What would he tell them? Lloyd didn’t have the audio file anymore. We had it. So he didn’t have any leverage over the idiots. He could call and convince them he still had the audio file or he even made a copy of it. Then my deal with the idiots would be off. 
 
    There were so many possibilities to consider. Even if I did make a good plan for tomorrow evening and we busted those two idiots, where would that leave Edie’s money and the rest of the residents’ money? We still needed to find Lloyd and deliver him to the cops. That way the investigation would move further along, and Edie and the rest would get their money sooner, assuming there was enough money left. 
 
    “See?” Gran said. “I told you not to get involved. And then you do get involved and you get me involved, and then you forbid me to be who I am.” 
 
    “I feel a headache coming on,” I said. “I’m getting a beer.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Gran said. “Get another one for me too.” 
 
    I came back to the table with two brews. 
 
    “So was the phone unlocked?” Gran asked. 
 
    Oh. I hadn't told her that part. 
 
    “It was locked,” I said. “We had some . . . help with that.” 
 
    I told Gran about Samantha Braveheart and Edie being sneaky. 
 
    Gran shook her head. “You’re hot and cold with me. It’s okay when you do stuff like this, but it’s not okay if I do stuff like this.” 
 
    I threw my hands up. “Your stuff is shooting people!” 
 
    Gran waved her hand in dismissal. “Potato, potahto.” 
 
    After a pause, Gran said, “By the way, that one million dollars you requested . . . is there any chance that we could, you know, keep the money? Go through with the deal for real?” 
 
    I stared at Gran. Up until a couple of months ago, I wouldn’t have even blinked at that question. Moreover, Gran wouldn’t even have to ask. It would have been a “duh” situation. Of course we would have gone through with the deal. For us. But now, after going into the witness protection program, after those excruciating thirteen months and seeing what happened to the Falcons, and knowing what would happen to us if we got off the “right path,” my answer to that changed. It didn’t change for Gran. She was still Gran. How would anyone expect her to change in her seventies? She lived the outlaw lifestyle through and through. Heck, she could hire the two idiots and show them a thing or two about that kind of life. 
 
    Gran got my drift, and she rolled her eyes. “Fine, we don’t go through with the deal. I don’t understand how you can say no to a million dollars, but whatever.” 
 
    It was dark outside when I finished my beer. Although I’d had a long day and I felt super tired, my brain kept running scenarios through my mind. Thoughts of money, fraud, blackmail, and Lloyd and Tammy Feldman swirled in my head. What was going on there between the Feldmans and Mr. Moose? I was sure Mr. Moose had to have found out somehow what the Feldmans were doing and wanted a piece of the pie. But how experienced could this Mr. Moose have been if he hired Idiot #1 and Idiot #2? And where would Lloyd go to now? And would he get in touch with the idiots and ruin the plan for tomorrow night? Whatever the plan was, because I still hadn’t thought of anything else besides showing up at 8:00 p.m. at Liberty Square, then wait for the thugs to arrive, then bust them. Yeah, brilliant plan. Could it be just as simple as that? 
 
    Finally, I decided not to think about it anymore, so I crashed on the couch and watched some mind-numbing TV shows with Gran sitting beside me. 
 
   



 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The next day at 8:00 a.m., I was driving the golf cart to the dining hall. Gran was in the passenger seat and Edie was in the back.  
 
    Gran and I were wearing dark sunglasses and Edie was squinting in the sun. We looked like a girl band where each of us had our individual outfits. I had on khaki shorts, a T-shirt and flip-flops. Gran had her usual biker outfit on, and Edie wore a red-and-green polka-dot dress and maroon chunky sandals. We could have gone to a girl-band casting right now and gotten the part. 
 
    We talked about the Lloyd situation on our way to breakfast. I left Lloyd’s cell phone back at the house, and even if I was a bit paranoid, I stuck the cell phone in the sugar jar. The jar was inside the cupboard. There was barely any sugar in the jar, but I didn’t want that phone just lying around. 
 
    I knew I was probably way overreacting, but life had taught me that the craziest things can happen. See our current life for example. I didn’t want to take the chance of someone breaking into the house and finding that cell phone on the table right there in the open. Granted, with a thorough search, an experienced person could find the phone anywhere; however, this way I reduced the likelihood of someone finding it. And it was not like Gran had nooks and crannies in the house where you could hide stuff. 
 
    We had a hidden safe in our old house in Oregon where we stashed a lot of cash and jewels, gold, and diamonds, but the marshals made us give that away. We had to sell everything. Gran needed to pay her back taxes to the IRS and she needed money to live off after entering the witness protection program. The monthly subsistence checks from WITSEC would end eventually. So she had to sell the house we lived in and the cabin near Mount Hood in Oregon, our second home. 
 
    I could say we formerly lived a fairly good life, money-wise, and we’d never been poorer than we were now. Which should make me go out and get a job right away, but that only got me deeper into my depression tunnel. I was glad we had the Lloyd situation on our hands, because that gave me something to do. 
 
    “Piper, we only have about twelve hours until we’re meeting those guys,” Edie said. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, I do know. We’re waiting for them to show up and then we bust them.” 
 
    “And how the hell are we going to do that?” Edie asked. 
 
    Gran was about to say something when Edie turned and stopped her. “No, you won’t just start shooting at them. That will get us all thrown in jail.” 
 
    “You two always ruin the fun,” Gran said. 
 
    “I say we go to the cops,” Edie said. 
 
    “And tell them what?” I asked. “How would we explain withholding evidence like this? Then they sure would throw us in jail.” 
 
    Edie pouted. “But we did them a favor. They should be thanking us.” 
 
    “Ha,” Gran said. “I want to be there when you tell them that.” 
 
    “You know very well they’re not going to thank you for this,” I said. “But I’m starting to agree with you that we need the cops, as much as I hate saying it. But we have to go about it in a clever way so that we come out clean at the end of it.” 
 
    We drove the rest of the way in silence, and I parked the golf cart in the only spot that was still available. 
 
    “Why is it packed here?” I asked, as we all stepped out of the golf cart. 
 
    Edie grinned. “Because they’re delivering the baskets today and everybody who won wants to pick them up.” 
 
    Gran looked questioningly from Edie to me. Oh yeah, she didn’t know about the spa baskets that we won. 
 
    “There was a prize for winning the paintball game,” I said. “We won spa baskets.” 
 
    Gran blinked twice. 
 
    “Apparently, the foot powder is to die for,” I said by way of explanation. 
 
    Gran still stared, absolutely unimpressed. Then she shrugged and mumbled something about the odd way people had fun around here. 
 
    We walked past the swimming pool and the rec hall and entered the dining hall and stopped short. It was so packed and so loud I almost went spontaneously deaf. 
 
    “You know what?” Gran said loudly. “Let’s just have breakfast at my house.” 
 
    She started to turn around, but Edie grabbed her arm. “Nonsense, Dorothy. We won that game and we’re not going to hide in our houses.” 
 
    Did Edie really grab Gran by her arm? Did she know what she was doing? I saw Gran reaching for the small of her back where I was sure her gun was tucked, but then apparently she changed her mind and just gave Edie her usual death stare. 
 
    Beatrice waved at us from a table in the back. She almost had to get on top of the chair so we could see her. She was that small. Theodore was sitting next to her and waved at us as well. 
 
    We made our way to Beatrice’s table while Edie was greeting everybody and giving them a high five. She definitely was downplaying being in the spotlight and being on the winning team at the paintball game. 
 
    Beautiful gift baskets lined the sidewalls of the dining hall. The baskets were wrapped in cellophane and had the winners’ names on them on a blue ribbon. Wow, these people really took this seriously. 
 
    “We thought you’d never get here,” Beatrice said. “This is the second time I’m saving these seats for you while almost getting tackled by the mob here.” I saw Beatrice and Theodore blocking other people’s way to those chairs. 
 
    We took our seats and Jim came over with a fresh pot of coffee and some coffee cups. Jim was a staffer at the retirement complex and seemed like a pretty decent guy. He looked to be in his forties, and he had the most piercing blue eyes I'd ever seen in my life. 
 
    He always seemed to smile when he saw me. I smiled back and thanked him for the coffee. Then I turned, and three pairs of eyes were staring at me and grinning. Edie, Beatrice, and Theodore. Gran was trying to pretend she was somewhere else. 
 
    I frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I wish I were your age again,” Beatrice said, taking a sip of coffee. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you even know that guys have the hots for you?” Edie asked. “First Ryker, now Jim.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” I asked. And took a big gulp of coffee. That’s so not true.” 
 
    “Of course it’s true,” Beatrice said. “You just don’t realize it. When you get to our age there’s a lot of stuff that’s just so transparent you could see it from space. That’s why I’m saying I wish I could be your age again.” 
 
    “But with the wisdom we have now,” Edie said. 
 
    “Amen sister,” Beatrice said, and they both clinked their coffee cups. 
 
    “Okay, did you go for the Irish coffee today” I asked. 
 
    Yes, I knew Jim smiled a lot more when I was around. I was not stupid. But I just didn’t want to think about it. Having a potential romantic involvement was the last thing I needed right now. Besides, how could I ever have a partner again? I would have to lie to him all the time about my previous life and about being in the witness protection program. How was that ever a good foundation for a relationship? With this logic, I wouldn’t be able to ever enter a relationship. Wow, that was scary. Better not to think about it. 
 
    “We went for the harder stuff today and skipped the coffee and went straight for the Irish part,” Theodore said smiling. 
 
    He glanced over at Gran who was totally ignoring him. Did Gran have the same wisdom as well? Clearly, she knew Theodore liked her, but she just gave zero damns about it. 
 
    Edie, Gran, and I somehow made our way to the buffet to get some food on our plates. We had to stop every two seconds so that Edie could greet and talk to everybody. 
 
    Back at the table, the conversation quickly diverted to the paintball game from the day before. People were psyched. Actually, the winners were psyched; the losers were rather neutral. Except for Sourpuss. I saw her a couple of tables over with her gang, shooting daggers at us with her look. 
 
    “So how did Lucretia take it?” I asked. “Is she planning her revenge for losing the game?” 
 
    Everybody rolled their eyes. “I’d be surprised if she didn’t plot the revenge already,” Beatrice said and pushed her glasses further up her nose. “I’d sleep with my eyes open if I were you.” 
 
    “Yeah, Piper, make sure you put that knife right beside your bed,” Edie said, laughing. 
 
    Everybody turned to Edie, then to me. I waved it away. “Long story.” 
 
    “Oh, did you hear about Lloyd being at the paintball place?” Beatrice asked. “I can’t believe he was there. I swear if I’d seen him, I would have taken him down.” She patted her crisp, freshly ironed shirt. 
 
    I had to smile. I could just see it now. Tiny Beatrice with her glasses thick as Coke bottles running after Lloyd in the woods. 
 
    “The problem is that we are too old and he’s too young, so he can run fast,” a person from the table next to us said. 
 
    “You’re right about that, Burt,” Theodore said. 
 
    “But let me tell you, my anger would be enough to catch up with him,” Burt said. 
 
    I took a closer look and Burt was wearing his favorite color again: green. He had a walker next to him. 
 
    “I think Lloyd should be more afraid of us than the police,” Beatrice said. “If we get our hands on him, he’ll be toast.” 
 
    “Damn skippy,” Burt said, and my eyes landed on his walker again. 
 
    Gran looked at me like, Oh, yeah, this is a dangerous mob right here. I had to stifle a laugh. 
 
    “I hear people are setting up a neighborhood watch,” Burt said. “If he’s still around here, he’s going to show up sooner or later, and when he does, then pow!” He put his fists in the air. 
 
    I had to take a bite out of my granola cereal or else I would have really started laughing. Then I thought about what Edie kept saying to me, that I kept underestimating the people here. So who knows, maybe a neighborhood watch would help catch Lloyd. Now that was a sad way to go; being run down by an angry elderly mob. 
 
    A couple of other residents had joined the conversation, and the anger toward Lloyd got even more intense. Wow, Lloyd should really skip town as soon as possible, before these people got their hands on him. Then again, if someone scammed me out of that much money, I’d probably do things to him that were beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. 
 
    By the end of breakfast, there was a small crowd of people gathered around our table, all talking about their experiences with the Feldmans. Some were sad about Tammy; others said she got what she deserved. Some were planning to go down to the station again and put more pressure on the police to solve the fraud case. For the first time in my life, I felt pity for the cops. 
 
    After about two hours, my stomach was full and I kind of got tired of hearing the residents telling what they’d do if they got their hands on Lloyd. Mostly because I was the one who really needed to plan how to get her hands on Lloyd tonight. 
 
    Gran decided to head over to the rec hall with her poker-playing posse, so I took her gift basket with me. Underneath the cellophane, I could see there were soaps, lotions, shampoos and the infamous foot powder. Edie and I loaded the three baskets in the back seat of the golf cart and drove back to the house. 
 
    “Ooh, I can’t wait to use that stuff,” Edie said rubbing her hands in anticipation. 
 
    “If you like the foot powder so much, I’m sure you can have Gran’s and mine as well,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Edie said. “Trust me, you’ll love it. And Dorothy could use the powder since she’s wearing those boots all the time.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, I think you’re right about that.” 
 
    Gran was one stubborn broad. I wondered if she would ever give up her boots here in Florida. I still had a hard time myself wearing those damn flip-flops, and I sure missed my own biker boots. That’s why I liked my white sneakers so much. It was like a compromise between the flip-flops and the boots. It was a shame my feet got hot in those things as well. 
 
    I parked the golf cart at the curb and Edie headed to her house holding her beloved basket. I took the other two baskets in my arms and headed for the door. But then I stopped short. The door was slightly open. I felt my blood freezing. Somebody picked the lock! 
 
    My mind and body instantly went into battle mode. I slowly put the two baskets on the ground and made the move of pulling out the knife from my boots. Crap. Again, there were no boots and there was no knife. I really hated this. 
 
    If the intruder was still inside, then there was only one thing left to do. I took in a breath and barged through the door into the living room—just in time to see two legs jumping out of the right-hand window of the living room. With a quick glance, I saw the sugar jar on the counter. And the lid open. Double crap. I turned back around and took off. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I rounded the corner just as the intruder disappeared into the hedges behind Gran’s house. But I recognized him. It was Lloyd with his sandy-blond hair. He’d ditched his colorful suit, and he was wearing blue sweatpants with a matching blue sweatshirt. So he did have enough money to buy himself a new outfit. Or, who knew, maybe he shoplifted. 
 
    It didn’t matter right now; all that mattered was that I busted him. If he took his cell phone back, then we were really screwed. Honestly, I really thought I was being paranoid hiding the phone in the sugar jar. It turned out, I wasn’t. How the hell did Lloyd even know to go there? How did he even find Gran’s house? 
 
    These were all thoughts for later. Right now, I needed to focus on catching him. He was running fast and, unfortunately, I had on those damned flip-flops. I could barely run in them! Lloyd ran in a zigzag pattern through bushes and hedges, through backyards and front yards, but I kept close behind him. As close as I could in that footwear. It was just my luck that we were talking about a neighborhood watch, and all the neighbors were still gathered in the dining hall. There was nobody around here. Thanks for nothing. 
 
    Lloyd jumped through a hedge and ran across the street. I followed him but when I jumped through the same hedge, I lost one of my flip-flops. I got up fast and tried to ignore the fact that I was running half-barefoot now. Sadly, I couldn’t ignore it too long because I stepped on a freaking huge twig. I yelped and stopped in my tracks. All I could do was watch Lloyd disappear behind a house. 
 
    I cursed so bad a sailor would have blushed. I was sweaty, I was angry, and I had a twig coming out of my foot. 
 
    I trudged back to the hedge and found my other flip-flop. Then I limped back to the house in the burning sun. Where I found Edie standing on the porch, trying to peek in. She jumped when she saw me coming from behind her. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Edie asked. “I saw your baskets on the ground through my window and thought something was up.” Edie looked at me from head to toe. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    “Ugh, only the worst,” I said and trudged into the house. Edie was right behind me. She brought the two baskets inside and set them on the floor next to the couch. I went straight to the sugar jar and looked inside. The cell phone was gone. I cursed again. 
 
    “Okay, now you’re starting to scare me,” Edie said. “What happened here? And is your foot bleeding?” 
 
    I had taken the twig out of my foot, but now it was indeed bleeding. I washed it off, then I realized Gran and I didn’t have any adhesive bandages. 
 
    I told Edie what just happened, that Lloyd broke into Gran’s house and took his cell phone back. I told her where I'd hidden the phone and that I didn’t have any explanation why the sugar jar was on the counter and not in the cupboard, where it was supposed to be. That made it way easier for Lloyd to find it. Because it looked so out of place somehow. 
 
    Then I opened the cupboard and saw two bottles of rum where the jar used to be. Mental forehead smack. Gran probably exchanged them and didn’t have time or didn’t want to think about what to do with the sugar jar since we barely used it. Awesome. Gran would be thrilled. If she even cared. 
 
    “So you’re telling me his cell phone is gone?” Edie asked. “Like, with the audio file and everything?” 
 
    I nodded and wiped the sweat from my forehead. 
 
    “But why didn’t you send the audio file to your own cell phone?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I said. “If somebody knew we had the phone in the first place, we’d be in so much trouble. But then to actually have that evidence on my own phone would just be plain stupid.” 
 
    Edie threw her hands up in the air. “Well then you should have sent it to my phone because I don’t care.” 
 
    “Well, good to know now,” I said. 
 
    What I thought was a scrape that the stupid twig had made, was in reality a fairly deep cut. I didn’t even feel any pain because I was so pumped up with adrenaline. It was more of an anger adrenaline on account of Lloyd being here in Gran’s house. And I didn’t bust him. Now there were Lloyd cooties everywhere. It gave me goosebumps just thinking that a stranger was here in the house. 
 
    It was kind of funny actually. It was not like I hadn't been into anybody’s house in my former life. I just never thought how it would feel to know someone was in mine. 
 
    “Oh man, he really searched the place, didn’t he?” Edie said. 
 
    I looked around and it was only then that I saw things were out of place. It was not that obvious because Gran and I didn’t have that much stuff. I went into Gran’s bedroom and into the bathroom and everything seemed to be in place there. The clothes were hanging neatly in the closet and the bed was still made and nothing seemed out of place in the bathroom. So Lloyd only had time to search the living room and he’d hit that jackpot really fast. 
 
    I plumped down on the chair next to Edie. I pressed a tissue against my foot. 
 
    “I have some bandages for you at my house,” Edie said. 
 
    “Thanks, you can bring them by later,” I said. 
 
    Then we both sat there in silence, and I had a feeling Edie had to process this as well. 
 
    “I can’t believe Lloyd was here and he took the cell phone,” Edie said. “Just the thought that a stranger was in your house . . .” Edie shuddered. “How do you think he found you?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to rack my brain about just now. How did he find me?” 
 
    This was extremely worrisome. I felt totally blindsided. How did Lloyd know to search this house, and most importantly, what did he know about me and Gran? What was the connection between him and us? Then it dawned on me. 
 
    “Edie, have you told Lloyd anything about Gran and me?” I asked and narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    Edie looked surprised. “Who me? I didn’t mention your names to Lloyd, it was just . . .” She paused. “Oh, crap.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “We talked on the phone last week to make the appointment for this week, and you know I told you how we just got to talking about stuff and I happened to mention something about my new neighbor and her granddaughter and how cool they are and that I like them very much and they’re just so different and refreshing than the other people around here. That’s about it.” 
 
    I stared at Edie. 
 
    “But how did he go from me just mentioning my new neighbors, to you having his cell phone here in this house?” 
 
    “Because he had seen me running after him down that hill at the paintball place,” I said and let out a sigh. “I didn’t have my goggles on. If he was smart, then he kind of got that only seniors were playing that morning. Since I was the only non-senior person there, he put two and two together. If you mentioned a granddaughter and if Lloyd is not completely dumb, then he took a chance that your neighbor’s granddaughter was the one running after him on that hill. And he also knew that I saw him dropping his phone, so he probably assumed I took it with me. He had your address because you’re his client; hence, he knew where your neighbor and her granddaughter are. And he came looking.” 
 
    Edie let out a groan and leaned in her seat. Then she got up, took a few steps to the cupboard, and took out a bottle of rum. She took two shot glasses and poured us some. Then she came back to the table and handed me one of the glasses, taking a seat again. 
 
    We said cheers, I didn’t know what for, and gulped down the rum. 
 
    “Piper, I really am so sorry,” Edie said, and I could tell that she really felt guilty. 
 
    But how could I have been mad at her? I leaned over the table and squeezed her arm. She put her hand over my hand and smiled weakly. 
 
    “Round two?” I asked her. 
 
    She smiled wide and nodded her head. 
 
    I poured us more rum, and we continued to sit there at the table and stare in vain. 
 
    “So what now?” Edie finally asked. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “The meeting tonight is off, right?” Edie asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Edie took another gulp of rum and looked around. 
 
    “How the heck did Lloyd find the cell phone?” 
 
    I told her about me hiding the phone in the sugar jar and Gran switching the jar with the rum bottles. Edie looked down at her glass. “Well, at least it’s good-quality rum.” 
 
    “Yeah, silver lining,” I said, and we clinked glasses again. 
 
    After another twenty minutes Edie said, “Okay, I don’t know where to go from here. That cell phone was all we had. We know about those two bad guys, we know they shot Tammy, we know Lloyd is on the run, we know there was some blackmail and money exchange going on between them, but we don’t know where any of them are right now.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” I said. “And Lloyd probably already called them, and they made a new deal. There’s probably going to be a money-for-audio-file exchange somewhere. Lloyd needs cash and anything else is too trackable. We have no idea where that exchange will take place.” 
 
    I was only slightly sorry for not making a copy of the audio file, but any copy I would have made, I had to store somewhere, making me liable in this investigation. And also, who on earth would have thought that Lloyd was going to find Gran’s house and search it? I beat myself up that I didn’t hide the phone better. Or that I didn’t take it with me to breakfast. Funny how I figured the phone was better hidden in Gran’s house, as opposed to my back pocket. 
 
    Now with the phone gone, my feeling of disappointment really sank in. I felt disappointed that the excitement about the meeting tonight had vanished. I had gotten a whiff of my old life and it smelled good. I felt alive again. And now . . . I had no idea where to go from here. 
 
    I drank some more rum. That always helped when I felt bummed out. 
 
    “Didn’t you memorize that number we called?” Edie asked. “We could call them from our phones.” 
 
    I gave Edie a look. “From our phones?” 
 
    She looked at me sheepishly. “Yeah, okay, from my phone.” 
 
    “That’s funny, because every time we need to make a call, you conveniently don’t have your phone with you and it’s always easier to use my phone,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, but this time, we could really use my phone,” Edie said. “I could go get it right now. But how does that help us if we don’t know that number?” 
 
    I thought about it. I had looked intently and carefully when I analyzed Lloyd’s phone. A couple of digits most probably got imprinted in my brain. 
 
    I hated this. In my old life, I would have noted the number down at least. But then again, in my old life, I wasn’t worried that much about leaving a trace of evidence. Now, with the cops here in Bitter End that were definitely not like the cops we had in our pockets back in Oregon, and with being in WITSEC, things were different and I knew I was losing my touch. Or better yet, I had to adapt to this new situation. 
 
    “Maybe I know half the number,” I said. 
 
    Edie immediately stood, searched the living room, looked around and seemed to be at a loss. “You don’t have any paper here.” It wasn’t a question; it was more a reality. 
 
    “You mean like a piece of paper?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Edie replied. “And a pen or something.” She looked around more intently. “You really should get some more stuff than you have right now. I remember when you moved in here, you barely had stuff with you. Where are all your belongings from back in Boise? You should have a U-Haul with stuff, at the very least. Even the piece of paper where you had written down potential apartments was from me.” 
 
    Yes, I did know that, and way to rub salt into the wound. But what Edie didn’t know was how Gran and I were yanked out of our home and had to sell almost everything we owned. We had only a few boxes when we arrived in Bitter End. 
 
    “We didn’t need much stuff with us,” I said. “People have too much stuff. Let’s go to your house.” I hoped that was enough explanation for now and I hoped she didn’t inquire further. 
 
    “Fine by me,” Edie said and headed to the door. “I have lots of stuff. Everything you need, I have.” 
 
    I thought of the gnomes in her front yard that looked like real little people when it was dark outside and the creepy-looking dolls on her couch, that fit so good with the stuffy, antique vibe of her house. I preferred having no stuff to that stuff. 
 
    “Um, Edie,” I said, and she stopped and whirled around. I looked down at her glass she was still holding. “Should we take the rum with us?” 
 
    “Oh. Not necessary.” She gulped the last of the rum and set the glass on the table. “I’m ready. Let’s go.” 
 
    I smiled and followed her to her house. 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    We took our seats at Edie’s kitchen table. She gave me a bandage for my scrape then she brought a notebook to the table and wrote down the first digits I remembered. 
 
    “Now all we need are the rest of the digits,” Edie said, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “Cool, easy peasy,” I replied. 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “There’s no need for sarcasm here. If you could have just memorized the number, we would have it now.” 
 
    “If I had just . . . why didn’t you memorize it?” 
 
    “I’m seventy-five years old,” Edie threw her hands up in the air. “You’re thirty!” 
 
    “Thirty-one,” I said. 
 
    “Fine, thirty-one,” Edie said. “Much older, indeed.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, let’s not get into a fight,” I said, pressing on the bandage. “I need to think. We need the last three digits.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Edie said. “We’ll think about all the possible ones and all the possible combinations and I’ll write them down.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Do you know how many permutations we’ll have?” 
 
    “Permutations?” Edie asked. “What are you, good in math or something? 
 
    “No, it’s basic knowledge,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe in your neck of the woods in Oregon,” Edie snickered. 
 
    I shook my head. “Never mind, we’re getting sidetracked here. Even if we do write down all the possible . . . combinations, then what? Do we phone each of them and ask for Mr. Moose’s henchmen?” 
 
    “That’s an idea,” Edie said in a small voice. 
 
    “That’s a terrible idea,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have a better one?” 
 
    Damn it. She got me there. 
 
    “Besides, do you have somewhere to be and something else to do?” Edie prodded further. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. This seemed to be her go-to reason to involve me in her shenanigans. I had nowhere to go so I could take part in whatever Edie’s crazy plan was. The worst part was, she was right. I didn’t have anywhere to go. Edie knew that and used it against me. 
 
    “You do know I will get a job one of these days, don’t you?” I asked her. “Then you’ll have no buddy to take advantage of.” 
 
    “One of these days?” Edie asked and gave out a snort. “You’re heading straight into semipermanent unemployment at this rate.” 
 
    Wow. That kind of stung. 
 
    “I just got here three weeks ago,” I said. “Give me a break, will ya?” 
 
    “I am,” Edie said. “That’s why I’m keeping you busy with this.” 
 
    I gave her a look but couldn’t help smiling. “Really? That’s why?” 
 
    Edie blushed and smiled back. “And because we kind of make a good team.” 
 
    “That we do,” I said and couldn’t believe what I just said. Now me and Gran, yes. We always were a good team. But because Gran was Gran. She was always packing and wasn’t afraid to use it. Edie, on the other hand, made sure her white curls were bouncing every day and that her peach pie came out with the perfect crust. I never would have thought I would ever fight crime with such a person. Better yet, I never would have thought I would fight crime, period. That was like fighting against myself. 
 
    “Okay, so let’s see,” Edie said and turned her attention to the notebook. She wrote down a couple of digit combinations then stopped. “We already have, like, two million possibilities, and we’re not done yet. Could you at least try to remember some of the last digits?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought about it. I imagined me seeing the number on Lloyd’s phone. I imagined how I found the audio file that Lloyd sent to that number. I tried to visualize that number. Then I opened my eyes. “The last number is five,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said. 
 
    Edie wrote down number five. “Okay, now we have only one million other possibilities.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere to be and something else to do?” I asked Edie with a grin. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Very funny, Piper.” 
 
    “You know what?” I said. “We’re never going to actually call all the possible numbers. Let me call a few, maybe we’ll get lucky. If not, we have to figure out something else.” 
 
    “Fine,” Edie said and went to her bedroom. 
 
    She came back with her brick of a cell phone. I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” Edie said. “It’s not one of those fancy phones, but it gets the job done.” 
 
    I took the phone and pushed some buttons so that Edie’s number would be displayed as anonymous. Then I called one of the possible numbers. 
 
    “Hello?” a woman’s voice croaked out. 
 
    I contemplated hanging up but decided to leave no stone unturned. Who knew? Maybe there was a woman involved as well. For all I knew, Mr. Moose could have been a woman. 
 
    “I need to speak to Mr. Moose,” I said while Edie was sitting next to me, her body all tensed up. 
 
    “Who?” The woman said. “I can’t hear you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Mr. Moose” I said louder. “I’m looking for Mr. Moose.” 
 
    “I don’t have any booze. What kind of call is this?” 
 
    “Never mind,” I said and hung up. 
 
    This could take a while. And I didn’t have that much patience. 
 
    “What happened?” Edie asked. 
 
    I told her what happened. 
 
    “Booze?” Edie cringed. “See? This is what happens when old fools are not wearing their hearing devices.” 
 
    “At least she had her phone on her,” I said. “Unlike some people.” 
 
    Edie narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t say anything. 
 
    I tried another number. A man picked up after the first ring.  
 
    “Whadda ya want? I told you I don’t wanna talk to you. I never wanna talk to you again. You slept with my brother! I don’t wanna talk to you ever again and I don’t wanna see you ever again. And don’t even think ’bout coming over, ’cause I’m changing the locks first thing tomorrow. No, you know what? I’m changing the locks today. I’m gonna change them right now. I’m getting up right now and then I’m gonna—” 
 
    “Mr. Moose?” I interrupted the rant. 
 
    There was a pause. “Wait. Who the hell is this?” 
 
    Then I heard some rustling in the background. “You’re not Jennifer.” The man stated. 
 
    No, thankfully I was not. 
 
    “No, I’m looking for—” 
 
    He disconnected. 
 
    I banged my head against the table. We were getting nowhere this way and I started to develop a craving for Gran’s gun. 
 
    “They can’t all be that bad,” Edie said. 
 
    “Really? Then you try one.” 
 
    Edie dialed another number. After a few seconds, she said into the phone, “Hello, my name is . . . um . . . Martha, and . . . um, may I speak with Mr. Moose regarding a matter of—” 
 
    Then Edie frowned. 
 
    “No . . . I’m not . . .” She paused and listened. “Now wait a minute . . .” She frowned some more. “I most certainly won’t!” Then she blushed a bit. “Now listen, young man, you should be ashamed of what you’re asking me—” 
 
    She took the phone away from her ear. “He hung up.” 
 
    I grinned. “So what did he want?” 
 
    Edie blushed some more. “I can’t even repeat what he said to me.” 
 
    “You still think they all can’t be that bad?” I asked and leaned forward in my seat. 
 
    Edie let out a breath of air. “People are mean. And stupid.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. 
 
    “Come on, one more,” Edie said and handed me the phone. 
 
    “Fine, but last one.” I dialed another number. 
 
    After the third ring, a man’s voice answered and said hello. The voice sounded familiar. It was Thug #1. 
 
    “I said hello?” he repeated in his dumb-sounding tone. 
 
    Okay, I had to admit, I did not expect this. And again, I felt just a bit unprepared about what to say. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “It’s me again. We need to change the time for tonight. Nine p.m. instead of eight p.m.” 
 
    There was a pause, and I could almost hear the wheels beginning to spin in his brain. “But the guy said ten p.m. You working with him now?” 
 
    I smiled. At least the doofus gave us one bit of information. “Yes, um, we’re working together. So just to confirm, it’s ten p.m. tonight and where exactly—” 
 
    At that moment, I heard rumblings on the phone. “Who is this?” Uh-oh. That was thug #2 and, as I recalled, he seemed a bit brighter than his companion. 
 
    “This is Lloyd’s partner,” I said. “The deal we made is—” 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but you’re not Lloyd’s partner and our deal is off,” he said and hung up. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “Oh my god, it was them, wasn’t it?” Edie said, wide-eyed. 
 
    I nodded and reported back our short conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m more shocked about,” Edie said. “The fact that the guy told you the meeting time, or the fact that we actually got the right number.” 
 
    “I would say both,” I said then paused. “Wow.” 
 
    “I know,” Edie said. “It’s good we know the time now, right?” 
 
    “We have two problems regarding the meeting time. First, we don’t know the location. And second, if they’re smart, they’ll change the time knowing that I know about it too.” 
 
    “But I thought you said those guys are pretty dumb,” Edie said. 
 
    “They are,” I replied. “Well, one of them is. The other one seems to have a better grasp of reality. Then again, I’m not sure the second one even got the fact that the first one told me about the meeting time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that he didn’t,” Edie said. 
 
    “And then what?” I asked. “If we don’t know the location, then it doesn’t help we know the time. It’s not like we can search every corner of the whole town at exactly ten p.m.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Edie said. “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I replied. 
 
    We sat there at Edie’s table, staring at the floor, and not coming up with any good ideas. 
 
    “So let’s assume Lloyd is going to meet with those guys tonight at ten p.m.,” Edie said. “Lloyd is going to hand them over the audio file in exchange for blackmail money, then Lloyd is probably going to skip town and, like you always say, get a fake passport and leave the country.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s what I would do.” 
 
    Edie stared at me. “Theoretically, if you were a criminal, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Then we can’t let Lloyd and those guys get away with it,” Edie said. 
 
    “You know, exchanges like that almost always don’t end the way they’re expected,” I said. “Usually, one party or both want to have their cake and eat it too. In this case, how can those thugs trust that Lloyd hasn’t made a copy of the audio file and won’t blackmail them again in the future? Or how can Lloyd rely on the fact that those guys managed to get whatever amount of money in this short amount of time? Maybe those guys are rolling up hundred-dollar bills over five-spots.” 
 
    Edie stared some more. “Whoa, you’re good. And then if Lloyd catches on, then he won’t hand them over the file.” 
 
    “Or he already hands them the file, and realizes only after that he’s been duped,” I said. “It can get pretty heated pretty fast, and one group or the other could very well have an ace up their sleeve. Or some guns ready for action.” 
 
    Edie shuddered. “Yeah, okay, I get it. Boy, I wouldn’t want to watch those crime shows you do. I would get nightmares.” 
 
    If only Edie knew those crime shows I kept mentioning had actually been my real life. 
 
    There was a loud knock at Edie’s door and we both started. 
 
    “I swear, if that’s Ryker again, I’m going to jump out this window and bail,” I said to Edie as she headed for the door. 
 
    “Well, at least he didn’t just come in,” Edie said. 
 
    She opened the door and there stood Gran, hands on hips. She looked at Edie, then looked over Edie’s shoulder at me. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Gran asked. 
 
    Edie frowned. “You mean, more than usual?” 
 
    “My place looks like it was searched,” Gran said. 
 
    Uh-oh. I forgot about Gran. I assumed she would spend the whole day at the rec hall playing poker. I didn’t expect her back at the house this soon. 
 
    Edie sighed. “Come on in, Dorothy. There’s been some developments.” 
 
    Gran took a seat on Edie’s couch, pushing away one of the freakish-looking dolls. 
 
    “What did you do now?” Gran asked. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, we were mentally exhausted. Gran and I were still at Edie’s, having dissected and talked about the Lloyd situation until there was no more to say. 
 
    “I can’t believe you let that slimeball enter my house,” Gran said. 
 
    “Well, it’s not that I let him,” I said. “I’m just as pissed as you are that he did.” 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t been involved in this, then that wouldn’t have happened,” Gran said. 
 
    “And if we wouldn’t have been involved in this, then where would our money be?” Edie asked. 
 
    Gran opened her mouth, then closed it. I knew what she wanted to say. She wanted to say it was Edie’s fault in the first place. She let herself get defrauded out of the money. The old Gran would have just come out and said it, but apparently the new Gran had learned a couple of things since she got here. 
 
    “By the way, if you wouldn’t have switched the sugar jar with the rum, we wouldn’t be having this problem,” I said to Gran. 
 
    “You could have told me you hid that phone in the jar,” Gran said. “Besides, rum is way more important than sugar.” 
 
    I huffed and Gran blew out a raspberry. 
 
    “Okay, this is real mature,” Edie said. “Listen up, we’re getting nowhere this way. We have six hours until the meeting takes place, and that is only if they haven’t changed the time. I say we go to the cops.” 
 
    “No way.” “Not in a million years,” Gran and I said in unison. 
 
    “Why not?” Edie threw her hands up in the air. “You would rather let Lloyd and those bad guys get away?” 
 
    Gran and I exchanged glances. Neither of us was able to say no. 
 
    This whole going-to-the-cops-or-else-the-bad-guys-got-away thing was totally new to me. I didn’t even have a strict separation between good guys and bad guys. That didn’t exist in my world. At least, in my former world. There was us and the others, whoever those others were: cops, feds, other gangs, ex-cons . . . we didn’t care. The line was very blurry between good and bad.  
 
    Now, Gran and I were forced to think like regular civilians. Like, what was that? How did that even go? I saw how Edie thought and I tried to emulate that. But I didn’t feel it from my heart. Back home, we didn’t take care of things by going to the cops. We took care of them ourselves. If we didn’t succeed, we tried again the next day. Going to law enforcement agencies of any kind was simply not an option. It was laughable at best. 
 
    I was just about to tell Edie we were going to figure out something, when there was a loud knock on the door. Again. 
 
    All three of us jumped. 
 
    Gran said, “If that’s your grandson, I’m diving out the window.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Jesus, what’s up with people today?” Edie said, half-annoyed as she headed to the door. 
 
    “Well, they could just come right in after they knock, like you did,” Gran deadpanned, and Edie stuck her tongue out at her. 
 
    Edie opened the door to Sam. Which made me wonder how come we didn’t hear her falling-to-pieces-any-moment-now car outside. I really must be losing my touch. 
 
    Sam came in, gave Edie a hug, and scanned the room. Her eyes landed on Gran. She looked Gran up and down, took in her biker outfit, and frowned. Then she turned back to Edie. 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” Sam said to Edie. Then Sam looked at me. “And to you too.” 
 
    I had a bad feeling about this. 
 
    “We can talk here,” I said. “This is my grandmother, and she’s always in the loop, so . . .” 
 
    Sam hesitated for a bit then said, “Whose cell phone did I crack?” 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    Edie cleared her throat. “What . . . what do you mean? What cell phone? The one with the PIN number? Well, that’s mine, like I said.” 
 
    “It’s not yours,” Sam said. “I installed a tracking program on the phone and the phone is far away from here right now.” 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    We all stared. 
 
    I scoured my brain for a lie, but I came up empty. At the same time, I fought the urge to do a happy dance right there on Edie’s table, because now we could track down Lloyd if Sam shared that info with us. I wasn’t sure if she already knew who the phone belonged to and if she’d just tested us to see if we were telling the truth.  
 
    Unfortunately, it was time to come clean with Sam. I knew we couldn’t get out of this one. If she called the cops, though, I would bail and deny everything. 
 
    Like reading my mind, Edie said, “Sam, why don’t you sit down?” 
 
    As Sam took the few steps to the armchair across from the couch, Gran scanned her outfit. Sam was wearing a plaid skirt today and a black T-shirt, combined with her black Chucks and red socks that were rolled up to her knees. 
 
    “Interesting style,” Gran said to Sam. “I like it.” 
 
    Sam took in Gran’s outfit as well. “I like yours too. It’s definitely different than those other . . . the people around . . . I mean, than what you would usually see at a retirement complex.” 
 
    I could tell Sam had a hard time articulating what she really meant. It’s not like she was going to say, “You look really hip for someone your age.” 
 
    Gran’s mouth twitched at the corners, and Sam smiled at her. Was that some sort of code for “I respect you because I like your outfit?” 
 
    Edie made the introductions between Gran and Sam. I had to give Gran props for not even flinching about Sam’s last name. 
 
    “So, care to tell me what’s going on?” Sam asked. 
 
    Edie and I told her about the phone belonging to Lloyd, and the thugs with the unknown number, and the meeting that was supposed to happen tonight at ten, if that was still on. 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said, letting out a long breath. “I did not expect this. I thought the phone maybe belonged to another resident and you’re playing pranks on them or something. I thought about just letting it go and letting you deal with it among yourselves.” 
 
    I was dumbstruck. But of course. A prank on another resident. That would have been the most perfect lie. Damn it. 
 
    “So why did you come here, then?” I asked her. 
 
    She shrugged. “My gut told me I had to know what was going on.” 
 
    “So you tracked down the phone?” I asked and tried not to be too excited about it. I so wanted to know where Lloyd was hiding. 
 
    Sam nodded. “Yes, as long as the phone is turned on, I know where it is.” 
 
    “And would you care to tell us where it is?” I asked. 
 
    Sam waited for a couple of beats. “What is this? Vigilante justice? You’re going to venture out for yourselves and apprehend Lloyd and those other guys? Why didn’t you go to the cops?” Sam turned to Edie. “Why didn’t you tell Ryker?” 
 
    “Well, how could I do that without getting myself into trouble?” Edie asked. “And without getting Piper and Dorothy into trouble?” 
 
    “Me?” Gran said. “I’ll have you know I refused to be involved in anything. I was forced to get involved.” 
 
    “Forced?” Sam asked. 
 
    Edie waved it away. “Never mind her, she’s just overreacting. She loves being involved.” 
 
    Gran gave Edie her death stare. Ha—Edie got Gran good. Again. 
 
    “Sam, you know I have a personal interest in this. It’s my money and the residents’ money that Lloyd and Tammy stole from us. I couldn’t just stand around and wait for other people to handle this stuff. So we went out to search for clues, to search for Lloyd, and we got deeper and deeper until the point where, if I went to the police, I would have to tell them everything we did, and that would get us into trouble. Especially with Ryker. He would probably lock me in my own house.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “I’m sure he would do just that.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Edie said. “Now we still have a few hours until the meeting tonight and we need to come up with something good.” 
 
    Nobody said anything for a long moment. 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what you got yourself into here,” Sam said, “but this is totally out of your league. I will talk to Ryker, and I will talk to the cops, and I will make sure to leave you out of it, if that’s even possible. They will ask where I’ve gotten this information from, but I can probably get away with saying it’s a confidential source.” 
 
    My heart sank. It was like I had a toy and now somebody took that plaything away from me. I kind of wanted to take part in whatever would go down tonight. That rush of anticipation about a meeting including a money exchange—where guns were involved, and strategies were being laid out to double-cross the other party—that was always one of the highlights of my former life. And now it had been taken away from me. Again. 
 
    “You almost seem disappointed,” Sam said to me. “Who are you anyway?” 
 
    “Who am I?” I said. “I’m Edie’s neighbor. We’ve already been through this.” 
 
    Sam eyed me suspiciously. “There’s something off. Why didn’t you go to the cops like normal people do?” 
 
    “Like normal people?” Edie said and I could see she felt offended. 
 
    “I mean, like normal people of her age,” Sam said and closed her eyes tight. “I mean, not her age, I mean . . .” 
 
    I grinned wide. She couldn’t get out of this one. Best just to say nothing else, or she would only make it worse. 
 
    Gran cackled. “This is fun.” 
 
    Edie crossed her arms and stared at Sam. “Thanks for the compliments.” 
 
    “You know what I mean, Edie,” Sam said. “Either way, you shouldn’t have withheld evidence. What did you plan on doing anyway? One civilian and two retirees were going to bust some criminals all by themselves?” 
 
    I would have told her I was not a regular civilian, and at least one of the retirees was also not a regular retiree. I couldn’t say that to her, though. 
 
    “Like we have said, we tried to come up with a plan for tonight,” I said. 
 
    “Ryker told me you’re a hairdresser,” Sam said. “What on earth would make you think you can handle this?” 
 
    I felt my jaw clench. The urge to let her know who I was became overwhelming. Gran could sense my edginess. “It’s okay, hairdressers are capable of doing a lot, right?” Gran fixed me with a look that said, Don’t go berserk now, it’s not worth it. That was the thing with Gran. She knew when to stay calm and she had a way of calming me down too. 
 
    “Yes, I’m a hairdresser,” I said to Sam. “But I still have a brain and can put myself into the shoes of other people. Most criminals today are so very stupid. It’s not that hard to see right through them.” 
 
    “And how do you know how criminals are nowadays?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Oh, she watches those crime shows all the time,” Edie said. “The things she knows sometimes, it’s frightening.” 
 
    Geez, thanks a lot, Edie. 
 
    “Edie is right and that’s the truth,” I said. “Which is why I’m curious: why did you even think in the first place to track down that phone?” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Because I knew something was up. It was just my gut telling me so.” 
 
    “Well, your gut was spot on,” I said. 
 
    “Can we wrap this up soon, ladies?” Gran asked. “Do you have a plan for tonight or not?” 
 
    “I already told you what the plan is,” Sam said. “I’ll go to the cops with this and try to leave you out of it, for Edie’s sake.” 
 
    Try to leave us out of it? I did not like the sound of that. 
 
    “Look, do what you want, but if the cops come knocking, I’ll deny everything,” I said. 
 
    “Me too,” Gran said. “I didn’t want to get involved in the first place.” 
 
    “Well, if they’re denying it, then so will I,” Edie said. 
 
    She winked at me. 
 
    Sam rubbed her forehead. “Fine, then you’ll all deny it,” she said. 
 
    “Would the cops accept your tracking program as viable evidence?” I asked. “Or better yet, any lawyer Lloyd would get?” 
 
    “Yes, they will,” Sam said. “I didn’t steal his phone to put the tracking in. It was fair game at the point when Edie handed it to me.” 
 
    Well then, at least she had that. 
 
    I stood. “If we’re done here, we’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    “But . . . but . . .” Edie looked frantically from me to Gran and to Sam. “This is it, then?” 
 
    Oh yes, I could see Edie was just as disappointed as I was. 
 
    “If Sam is going to the cops, there’s nothing for us to do. We’re done here.” 
 
    It almost kind of hurt saying it. Deep down inside I didn’t want it to be over. 
 
    “But . . . surely there’s something we could do,” Edie said. 
 
    “Edie, there’s nothing you can do,” Sam said. “You have to trust law enforcement and Ryker that they won’t let Lloyd get away. You know that.” 
 
    Edie pouted. “It’s just that, I felt so useful, you know? I felt more in control being involved.” 
 
    Another checkmate statement from Edie. That was exactly how I felt. 
 
    “Will you let us know how things turned out?” I asked Sam. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Gran and I headed for the door, but just as I was reaching for the knob I turned around. “Sam, just out of curiosity, where is Lloyd now? I understand you’re going to the cops and all, and we won’t interfere. I’m just curious where that weasel has been hiding.” 
 
    Sam studied me for a bit then probably decided I was telling the truth. “He’s at the Sunrise Peak Motel off the highway.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. Then I turned to Edie. “Don’t be sad, okay? Surely, the cops will catch Lloyd and the other guys.” What else was I supposed to say to her? I tried to be comforting. “And, hey, now you can enjoy that spa gift basket. You haven’t even touched it yet.” I nodded toward the basket, that sat between two plants against the wall. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Edie said. “There’s nothing some good foot powder can’t make right again.” 
 
    I smiled. “See? You’re already feeling better.” 
 
    Then I left with Gran close on my heels. 
 
    We passed by Sam’s car that was parked by the curb. It really did look like it was about to fall into a thousand pieces at any moment now. I was still shocked I hadn't heard the car driving in. 
 
    Back at the house, Gran went straight for the fridge and brought us two cold beers. 
 
    “Well, that took an unexpected turn,” Gran said, crashing on the couch and taking off her boots. 
 
    “That it did,” I said and sat at the kitchen table. 
 
    Gran turned to me. “You look peeved. Why do you look peeved? Are you really sorry you’re out of the equation?” 
 
    I stared at the floor. “I kinda am.” 
 
    “Well, get over it,” Gran said. “It’s their business, not ours. We’re dealing with people here who like going to the cops. Did you ever? Like, going to the cops—what is that?” 
 
    “I guess it’s what normal people do,” I said. 
 
    Gran snorted. “Yeah, I’ll never understand that.” 
 
    I took a swig of my beer. It was harder letting this go than I thought. But I needed to let this go. Sam was going to Ryker and to the cops with all the information she got from us. They didn’t even need the time of the meeting. They could just track Lloyd’s phone and follow him to wherever he went. It was a perfect plan. As long as Lloyd’s phone was turned on, they could get him at any time. They just needed to make sure they got the other guys as well. 
 
    I cared more about the getting Lloyd part, since they probably needed him to get to the money he and Tammy stole, but I would have found it even more satisfying busting Lloyd blackmailing the other guys. That would net him a higher sentence in the pokey. I had really come to dislike Lloyd Feldman with all my being. 
 
    I heard a loud rumbling outside and moved to the window. It was Sam leaving. I wondered if she’d go to Ryker or the cops first. 
 
    Ugh. I moved away from the window. I tried to force myself to think of something else. And I also tried to force myself not to worry about the cops or if they would come after Gran and me. I meant what I’d said to Sam. If they came to us, we would deny everything. 
 
    It was almost 7:00 p.m.; that meant three more hours until showtime. If the time of the show hadn’t changed. God, I so wished I could be a part of this. But without the cops and without Ryker. Just me and Gran. Yeah, okay, and Edie. She could have been our lookout. 
 
    “Stop thinking about it,” Gran said. “There’s nothing you can do.” She took the cell phone and started typing. Gran and I shared the same phone. 
 
    “Are you texting anyone?” I asked. “I’ve never seen you do it since we got here.” 
 
    “So what if I’m texting someone?” Gran said. 
 
    “That’s totally fine, it’s just unusual. So who are you texting?” 
 
    “Just some people around here,” Gran said. 
 
    I waited for further explanation but none came. “Are you texting Theodore or are you texting your poker-playing buddies?” 
 
    “Obviously I’m not texting Theodore,” Gran said, her eyes still on the screen. 
 
    “Why obviously?” I asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Gran gave me a look.  
 
    Yup, I knew the answer. 
 
    “So you’re going out tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “What else is there to do?” Gran asked as the cell phone vibrated. She looked down at her screen. “Okay, so Irene is free tonight. What else would she be doing around here anyway?” 
 
    While Gran was busy texting her new poker friends, I looked out the window toward Edie’s house. I thought about how Ryker would react when he found out what kind of evidence we had been withholding from him. Or maybe Sam made good on her promise and left me out of the narrative. I was so deeply involved, that would be hard to do. 
 
    Then I thought about Sam. Samantha Braveheart. She seemed like a clever cookie. Too bad she gave out the vibe she didn’t like me, but hey, what was new? 
 
    I realized it was dinner time, but I wasn’t really hungry. Gran didn’t rush out to the dining hall either. So I decided to watch some brain-numbing shows on TV. I had to take my mind off the Lloyd story somehow. 
 
    I parked myself on the couch next to Gran and asked her when she was going to meet her group. Gran said it was still undecided, because one of them may or may not have had shooting pains down their left arm. 
 
    “How can anyone be unsure of that?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “Beats me. Arthur lifted some fifteen-pounders. His arm hurts now. He probably hadn’t exercised since the eighties, and his muscles gave out on him.” 
 
    Gran took the remote and zipped through the channels. 
 
    One hour later, Gran and I were still on the couch watching TV and we were on our second beer. We’d also gotten to be slow drinkers around here. 
 
    I got up and stretched my limbs. “You know what, Gran?” I eyed the gift baskets. “I think I’m going to try that foot powder Edie’s been talking about. You should try it too since you’re the one walking around in boots here all the time.” 
 
    Gran looked at her feet then looked at her biker boots then looked over at the basket. She shrugged. “Fine, I guess there’s no harm in trying,” she said. “Might as well do that too, if I’m condemned to rot here in this retirement hell.” 
 
    “You know very well it’s not that bad,” I said. 
 
    Gran mumbled something but I ignored her. 
 
    We unwrapped the baskets and pulled out face masks, a lot of soaps, lotions, small shampoo samples, and a plethora of food powder.  
 
    “What’s up with these people around here and foot powder?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I have no idea, but I guess it doesn’t hurt if we try it,” I said. 
 
    I looked at the bandage on the sole of my foot. I’d have to sprinkle the powder around the scrape, if that was possible. 
 
    We took some paper towels and spread them on the floor in front of the couch. Gran rolled up her jeans to her knees. Just as we were about to open the container of foot powder, Edie came bursting inside. Gran instantly reached for her gun, but I was faster this time, and blocked her hand. Who the hell keeps leaving the door unlocked? 
 
    Edie looked flushed and she was barefoot. She held her hands high and even her white curls looked totally out of place. She took in the paper towels and the foot powder and yelled, “Don’t do it! Don’t use the foot powder!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
     
 
    Edie snatched the powder containers from our hands.  
 
    “What the . . .?” Gran asked. “Are you crazy?” 
 
    Then I looked down and saw Edie’s feet had bright red spots. 
 
    “What happened to your feet?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s Lucretia!” Edie yelled. “That shrew put something in the powder. My feet are splotchy! And they itch! I swear, I’m going to take that witch down!” 
 
    Gran cracked a smile while Edie was pacing around the room. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Edie stopped and asked. 
 
    “She took revenge on you,” Gran said. “On all of us. She futzed around with the foot powder containers. I can respect that.” 
 
    Edie threw her hands in the air. “You can respect that? What the hell are you talking about? How can you respect that? Giving someone a rash in this most evil way is earning respect?” 
 
    This was often the situation with Gran and Edie. It was stuff like this that showed me the difference between them. I knew exactly where Gran came from. In our world, even someone trying to screw you over—the more creative, the better—could earn some sort of respect. It was weird, yes, but that’s just the way it was. And then we had Edie, a regular retiree, as Gran put it, who obviously didn’t see the whole picture. She just saw what was in front of her. Which was now itchy feet. 
 
    “How about you thanking me for warning you just in time?” Edie asked, looking down at our non-splotchy tootsies. 
 
    I stopped Gran from saying anything else about Sourpuss and respect. “Yes, you’re right,” I said to Edie. “We are thankful you warned us just in time. But what about your feet? Do you need to go to a doctor?” 
 
    Edie limped to the kitchen table. “No, I don’t think so.” She touched her feet and looked at them from all sides. “I have some lotion for skin rashes at home.” 
 
    “So you haven’t used it yet?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “No,” Edie said. “I came to you first. Well, actually, I called Beatrice first so she can tell the others. And then I ran over here. A golf cart almost hit me.” 
 
    “Oh my god, Edie!” I said. “Please pay attention on the street!” 
 
    “Well, my feet were burning,” Edie said. “Do you know how hot that concrete gets around here? I had to be fast.” 
 
    A rush of coziness filled my chest. Maybe sometimes it wasn’t so bad being just a regular retiree. One who thinks of the others, before she takes care of herself.  
 
    “That was very nice of you, Edie,” I said and elbowed Gran. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Gran cleared her throat. “We are definitely thanking you.” She said in a rather passive voice. 
 
    “You’re kind of bummed out now, aren’t you?” I asked Edie. “You were really looking forward to this foot powder.” 
 
    “I was looking forward to it, yes; and I’m not bummed, I’m pissed,” Edie said. “Wait till I get my hands on her.” 
 
    “What did she put into the powder, anyway?” Gran said. “Can you prove that she tinkered with it?” 
 
    Edie stared. “I don’t need any proof, I know she did it.” 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “Okay, if you say so.” 
 
    “I do say so,” Edie said. 
 
    “Are there even any signs that someone fiddled with the powder?” Gran asked. “Was the container sealed?” 
 
    We all looked at Gran’s and my foot powder containers. We’d opened them just like that. No plastic wrapper. No tamper seals. No nothing. 
 
    “Maybe it’s the powder itself,” Gran said. “Maybe it was the manufacturer who botched it.” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “No way, Jose. I just know it in my gut that it was Lucretia.” 
 
    “Fine,” Gran said and put the container aside. “Then it was Lucretia.” 
 
    Edie sighed. “This can’t get any worse. First, we’re out of the loop with Lloyd and those guys, and now this.” 
 
    There was a pause. I honestly didn’t know what to say to her. I was bummed as well. Or maybe even pissed, just as Edie put it. 
 
    “Did Sam say anything else after we left?” I asked. 
 
    Edie shook her head. “Not really. She tried to make it clear that I shouldn’t have withheld information, especially from Ryker, blah blah blah, heard it before. She didn’t say anything else that could be useful. Just what you already know. Lloyd is at that motel.” Edie paused. “You don’t think maybe we could go—” 
 
    I put my hand up. “No way. I know what you’re thinking, and no, we’re not going to the motel.” 
 
    “Why not?” Edie said. “We’re already so involved in this.” 
 
    “You can be sure they’re going to lock us up for interfering with their investigation if we go to that motel,” I said. Not to mention Gran and I would be out of the witness protection program. 
 
    “But we’re not sure of that,” Edie said. “I’m thinking we could just lurk around somewhere and just watch what happens.” 
 
    “Yeah sure, because that went so good the last couple of times,” Gran said. 
 
    Edie ignored Gran’s comment, then said, “Come on, we have to do something. I can’t just sit around here thinking about the meeting and knowing I’m not going to be part of it, knowing I’m not going to contribute in any way. I’m going nuts.” 
 
    I sighed. I was probably going to go nuts listening to Edie about how she was going nuts. I was just as bummed as she was, knowing we were out of the loop. However, knowing that getting back into the loop would mean dodging cops and PIs, that was more reason for me to go nuts. Gran and I had a lot more at stake. 
 
    “Okay, then how about this,” Edie said. “Let’s assume those guys are really dumb and didn’t change the time and they’re still meeting at ten p.m. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, so?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s just assume that,” Edie said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Fine, let’s assume the meeting is still at ten p.m.,” I said. 
 
     “Good,” Edie said. “Now about the location. Piper, what made you suggest Liberty Square when you talked to those guys? What was your reasoning for it?” 
 
    “My reasoning was that Liberty Square is an open, public place with enough people around to avoid a bloody showdown.” I said. “If I would have chosen something like a warehouse, well, that’s just asking for trouble. In public places, people are usually less inclined to pull out their guns.” 
 
    Edie glanced at Gran. “You don’t say.” 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes and rolled down her jeans. 
 
    “For most people, anyway,” I said, smiling. 
 
    “Interesting,” Edie said and seemed to think about it. “So what if Lloyd had the same reasoning and chose Liberty Square for the meeting as well?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know how smart this Lloyd is for a deal like that,” I said. “I mean, yes, he managed not to get caught until now and he knew to search Gran’s house. That suggests maybe an ounce of intelligence, but still, it would be an awfully big coincidence for him to choose Liberty Square for the meeting as well.” 
 
    “But let’s assume that he did,” Edie said. “Then we could drive by Liberty Square at ten and see if there’s something fishy going on. Liberty Square is an open public space, just like you said. We have every right to be out for a stroll tonight in that area.” 
 
    “We?” Gran said. “What do you mean by we?” 
 
    “What do you think I mean by we?” Edie said, leaning forward in her chair. “We’re not going to have this conversation again, are we? You’re involved in this too.” 
 
    Gran looked at me like she was begging for help. I put my hands up. “Sorry, Gran, Edie is quite convincing.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that just sweet?” Gran mumbled. 
 
    “Are you meeting your poker buddies tonight?” I asked her. 
 
    Gran paused, then said, “No, they can’t make it tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, it was Arthur, wasn’t it?” Edie said. “Who may or may not have had shooting pains down his arm.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” I asked Edie. 
 
    “Beatrice told me,” she replied. 
 
    Duh. I forgot how gossip worked around here. 
 
    “So this means that you’re free tonight,” Edie said to Gran. 
 
    “Great,” Gran said. “But if the cops bust us, I’m going to tell them you forced me to come along.” 
 
    Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “Yeah, sure, whatever.” 
 
    I weighed my options. When it really came to it, I had to choose between staying in the witness protection program and potentially being kicked out of it. It could only be one way or the other. Ugh. But I couldn’t change who I was at my core. So I agreed to Edie’s plan. She was right. I couldn’t just sit around on the couch watching TV knowing the meeting was going to go down. It would have driven me insane as well. Better to just hop in the car and drive around town and see what was up. At least this way, we would feel like we were doing something. I was sure Ryker would call Edie tonight and tell her they caught Lloyd and the other guys. So we would be staying out of trouble but still have the feeling that we were doing something. 
 
    We still had about two hours until showtime, so Edie went to her place to take care of her feet, Gran said she was going to stay in the house, and I decided to go out for a walk and clear my head. 
 
    First, I ate a bag of chips since I hadn’t had any proper dinner. Not that chips were ever a proper dinner, but I still wasn’t hungry. 
 
    I exchanged the flip-flops for the sneakers, especially since now I had that stupid scrape on my foot. Then I went outside. It was dark but still warm. The streetlights were on. Now and then I nodded to one of the other residents also out for a walk. 
 
    As I walked around aimlessly, I took in the pastel-colored houses with the gnomes in the front yards and thought about my current life versus my former life. Just as I often did. I got a soaring ache in my heart, a pining for my old life. For my day-to-day life. For the people that I knew. For the house I lived in with Gran. 
 
    When would it stop hurting? Would it ever stop hurting? Or would my former life just get blurrier and blurrier as time went by, making it someday just a distant memory? Dillon had told us we could never go back home again. That was a hard concept to grasp. You couldn’t just take people out of their homes and tell them they were never going back again. That just wasn’t . . . done. 
 
    Sometimes I missed my old life and old home so much, I even thought about going back to Oregon in disguise. Why wouldn’t that work? I could put on a wig and wear non-biker clothes. But then what? Walk up and down the street where I used to live? See strangers going in and out of my home? How could I just be there without talking to any people that I knew? I wouldn’t be able to talk to anybody because most of them were part of the Oregon Falcons. Who were now after us. Surely, they’d put up a bounty for finding and killing us. 
 
    What about my girlfriends? There were only a few, since I always seemed to get along better with guys, but those few girlfriends and I had been through thick and thin together. Breakups with boyfriends, surveillance going wrong, bailing someone out of a night in jail—when a rookie cop had no idea who he or she was dealing with—the usual stuff for me back then. Fast-forward to now in Florida. I was spending my time with people who were almost triple my age, who collected yard gnomes for fun and played paintball to win a spa basket, including one person giving the others skin rashes as payback. I really missed people my age. 
 
    However, this longing was also met with fear and anxiety. How could I build a friendship based on lies? How could I look someone in the eye and lie to them about my background and about why I was living in Florida? What kind of friendship was that? 
 
    Then Edie came to mind. I was lying to her all the time. 
 
    I tried to shake these thoughts away as I went on with my walk. When we moved here three weeks ago, I never would have thought I would end up involved in murders that didn’t even have anything to do with me. So why did I get involved? It was probably a combination of lack of activities, feeling useful—again, lack of activities—and somehow our neighbor Edie growing on me. 
 
    Thinking of Edie made me think of Ryker. Six feet two of perfectly engineered features. I shook my head. It didn’t make any sense to think about Ryker. I had no idea why my thoughts even went there. Maybe I just missed being attracted to a man, and Ryker was the only one around. I’d had two steady boyfriends in my life. The first one I dated for two years, and the second one, for one year. They were both part of the Falcons. So they knew who I was. There were no lies about our personas. There was a potential third boyfriend, but he was all into marriage and kids right away, and I wasn’t ready for that. At thirty-one now, I still wasn’t sure if I was ready for that. I guess time would tell. But how could anyone have a family and be in the witness protection program at the same time? Not telling your spouse and your kids who you really are? I could almost laugh. WITSEC had some serious deficits in their handbook rules. 
 
    It was shortly after 9:00 p.m. when I got back to the house. I realized it was a good thing to go out, or I would have gone nuts from having these existential thoughts.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Edie came by and then we all hopped into the Ford Taurus and sped away. 
 
    Edie was wearing socks and her chunky sandals. 
 
    “That looks hideous,” Gran said. “At least wear some tennis shoes if you’re putting on socks.” 
 
    “I don’t have any tennis shoes,” Edie said. “We’re in Florida here, although I know you try to tell yourself otherwise.” Edie glanced at Gran’s boots. “I put some antihistamine lotion on my feet, and I need to wear the socks now. But who knows? Maybe I’ll spark a trend.” 
 
    “If that trend is ever coming here, shoot me now,” Gran deadpanned. 
 
    It was 9:45 when we arrived at Liberty Square. This idea Edie had was either pure genius or the dumbest idea ever. There usually was a thin line between them. 
 
    The square itself was pedestrian only, but there were narrow side streets going to and from the area. I parked on one of those streets where we had a clear view of the square but were not too close. We needed to keep a low profile. The square and the streets were lit and there was still a good amount of people walking by. I’d never been in town at this time of day so this was new for me as well. I was surprised to find out Bitter End was more vibrant than I had expected. 
 
    “You know, I kind of feel stupid doing this,” I said. “It’s ten at night and I’m sitting in my car on pretend stakeout, hoping to spy something that may very well not happen.” 
 
    “But what if you’re not just pretending?” Edie said. “What if I’m right?” 
 
    That was a good question. What if Edie was right? What would we be doing then? 
 
    “On the off chance you’re right,” I said, “I am not calling the cops. I don’t want to have anything to do with them. So I hope you have your cell phone with you to call them if you wish. But then I’m out of here.” 
 
    Edie looked at me sheepishly. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You don’t have your cell phone with you, do you?” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t think to take it with me,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran mumbled something from the back seat about old people and slowpokes and landlines. 
 
    “Edie, do I really have to tell you explicitly to take your cell phone with you everywhere you go?” I asked. “Especially for a trip like this?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a reflex,” Edie said. “So yes, you have to tell me that.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going to need a cell phone either way, so let’s just drop it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hope we don’t need a cell phone because that would mean there’s nothing to see here and that would be a bummer, wouldn’t it?” Edie said. 
 
    I honestly didn’t know what to tell her. I kind of wanted the action, but I didn’t want the consequences. I didn’t have the cushion of the Falcons network here in Bitter End. I was totally exposed to law enforcement. Even worse, I now had to be extra careful being in WITSEC and all. And Gran as well. 
 
    We kept our eyes on the square and scanned the shops around it. Gélato, the ice cream place, was getting ready to close up shop. The last customers came out with ice cream cones. An ice cream would be good right now. First chips, then ice cream. Way to eat healthy. 
 
    Some couples were strolling by, holding hands. Some teenagers were out and about, probably looking for a party. A lot of elderly people were sitting on the benches around the square, watching the mesmerizing spectacle of the fountain’s dancing water illuminated by the colorful lights. 
 
    At about 9:55 I saw a guy sauntering through the square and taking a seat on one of the empty benches. He stuck out like a square peg in a round hole. Oh my god, this had to be Thug #1. Victoria’s description was right on the mark. 
 
    He had on jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black vest over it. He was tall, had good muscle tone and short dark hair. Victoria also mentioned the tall one had a scar on his face. I was too far away, and it was too dark for me to see if he had a scar, but I was sure this was him. 
 
    I exchanged glances with Edie and Gran. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Edie said, and her voice was an octave higher. “I think that’s one of them. I think I’m going to pee my pants.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “It was your idea to come here. You expected this to happen.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m amazed I was right,” Edie said. 
 
    I was just as amazed. And slightly thrown by this turn of events. We could have used Edie’s ideas back in Oregon. 
 
    I surveyed the surroundings but didn’t see Thug #2 and didn’t see Lloyd either. And where were Ryker and Sam and the cops anyway? 
 
    “I don’t know what’s about to happen, but I think I’m going to need my heart medicine,” Edie said. 
 
    Gran sighed out of boredom in the back seat. “I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up when we’re done here.” 
 
    “Okay, everybody, you know what?” I said. “Let’s just wait and see what happens before we get our panties in a bunch.” 
 
    Edie and I leaned over and held our breath while we watched what would come next. Thug #1 stretched out on the bench and lit up a cigarette. He pulled out his phone and scrolled and casually puffed away. He didn’t seem too concerned. He didn’t seem alarmed; his body language was very relaxed. I remembered Thug #1 not being exactly the sharpest pencil in the bunch, so I would expect such behavior. 
 
    Two minutes later he put out his cigarette on the ground. 
 
    “What a litterer,” Edie said. 
 
    “I’d say that’s the least of our problems,” I said. 
 
    We kept watching him. From out of nowhere, the guy pulled out some weird-looking fruit and vigorously bit into it while he kept scrolling his phone. 
 
    “Is he serious?” I asked. “What is this?” 
 
    Edie shrugged. “Well, maybe he’s just hungry. Even bad guys have to eat, right?” 
 
    Thug #1 tore into his fruit with gusto then seemed to frown. He studied it, then spit some out. Then he placed the remaining fruit next to him on the bench and did a shiver of disgust. 
 
    “Now that is just sickening,” Edie said. 
 
    “I agree,” I said. Being a criminal does not mean you have to be a complete boor. I was taught to have good manners either way. 
 
    We kept our eyes fixed on Thug #1, when all of a sudden a man was standing before him. He was wearing blue sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Thug #1 looked up and smiled. Then he rose. He stood in front of Lloyd. 
 
    “Oh my god, that’s Lloyd!” Edie said. “It’s really him!” 
 
    “Edie,” I said and turned to her. “Please let me know if you get any chest pains.” 
 
    I had to admit I felt my heartbeat speed up as well. This felt like the action I missed so much. 
 
    The two men stood in front of each other, and Lloyd pulled out something from the pocket of his sweatshirt. It looked to be a small device, but I was too far away to recognize it. I had to assume it was a flash drive. Okay, so they were doing the exchange. But what did Thug #1 have to give him? Lloyd had to have demanded money in exchange for the audio file. It had to be cash too. But I didn’t see any suitcase or duffel bags or trunks anywhere near Thug #1. 
 
    Thug #1 took whatever device Lloyd had just handed to him and then I saw their mouths moving. Thug #1 was calmly saying something, and in response, Lloyd became agitated. He began flailing around with his hands. I was so focused on their exchange that I didn’t see another shorter guy approaching until he was suddenly standing behind Lloyd. The shorter guy was definitely Thug #2. He looked exactly like Thug #1, only he was shorter and was bald. It was like Thug #1’s mini-me. There was no doubt these two were the guys Victoria described to us. 
 
    The shorter guy was suspiciously close to Lloyd. Lloyd seemed startled by someone behind him, and I saw his back stiffening. Oh wow, I knew what was going on. 
 
    “What’s happening there?” Edie asked with her eyes almost bulging out the windshield. 
 
    “The shorter guy is threatening Lloyd with a gun to his back,” I said. 
 
    Edie whipped her head toward me. “What? Are you serious? How do you know that?” 
 
    “I can read body language,” I said. 
 
    We kept watching. The three men were still standing there, the shorter guy still behind Lloyd. They were most probably negotiating something. So much for choosing a public place to avoid exactly this. 
 
    Then they all started moving, with Lloyd leading the way and the thugs extremely close behind him. I was sure they had the gun still pointed at Lloyd. What rookies. You never let the victim walk first. You sandwich the victim between you. I shook my head. Losers like this were running free. Unbelievable. That only made my life harder. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Looks like their deal is off,” I said. “They are taking Lloyd with them at gunpoint.” 
 
    Edie sucked in some air. “Oh my god, oh my god, what do we do? We need to call the cops!” 
 
    Now I was the one who whipped her head around at Edie. “What did I just say ten minutes ago? I will not call the cops.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Edie said “You mean we’re just going to let them escape?” 
 
    “Well, Ryker was supposed to take care of it. And Sam was supposed to take care of it. And the cops were supposed to take care of it. Right? So where the hell are they?” 
 
    Edie was silent for a bit. “I don’t know where they are but we have to call them.” 
 
    We both turned our attention on the men again. They were on one of the side streets, and three seconds later, they disappeared from view. 
 
    “See?” Edie said. “Now they’re getting away. Then we need to follow them. So come on, step on it.” 
 
    I thought about it. Was it really wise to start following them? And that was only if we could catch up with them. What was their plan? Well, for starters, the plan was to double-cross Lloyd. I was guessing the brain behind it was the infamous Mr. Moose. He must have given the thugs the order to bring Lloyd to him. Man, I would really have liked to know who Mr. Moose was. The genius behind hiring two idiots. And at least one littering idiot, just leaving that piece of fruit— 
 
    And then it dawned on me. Holy guacamole! It was right there in front of me. My heart rate went through the roof. 
 
    “I think I know where they’re going,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Edie asked. “What do you mean? Do you know something I don’t?” 
 
    “I do now,” I said and turned on the ignition. 
 
    I turned around and saw Gran was lightly snoring in the back seat. Actually, that wasn’t that bad. I would wake her up in case I needed a good shooter. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Edie asked, totally sweating although the AC was on high. 
 
    “Look, I’m not one hundred percent sure I’m right, so we’re just going to drive there and see for ourselves,” I said. 
 
    “Could you make this more cryptic than it already is?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I could, but I’m just going to leave it at that,” I said. 
 
    I made a quick U-turn and stepped on the gas. With Edie gripping the armrest, the only sound breaking the silence in the car while I drove back to the retirement complex, was Gran snoring even louder. 
 
    We entered through the gate, and I drove slower through the streets, looking left and right. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we’re looking for them here,” Edie said. “This is our retirement complex. This is where we live.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Don’t worry, we’re in the right place.” 
 
    “That’s what’s worrying me,” Edie said. 
 
    I took a left and then a right and then I saw them. A silver Toyota Prius about one hundred yards away. It was the only car on the street, since it was already after ten thirty at night and the residents weren’t out and about this late usually. I closed the distance just a bit and could make out a couple of people in the car. This was them. I just knew it. 
 
    I was on their tail, but still not super close. We drove to the southwest corner of the complex, when their car parked in the driveway of a pastel-blue house. I drove past the house, turned left, and parked the car by the curb one block over. 
 
    “Did they just park in front of . . .?” Edie asked. “I know that house! This can’t be happening!” 
 
    “I’m afraid it is,” I said. 
 
    Edie was speechless. Which didn’t happen very often. I could tell she was trying to compute what was happening. 
 
    “Look, Edie,” I said. “If it’s true what I think is true, then I need to see it for myself first.” Then I swallowed hard. “Before you call the cops.” 
 
    “You serious?” Edie asked wide-eyed. “You’re going back there?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, hell yes—then I’m coming with you,” Edie said and already took off her seat belt. 
 
    I stopped her right there. “You are definitely not coming with me. You are seventy-five years old, and I don’t care how brave you are; those guys will shoot you in a second.” 
 
    Okay, I wasn’t so sure about the shooting part. But the thugs did shoot Tammy Feldman without blinking, so Edie should take that into consideration. I needed to convince her somehow to stay in the car. 
 
    “If I don’t come back in five minutes, call the cops,” I pulled out my cell phone and reluctantly gave it to Edie. 
 
    “But . . . but . . .” Edie said. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear another peep from you. It’s either this way or no way. Got it?” 
 
    Edie looked disappointed that she wouldn’t be in on the action but nodded. Clearly, I was a bad influence on her. She did have the “regular civilian” symptoms, like a tendency to call the cops, overreacting when faced with a dead body, and becoming alarmed when getting too close to illicit activities. But on the other hand, she couldn’t stay away from danger. She wanted to be smack-dab in the middle of the action. 
 
    Edie and I both looked back and saw Gran was still snoring. 
 
    “How the heck can she sleep through a time like this?” Edie asked. “And what is she so tired about? It’s not like she has a job.” 
 
    I grinned. “I think this is just her way of not getting involved.” 
 
    Edie wished me good luck and I got out of the car. The street was lit but there were no people around. Some houses had the light on. Other houses had the TV booming. 
 
    I walked along the sidewalk and tried to look casual. I turned the corner to where the car was still parked. I saw there was light inside, so I hid behind a hedge. I was so glad I wore my sneakers and not the flip-flops. I could still feel a bit of discomfort from my foot scrape, but I ignored it. 
 
    The front porch of the house was brightly lit, so I opted for peeking in through a window from the side of the house. Then I would report back to Edie what I saw, and I would drive us all back to our houses, and Edie could call the cops from her own phone. Giving Edie my own phone was just a safety net in case something happened to me. 
 
    I jumped out from behind the hedge and glued myself to the side of the house, right next to a window. From there, I peeked in. Lloyd was sitting on the couch, all tensed up, with a desperate look on his face, while Thug #1 was standing next to him, holding a gun to his head. Lloyd was almost crying. What a wuss. 
 
    Across from Lloyd was an older man with a wicked grin on his face. His whole vibe screamed I am in charge. So my suspicions were right. This was Mr. Moose. 
 
    My eyes searched for Thug #2, and I frowned because I couldn’t see him anywhere. 
 
    “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” a voice behind me said. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    Now I knew where Thug #2 was. 
 
    I was about to whip around in a roundhouse kick and take him by surprise, but he was faster than me. 
 
    I felt a blow on the back of my head, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and let out a low groan. The first thing I felt was a big fat headache. Then I felt a pain in my upper shoulders. Where the hell was I? I looked around and tried to recognize the place. Was I in my home in Oregon? No, this didn’t look like it. Where did I live now? Oh yes, I moved with my grandmother to Florida. It all came painfully back to me. But I knew Gran’s house didn’t look like this. 
 
    A couple of seconds later I realized I was sitting on a chair and my hands were tied behind my back and around the chair. My legs weren’t tied to the chair, and I thought for a second, why tie me at all if you’re not going to do it right? I tried to say something, but nothing came out. I had duct tape over my mouth. Was this really happening? A couple of weeks ago this was exactly how I found Edie when she was being held hostage in her own home. 
 
    I was in a living room. The last thing I remembered was . . . oh geez, now it dawned on me where I was. A few feet from me sat Lloyd Feldman, still on the couch, and Thug #1 was still pointing a gun to his head. Didn’t his arm hurt? He must have been holding it like that for a while now. Lloyd looked all sweaty and frightened, and I wasn’t even sure why anybody would point a gun at him. He was zero threat. In a fight, at least. His biggest advantage was he ran fast. 
 
    Thug #2 emerged from the bathroom and another man came out of the bedroom. They both stood and crossed their arms looking at me. 
 
    “She’s finally awake,” the older man said. “You hit her pretty hard on the head.” 
 
    “Well, how are you supposed to hit someone on the head if not hard?” Thug #2 said. 
 
    Yes, exactly; and for that, you are going to pay. 
 
    The older man rolled his eyes then looked me in the eye. “I’m going to take that tape away and you’re not going to scream, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. He walked over and, in one fell swoop, ripped away the duct tape. I didn’t even flinch. Pain meant nothing to me now, I was so pumped up with adrenaline. These guys had no idea what they were getting themselves into by taking me hostage. Hopefully Edie and Gran were somewhere outside. Hopefully they made a plan, realizing I didn’t come back. Hopefully Edie could wake up Sleeping Beauty from her snoring coma. 
 
    “Why don’t we start by you telling me why you were spying on me outside,” the older man asked. 
 
    “Why do you think, Sherlock? I know it’s you who was behind it all.” 
 
    The older man had an evil grin plastered on his face. “And how did you figure that out?” he asked. 
 
    “Because you hired the most idiotic muscles out there,” I said. “And you’re not so bright either.” 
 
    All three men sucked in some air. Lloyd almost fainted on the couch. I knew they didn’t expect the person they tied up to speak to them like that. Theoretically, I was in no position to. But I didn’t care. Especially since these nincompoops didn’t even bother to tie up my legs too. All I needed to do was wait for the right moment to pounce. 
 
    I assessed my situation. I had to fight the two thugs and possibly the older man. Lloyd would be no opponent, but he ran fast. Still, he shouldn’t be underestimated. Out of panic, even weaker ones such as Lloyd could do stupid extreme things, like pick up a gun and start shooting around aimlessly. Which brought me to the subject of guns. They only had one, as far as I could see, and Thug #1 was holding it. Nonetheless, Thug #2 could have a gun tucked in his jeans belt or anywhere else on his body. Same for the older man. I wished I had my knife with me. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Thug #2 said and his eyebrows shot right up. He took a few steps in my direction with steam coming out of his ears, but the older man stopped him. 
 
    “I ought to smack her right in her mouth,” Thug #2 said. 
 
    “I dare you to,” I said. “You can add more counts to your stupidities. Make it easier for me when I’m turning you in.” 
 
    As if it only clicked now, Thug #1 came to life and said, shaking his head, “Idiotic muscles? That’s really not cool.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the older man asked. 
 
    “You know very well who I am,” I said. “I’m Edie’s neighbor, and the one who’s going to take you down.” 
 
    The man stared at me, probably contemplating if I was full of bull or really meaning it. He must have decided not to take his chances. So he asked, “Are you a cop?” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. 
 
    “Are you some kind of government agent?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head even more frantically. 
 
    “Then I don’t know who you are, but look around you,” the older man said. “You’re not really in the position to make threats now, are you?” 
 
    “That’s what you think,” I said. 
 
    If he only knew who he was dealing with, he would have just given up and turned himself in already without a fight. 
 
    “So when did you realize what was going on with Tammy and Lloyd?” I asked. I thought it wasn’t such a bad idea to stall for time and to let Gran and Edie regroup. I also needed to figure out a plan. But first, I needed to study how the dynamics were between these fools here. 
 
    “How do you know I figured something out?” the older man said. 
 
    “Because that’s the only explanation,” I said. I glanced at Lloyd. “You realized he and his partner were scammers, and instead of turning them in, you thought you could cash in on it too. You threatened Tammy and Lloyd with exposing them. Then you collected your share of the money from them. But then you got greedy. That was your mistake. Greed will always get you, and that is when you realize that human nature is so basic and primitive.” 
 
    “Is it, now?” The older man asked, evil grin back on his face. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I said and felt around the rope they tied me with. Unfortunately, the rope seemed solid and I didn’t have anything on me to try to tear it or cut it. So I kept on talking. “Instead of getting a decent amount of incoming cash from them on a regular basis, you wanted more. And now look what you got on your hands. Tammy and Lloyd refused, so you shot Tammy, making Lloyd pay up. Now you have a murder and kidnapping on your rap sheet on top of extortion and being an accomplice to their scam.” 
 
    The older man rolled his eyes. “Those two were lousy scammers. I used to work in a bank. I knew right away their investment schemes were a fraud. So I wanted in, obviously. It would have been easy too, if those two wouldn’t have been so resistant.” 
 
    Lloyd began whimpering on the couch and put his head in his hands. 
 
    The older man shook his head. “What a wuss.” 
 
    “I have to agree with you on that one,” I said. 
 
    Lloyd looked up and stared at me. “I don’t know your story, but I thought you came here to help me.” 
 
    “To help you?” I asked and almost jumped on him with the chair on my back. “I’m here to take you down as well. You jerk—you scammed all these people here out of their money. They’re seniors! That money was their nest egg! They counted on you. And you stole their money and now you think I came here to help you? Listen up, you moron, I will make sure you rot in jail, do you understand me? It’s either that or put you six feet under. And believe you me, I don’t have any problem with the latter.” 
 
    I felt a wave of anger crashing over me. I wouldn’t have cared in my old life what a scammer did. Moreover, I would look over their shoulder, see if I could learn a few more tricks. But the last three weeks had changed me. Okay, they’d slightly changed me. I found myself caring for the seniors and wanting to punish whoever did them harm. 
 
    I swear Lloyd almost started crying. 
 
    “You know what?” The older man said to Thug #1. “Maybe you should point the gun at her and not at him.” 
 
    Thug #1 did as he was told. 
 
    “But guard the door,” the older man said to Thug #1. “He’s a runner.” 
 
    Thug #1 moved in front of the door. He shook his arm, like it had fallen asleep. “Can I just point the gun at her if she moves? My arm kind of hurts.” 
 
    The older man looked at him like he couldn’t believe what he’d just asked. 
 
    “See?” I asked the older man. “I told you; you hired the stupidest out there.” 
 
    Thug #2 jumped up at me again, but the older man yelled at him this time. “You’re only moving if I say so.” 
 
    Thug #2 didn’t look happy, but he obeyed. 
 
    “So how did you figure this out?” the older man asked me while he took a seat on the couch next to Lloyd. He made himself comfortable by crossing one leg over the other. Lloyd scooched a couple of inches away from him. 
 
    “One of your henchmen ate your fruit,” I said. 
 
    The older man raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I explained that I’d seen Thug #1 at Liberty Square munching on a fruit that looked an awful lot like a type I’d seen before. I knew that the older man was into cross-pollinating: oranges and limes. I also knew people thought they were too sourly. Thug #1 made exactly the same face Burt did after biting into the fruit. Burt was the resident dressed head to toe in green; hence, Green Man. I had seen him at the gathering in the rec hall, sitting next to the older man, trying out the fruit. 
 
    The older man looked stunned, and he turned his gaze to Thug #1. “You didn’t like my orangelo?” 
 
    Thug #1 scratched the back of his head. “Sorry, boss, they’re really not good.” 
 
    “Then there was the thing with the name,” I continued. I didn’t have any patience for the rolling pins in Thug #1’s brain. 
 
    “What thing?” the man asked. 
 
    “Mr. Moose,” I said. “Your name is Earnest Reed. Reed spelled backward is deer. Moose, deer . . . you get it. Like I said before; you’re not the brightest either.” 
 
    Earnest Reed, resident of the Bitter End retirement complex, wearing his older man’s cap with the orange and the lime as a logo, was sitting on the couch only a few feet from me and his grin disappeared. 
 
    “You better watch your mouth there, young lady, if you still want to live.” Reed said. 
 
    “Why would I believe you would let me live?” I asked. “You’re probably pondering what to do with me right now, since I messed up your plan. But like I’ve said before, you should be the one to worry about what happens. I really am going to take you down.” 
 
    Reed let out a laugh. “I don’t know if you’re gutsy or just delusional.” He paused. “I’m assuming you’re the one these two talked to on the phone?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her,” Thug #2 said. He was now leaning on the kitchen counter with his arms crossed. “She was the cocky one. I wouldn’t forget that voice.” 
 
    “That was very clever,” Reed said. “How did you get your hands on Feldman’s phone?” 
 
    I told them about Lloyd dropping his phone at the paintball field and me taking it with me. That only reminded me of Sam and Ryker and the cops. Why weren’t they here? Sam was tracking down Lloyd’s phone. Then why weren’t they at Liberty Square and why aren’t they here now? The only explanation would be that Lloyd changed his phone. 
 
    “Yes, we thought something like that happened,” Reed said. “I have to admit, we were thrown for a second when you proposed the deal. We had one already with Lloyd.” 
 
    “Just out of curiosity,” I asked. “How much money did Lloyd ask for in exchange for the audio file?” 
 
    Reed grinned again. “One hundred thousand.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and glanced at Lloyd. “Seriously? Only one hundred grand? How long would that have lasted you? You’re really making me sick. How you managed to scam all these people here, I will never know.” 
 
    Reed laughed. “Exactly. It was easy seeing through Lloyd.” 
 
    “Was it also easy seeing through these other two?” I asked. “You stuck with the details of your deal, and that’s how I found you at Liberty Square at ten p.m.” 
 
    Reed went white and turned his look to Thug #1 and Thug #2. “How the heck does she know about that?” 
 
    I burst out laughing. This fool didn’t even realize how I found them. He had no idea Thug #1 had told me the time for their exchange. 
 
    “You two are really worthless,” Reed said to them.  “I could have hired anyone else at that bar. Why the hell did I choose you?” 
 
    “Because we’re the only ones who went along with it,” Thug #2 said smugly. “It’s not like your plan is so sophisticated. Why didn’t you pull the trigger on the broad yourself, old man? You should be thanking us.” 
 
    Thug #1 just nodded along. 
 
    This was awesome. They were turning against each other. So we had Lloyd, who was fighting for himself, we had the two thugs who were in the other corner, and then we had Earnest Reed. And then there was me. Who was going to take them down. Could be that I was a bit rusty, considering I hadn’t exercised properly in the last thirteen months and since I’d arrived in Florida. But I’d been in training for thirty-one years, up until I had to leave my old life behind me. 
 
    Lloyd was probably the easiest target. He was slim with barely any muscle tone. Reed was around eightyish, but still seemed to be sharp. Only his body wouldn’t play along at his age. Thug #1 and Thug #2 were the ones I had to be careful of. They were literally no brain but a lot of muscle. 
 
    “Okay, okay, let’s not get into a fight about this,” Reed said to Thug #2. “Let’s see how we can clean up this situation here.” 
 
    Hmm. Interesting. Reed did possess an ounce of intelligence. He deescalated. He didn’t get into a fight with Thug #2. He put his ego aside, because the current situation was more important. I had to give him props for thinking like that. 
 
    “Mr. Feldman,” Reed said. “Tell us where you have the copy of the audio file.” 
 
    “But I told you, I didn’t make any copy,” Lloyd said whimpering. “I gave you the flash drive and I deleted the audio file from my phone. There’s no other copy. I just want to get this episode behind me. It’s bad enough you killed Tammy.” His voice trembled and he had to pause. “I don’t want to lose my life too.” 
 
    Oh, so this is what it was about. Reed and the thugs didn’t trust that Lloyd would carry out his part of the deal, which was handing over the audio file. They believed Lloyd made a copy of it and therefore could blackmail them again. Lloyd couldn’t even prove he didn’t make a copy. How do you prove you didn’t make a copy of something? So what did Reed have in mind for Lloyd? Was he going to kill Lloyd and then kill me too? 
 
    Frankly, I would believe Lloyd didn’t make another copy, because he didn’t come across as a mastermind. But again, the stupid ones were not to be underestimated. They were the most unpredictable. 
 
    Reed smiled at Lloyd. “Why would I believe you?” he asked. “You’re a fraudster, you steal from seniors, you blackmailed us—so why would I believe you’re not going to do it again?” 
 
    Lloyd threw his hands in the air. “Because I want to move on, and I want to live! The cops already think I shot Tammy, they’ve frozen my accounts, and they’re after me. I only had the couple of hundred bucks in my pocket when I made a run for it, then I tried to lay low, but then I got shot at with paintballs by those stupid old people. Then she took the cell phone I had just bought, so I had to buy yet another one. Then I was being held at gunpoint in the middle of town. I did not sign up for this! I don’t want to be part of this. I want you to give me my money so I can get the hell out of here and go to Guatemala or the Bahamas or wherever and just forget about everything that happened here.” 
 
    Wow. 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. And I realized my arms had begun to hurt in their tied-up position behind my back. 
 
    The way Lloyd talked about himself and only himself, about saving his own butt . . . he didn’t really talk about any love that he had for Tammy. Nor did he seem sad because she was dead, and that made me ask him, “Was Tammy even your wife?” 
 
    Lloyd looked in my direction. “Of course not. She was my business partner. And she got on my nerves every single day. I’m not that super sad she’s gone, although we made a great team. I have to admit, I wouldn’t have done this good without her. It’s just that gullible older people buy into this whole married-couple-trying-to-make-a-living crap.” 
 
    It was just like I had suspected. Business partners. Shamelessly scamming the seniors and knowing what buttons to push. I had to really control myself in that moment. I breathed in and out. 
 
    Reed stood and walked through the room. “You know what, Feldman? This is what we’re going to do. There is one way you can prove you don’t have a copy of the audio file. And that is if you’re not going to blackmail us again. I’m going to let you go and I’m giving you zero money. If you call us again and blackmail us, we won’t be this nice to you again.” 
 
    I blinked twice. What kind of plan was this? I did not see this one coming. I thought about it. Okay, it wasn’t that bad. It was really good, actually. Assuming Lloyd did have another copy, he wouldn’t go to the cops with it, because he wouldn’t have anything to gain. He only wanted money. If he blackmailed these guys again, then they would have to meet somehow again. And then Lloyd would be toast. I didn’t think Lloyd was clever enough to set up an exchange with sophisticated details such as money drops in specific places, so that they wouldn’t have to meet face-to-face. 
 
    Lloyd looked desperate. He whipped his head around from Reed to me to Thug #1 to Thug #2. “You’re letting me go? But where’s my money? 
 
    “Did you not understand what I just said?” Reed said. “You don’t get any money. Now get up and get out of here.” 
 
    Wow, this was getting unpredictable. If I were Lloyd, I would bail out of here and just save my skin as soon as possible. The money I could earn after that through other hustles. 
 
    Then I thought about the situation outside. We had a similar situation a couple of weeks ago. Man, these seniors had probably never seen this much action. And the cops were probably confused about this much action at a retirement complex. With the other hostage situation, the cops surrounded the house but arrived in silence. No sirens, no nothing. They had the element of surprise on their side. So I wondered now, could the cops already be outside? I honestly had no idea how much time had passed between the knock on my head and now.  
 
    If they were outside, they probably had to assign three officers to hold off Gran from bursting inside the house with her gun drawn. 
 
    I knew I was not a fan of the cops, and I probably would never be, but I had to admit, in a situation like this, where I was the one tied up and I didn’t have the Oregon Falcons to save my butt, I wouldn’t mind having the cops do that. 
 
    Lloyd got up and seemed to be confused. He probably wasn’t sure if they would really let him go or shoot him right before he stepped outside. 
 
    “Go ahead, go,” Reed said. “I’m a man of my word. What you do for money I don’t care. You’re not getting any from me, so you have to start a new scam. I don’t care.” 
 
    “If I were you, I’d skip right now,” Thug #2 said in a disgusted way. “Just be happy you get to keep your life.” 
 
    Lloyd’s shoulders slouched. I could see defeat in his face. He knew he wasn’t going to get any money and he just gave them the one thing he had as leverage over them. But I had to agree with Thug #2; he should be happy to just be alive. 
 
    Lloyd slowly took a few steps toward the door. Thug #1, with his constant dumb look on his face, moved out of the way. His gun-holding arm dangled next to his body. He wasn’t alert at all. 
 
    Thug #2 moved in front of me, and I could feel his breath on my face. He said with a wicked grin, “Now let’s see what to do about her.” 
 
    I hoped so bad that it wasn’t a mistake what I was about to do. If my calculations were right, Thug #1 had a gun, but Thug #2 still didn’t seem to have any. If he wore it concealed, he still needed a couple of seconds to pull the gun out. Those were valuable seconds. Reed also didn’t seem to have a gun at all. 
 
    So I kicked my leg high and it connected with Thug #2’s crotch. His hands flew to his private area, and he crashed to the floor, screaming in pain. Just for good measure, I kicked his side as well. I knew the next move would be Thug #1 trying to shoot at me. 
 
    “What the . . .?” he said, raising his gun-holding arm. 
 
    In an instant, I jumped up and dived behind the couch while bullets flew into the cushions. I landed hard on my side. Possibly I broke a rib or two. But no time to think about that now. I was still tied up to the chair, for crying out loud. 
 
    That was when Lloyd probably thought it was a good idea to get out of there, especially since he got a free card. I was counting on that. He opened the door, ran outside, and two seconds later came back in a frenzy, shutting the door closed behind him. 
 
    “Oh, my freaking god, the place is swarming with cops!” Lloyd said wide-eyed. 
 
    Now it was my turn to grin evilly. 
 
    Reed asked, “What did you just say? The cops are here?” 
 
    Lloyd said, “I think every cop in town is here,” In a split second, he jumped behind the couch next to me and assumed a fetal position. 
 
    I pondered if it was even worth it going after Lloyd. That was my plan all the last few days, to punch him in the face for what he did to Edie, but now . . . He was just too sad. 
 
    Reed and Thug #1 exchanged worried glances and they both bolted for the back, probably wanting to get out through the window in the bathroom. What idiots. If the cops were swarming the place, then obviously they were watching every exit point. There was no escape from any of them. 
 
    The only way they could have bought time or really get away clean, was to take me hostage. Which they kind of already had. I mean, Thug #1 had a gun, and I was still with my arms tied to the chair. It would have been so easy for them to use me for negotiating with the cops to get an escape car, a helicopter, whatever. It probably wouldn’t have worked, but hey, at least they could have tried. 
 
    But no. The idiots opted for the brainless choice. 
 
    I looked next to me and saw Lloyd with his head between his hands, still in a fetal position. I rolled my eyes. He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    I should, though. Just in case Reed and Thug #1 realized what they should have been doing instead of trying to bail, I decided it was time for me to get out of the house too. It was not that easy to get to a standing position when you had a chair strapped to your back and your arms and hands and the side of your body were searing with pain. Nevertheless, that didn’t stop me getting up fast. 
 
    Just as I took the first steps toward the door, Thug #2 grabbed my ankle, and I crashed onto the floor again. Way to collect more pain points. 
 
    But he didn’t have a firm grip on me. I kicked with my legs so hard, I probably broke his nose. I almost felt pity for him. He could have just waited for the cops to storm in, which they would do any second now. Then he at least would have avoided his injuries. But this way, I got some satisfaction as well. 
 
    I jumped up again and ran for the front door just as it burst open, and I crashed into a hard chest. Ryker’s chest. 
 
    Oh, goody. Another broken rib. 
 
    I looked up and saw worry and relief in his eyes at the same time. Which was weird, because why should he be worried? His grandmother was safe. 
 
    I was glued to him when he swirled his hands behind me, saying in a soft voice, “Let me untie you.” 
 
    I relaxed in his arms and pressed my forehead against his chest. Then I let him untie me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of the bathroom after a refreshing shower and tripped over a gift basket, wrapped in pink cellophane. 
 
    Ugh. Goddammit. 
 
    My side hurt and I bent over. 
 
    “Gran, what the heck?” I asked. “I told you to put these somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where do you want me to put them?” Gran yelled from the kitchen table. “I told you we should burn them.” 
 
    “We can’t burn them,” I said, going to the kitchen area and straight to the coffeemaker. “We got them as a gift.” 
 
    Gran let out a snort. “We got gift gift baskets. Just what I always wanted.” 
 
    I poured some coffee into my mug and leaned on the kitchen counter. I scanned Gran’s house. There were gift baskets everywhere. And I mean literally everywhere. Every corner and every surface of the floor was covered in spa gift baskets. Come to think of it, maybe this was a good thing. You couldn’t see the ugly yellow carpet this way.  
 
    We now had foot powder until we died. As soon as word came out that we apprehended Lloyd and the other guys, the residents were ecstatic. They kept on coming to Gran’s house to leave their gift basket as a thank-you for us busting Earnest Reed and the others. 
 
    I knew what they were actually doing. They were getting rid of their rash-giving foot powder. And what a lovely disguise they picked. As if we didn’t know what was going on with that powder. Nonetheless, we accepted their gifts and kept up the pretenses. We couldn’t prove that Sourpuss put something into the powder, although everybody kind of knew that. We couldn’t even find out what it was that caused the rash, and by “we,” I mean Edie and company: Gran and I stayed out of it as much as possible. 
 
    By the one hundredth gift basket, Gran almost lost it, though. I caught her Googling for house signs that read, “Visitors Not Welcome.” 
 
    Every winner from the paintball game got rid of their basket. The ones that didn’t win came by with pies, chicken casseroles, mac-and-cheese casseroles and whatnot. Gran’s house was now littered with spa gift baskets, and our fridge and our cupboards had never been this full. I wouldn’t even know when to finish all this food, especially since there was a dining hall here at the complex. Where residents expected to see us, I might add. 
 
    I convinced Gran to give up the Visitors Not Welcome sign, so she went for an improvised sign on a piece of paper she got from Edie, that read, “We are not taking food, just booze.” 
 
    We also appointed Edie’s house as gift basket central. Every basket that would come our way from now on would be diverted to her. That was another way of saying, “Edie, keep the baskets.”  
 
    Today was Saturday and it had been two days since Lloyd and Reed and the thugs were busted. 
 
    After Ryker had untied me from that chair, I collapsed on the floor. I knew it was over and the adrenaline started to fade away instantly. I felt dizzy and I felt wobbly on my feet. Ryker had picked me up and carried me in his arms outside to the paramedics. From there, I made a short trip to the hospital. 
 
    I didn’t plan on seeing the interior of the hospital only three weeks after moving here. But I was so out of it mentally, I just let it go. I didn’t care what happened. I was absolutely exhausted. Dillon could have emerged out of nowhere and told me it was over and that Gran and I needed to move somewhere else or be out of the witness protection program; I wouldn’t have cared. I was that drained. I did refuse staying overnight at the hospital, though. I had two broken ribs and a lot of bruises on my body. The raw skin on my wrist after being tied up, burned just a bit every time I washed my hands or took a shower. But hey, I almost had forgotten about my scrape on the sole of my foot. It was all relative when you put it in perspective. 
 
    Gran came with me to the hospital and then she drove me to the house. It could have been sometime in the middle of the night that we finally arrived home. Surprisingly, the couch that I slept on had never felt so good. 
 
    The next day, Gran let me sleep in. She usually whipped up a lot of commotion around the kitchen, so there was never any sleeping after Gran woke up, but she was somehow super silent and I woke up at almost noon. 
 
    I had the feeling Gran had contacted Edie and let her know that under no circumstances she should come knocking—or anybody else for that matter—or Gran would shoot them. Edie was smart and took that threat seriously. So it was not till afternoon when I texted Edie that she could come over. 
 
    She brought a plum pie and the warmest hug ever, crushing my already wrecked ribs again. And then we talked about the night before and tried to get some closure. 
 
    As Lloyd had already confirmed, Tammy Feldman was not his wife. They were still looking into what other names those two had used for their other hustles. But Lloyd told the cops everything. He met Tammy about six years ago and realized how good they worked together. Since they both had good enough financial knowledge, they realized they could make a buttload of money by scamming people. Three years ago, they realized seniors were their most profitable target audience, so they went from state to state, scamming retirees out of their money. It was clever that they didn’t stay for too long in only one place. It was harder to track down criminals if they were always on the move. That is, until they landed in Bitter End, Florida. I mean, the name already says it all. 
 
    Lloyd is facing enough charges to keep his butt in jail for a long time. Regarding Edie’s money and the residents’ money, the Federal Trade Commission was on Lloyd and Tammy’s tail for a while now, and they were the ones that froze the accounts. A thorough investigation was underway and we heard it looked good for Edie and the others. They should be getting their money back soon. 
 
    Edie was so happy, she brought over a bottle of rum on top of the plum pie. 
 
    The residents were shocked to find out about Earnest Reed. Nobody would have thought he was capable of something like this. He never came across as someone engaged in any criminal activity. People said he enjoyed his retirement life and his hobby with the orange and lime thing. Which sounded very normal for everybody around here. 
 
    When Reed and Thug #1 jumped out of the bathroom window at Reed’s house, they landed straight into the arms of the cops. Just as anticipated. Thug #1 and Thug #2 had been taken away along with Reed. But not before the paramedics took care of Thug #2’s injuries. After Ryker untied me, he looked over my shoulder and probably saw a man in agony. Ryker then asked me, frowning, “Did you kick him in the nuts?” 
 
    I nodded. I was too tired to form any words. 
 
    Ryker winced but then nodded in agreement. 
 
    That was when I collapsed on the floor in exhaustion. 
 
    At the police station, Thug #1 and Thug #2 sang like two canaries. They spilled everything about Reed. They had met in a seedy bar somewhere on the outskirts of Bitter End and Reed made the proposal to them and hired them on the spot. Their job was to collect the money from Tammy and Lloyd on a monthly basis. That is, until Reed wanted a bigger piece of the pie. And then we all knew what happened next. The good thing was that Reed couldn’t escape the count of soliciting to murder. 
 
    The cops now also had the audio file. They found Lloyd’s first phone in a ditch a couple of blocks from his office. What a dunce. That wasn’t the way to discard a cell phone. But anyway, that was the phone Lloyd recorded the murder with. He knew then he had to get rid of the phone because the cops were after him. So he bought a new one with a prepaid card, sent the audio file to the new phone, turned off the old phone and threw it away. The prepaid phone was the one he dropped in that cabin and that I recovered. 
 
    With evidence like the recording, both thugs would accept a cooperating plea agreement, meaning they would get a reduction in the severity of the charge in exchange for providing information about other individuals involved. Hence, Mr. Moose. 
 
    Bottom line, they were all going down and I couldn’t have been more satisfied. 
 
    When Ryker carried me out of Reed’s house, Gran and Edie almost jumped on me. It had been only forty-five minutes since I had left them in the car. Recovering from that blow to the head didn’t take too long apparently. Edie did as she was told and called the cops from my phone. It was only after the cops arrived that Edie woke up Gran. That was a good decision. Edie knew she couldn’t have kept Gran from shooting her way into that house. 
 
    Edie then called Ryker, who arrived in record time at the retirement complex, as I was told afterward. Ryker, Sam, and the cops were all surveilling the Sunrise Peak Motel off the highway. That was where Sam had tracked down Lloyd’s phone. And apparently the phone hadn’t moved, so they all figured Lloyd was holed up in his motel room and the deal would take place there. So they took positions outside and waited for the other party to arrive. 
 
    Which they never did. 
 
    That was a good trick Lloyd pulled on them. He had the instinct to change his phone again. After Lloyd recovered his phone from Gran’s sugar jar—a home invasion that we would never report to the cops and never admit to, no matter what Lloyd told the police in his statement—he bought another one. His third one. He left his second phone in his motel room before he departed for Liberty Square. 
 
    He wasn’t sure about someone tracking his phone, but just knowing that I had the phone didn’t sit well with him. On the off chance someone tinkered with his phone, he bought his third one from the money he had left, and could contact Reed and the thugs again. 
 
    Edie wanted to come to the hospital with me, but Ryker convinced her I was in good hands and Gran would be there. I sensed it took some convincing for Edie to really let me go without her. I only vaguely remember asking Gran on the way to the hospital how come she didn’t burst into Reed’s house with her gun drawn. Even with the cops there. Did they handcuff her?  
 
    Gran rolled her eyes and said it was Edie. Edie threatened Gran that if she pulled out her gun and started shooting, she would tell the cops it was Gran who shot at Lloyd in the back alley of his office. I remember trying to laugh but my aching body just hurt too much. 
 
    As I was standing in the kitchen now with a towel draped around my body and another one wrapped around my hair, I studied Gran at the kitchen table. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Gran asked. 
 
    “I’m just wondering,” I said. “When you shot at Lloyd in that back alley, how come you missed? You’re the best shooter there is and the distance was pretty close.” 
 
    Gran grinned slightly. Then took another sip of her coffee. 
 
    “You missed on purpose, didn’t you?” I asked. “At the last second you realized you couldn’t just kill that person. So you missed.” 
 
    “Well, if the rules around here were different, then I would have only needed one shot,” Gran said. 
 
    I laughed and my hand flew to the spot where the ribs were broken. “This is the Gran that I know.” 
 
    I realized I’d have to minimize laughing too. Same with taking deep breaths.  
 
    There was a loud knock on the door. 
 
    Gran threw her hands in the air. “That’s it. I can’t take it anymore. Edie may have held me back from shooting those guys in that house, but I swear, if anyone else comes by with one of those stinky gift baskets, I will shoot them dead.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” I said and placed my mug on the kitchen counter. “I’ll get the door, it’s probably Edie anyhow.” 
 
    Without even looking through the peephole, I swung the door open and saw Ryker standing right in front of me. He looked taken aback for a second. Then he grinned and looked me up and down. Oh geez. I forgot I was only wrapped in towels. But it didn’t matter, so I leaned with one hand on the doorway and put my other hand on my hip. Then I looked Ryker up and down in an very obvious way. That was one fine-looking man. His outfit resembled what Gran and I used to wear. Well, actually what Gran was still wearing. Ryker had on blue jeans, a tight black T-shirt, and his black aviators. 
 
    He saw me scanning him and said, “Touché.” Then he took off his sunglasses and said, “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning to you too,” I said. “I’d invite you in, but as you can see, our house is ready to burst any minute now and it’s going to rain foot powder.” 
 
    Ryker laughed. “Yes, I heard about the foot powder. Never a dull moment around here, huh?” 
 
    I nodded. “Nope, kind of dangerous, actually.” I rubbed the spot where my ribs were broken. 
 
    Ryker’s eyes flew to where I applied pressure. “Speaking of dangerous, how are you feeling?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Fine, I guess. The doctor said I’m going to be as good as new in a couple of weeks. All I can do is put some ice packs on it and I have some medication for pain.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Ryker said. “You’re not using the medication. You’re too tough for that.” 
 
    I smiled. “You should work in profiling. You’re very accurate.” I paused. “Sometimes.” Like I would ever admit to his face how good his assumptions were. 
 
    Ryker laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Anyway, I want to officially thank you again for taking down those guys. It wasn’t so smart putting yourself in danger like that, but hey, that’s your decision. I’m glad Grams was not inside that house.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’re really thanking me or if that was a scolding,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I guess you could say it was a little bit of both,” Ryker said. “If it weren’t for you three, then we wouldn’t have found those guys at Liberty Square. We were still watching the motel. But you already know I’m not a fan of your way of handling things. I have an idea how you got there, especially after what Sam told me.” 
 
    “What did she tell you?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    “She knew stuff but told me it was from a confidential source,” Ryker said. “But I have a feeling I know what source she meant.” 
 
    At least I knew Sam kept her word and didn’t mention my name. 
 
    I just shrugged. I had zero interest in continuing the subject of was it or wasn’t it me. 
 
    “Nevertheless, you got the job done and Grams is happy, and the other residents are happy, so I guess I should be happy.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that,” I said. 
 
    There was silence for a long moment. 
 
    “You know, Grams says we’re making a good team and you should come work for me,” Ryker said half-jokingly, but he kept studying me. 
 
    Ah. This was what it was all about. Instead of just coming right out and asking me, he found a roundabout way of doing it. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. 
 
    Ryker raised an eyebrow. “It is?” 
 
    “Your choice of words is interesting,” I said. “‘Team’ and ‘work for me’ are not really the same things, are they? They’re exactly the opposite.” 
 
    Ryker grinned. “See? That’s why Grams thinks we’d be good together.” 
 
    Now I was the one who raised the eyebrow. “Does she now? Well, you can tell her I have to disappoint her. It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Ryker’s end game was. Did he really want me to work at his firm? Why? So he could command me around and tell me what I wasn’t allowed to do? Or did he present me with this option so he could check out my background? I was guessing anybody who worked at a PI firm would have to have an impeccable past. Yeah, fat chance that would ever happen.  
 
    “That’s too bad,” Ryker said. “But I kind of already thought that would be your answer.” 
 
    “Then why did you ask?” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” Ryker said. “I was just relaying what Gram’s thoughts were.” 
 
    Oh, come on. I didn’t have time to play this game. 
 
    “Fine, you did,” I said. 
 
    “I thought you were looking for a job,” Ryker continued. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “But I’m not that desperate yet.” 
 
    Ouch, that hurt. I could see Ryker flinch just a bit. 
 
    There was silence again.  
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll be on my way, then,” Ryker said and smiled again. “I’ll see you tonight, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll be there?” I asked. 
 
    Ryker nodded. “Got my invitation too.” 
 
    The seniors were throwing a party tonight in the rec hall for wrapping up the Lloyd mystery and the murder of Tammy. Edie told Gran and me it was actually a party in our honor. Great. Just what we needed. More attention to ourselves. I’d have to frisk Gran again before going to that party. 
 
    Ryker turned on his heel and headed for his bike. I tilted my head and enjoyed the view. Ryker’s backside and the Harley. I wasn’t sure which one was better. 
 
    I watched Ryker get on his bike and, with a nod, he drove away. 
 
    I was about to close the door when Edie exited her house. She looked up, saw me, and waved vigorously, making her white curls bounce with every wave. She held a gift basket in her other hand and headed over. She was practically skipping. 
 
    “Edie’s coming over,” I shouted to Gran from the doorway. 
 
    “Is she bringing another basket?” Gran shouted back. 
 
    I smiled. “Yes, she is.” 
 
    “That’s it, I’m getting my gun,” Gran said. 
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   Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The witness protection program is serious business. And I mean dead serious. One slipup and you’re out. One screwup and you’re dead. 
 
    Thankfully, I was still alive. 
 
    But oh, so very close to really screwing up. 
 
    I was leaning against the counter and polishing a glass. The same glass for five minutes now, while I was staring at the floor at nothing in particular. But I was thinking. I was processing. I was feeling a pang of nostalgia deep in my soul that almost hurt. But isn’t it always like this with nostalgia? It always hurts, doesn’t it? 
 
    Not too long ago, I was standing behind the counter at my favorite bar, Choppers. Not only was it my favorite bar, but it was also the place I used to work at. That was in Oregon, where my home was. I spent almost my entire adult life working at Choppers, mixing up the best cocktails, dealing with rowdies and putting them straight, and also being responsible for the books. What I did with those books was my little secret. Let’s just say any business that can take in a lot of cash is perfect for laundering said cash. Getting money in and getting it out clean on the other side. 
 
    It was a good life that I enjoyed back home in Oregon. I loved the coolness of the mountains, I loved my family and friends, and I loved the freedom that I had. And believe you me—I had a lot more freedom than anyone could imagine. 
 
    Until I got yanked out of that dream life. 
 
    Fifteen months later, here I was. At the polar-opposite end of my previous life. Well, except for the fact that I was now again working at a bar. But other than that, I couldn’t have conjured up my current life even in my worst nightmare. 
 
    Together with my grandmother, I entered WITSEC, the witness protection program. The program is no joke. I firmly believed it took a bigger toll on your mind and soul than working as a SWAT team member. 
 
    First of all, you didn’t get any preparation time. Nobody sent you a notice that you were going to enter the program in one year, or in six months, or whatever deadline. It just happened. From one second to the other. 
 
    I was in my home, cooking meatballs, nice and crispy meatballs, when three US marshals burst in, almost making me have a heart attack. They explained in two sentences that my grandmother had been arrested, that we had to go, that blah blah blah. I didn’t quite get what they were saying. I was sure we were going to get Gran, and I needed bail money for her. In retrospect, I should have known how serious the situation was. I mean, the US Marshals came to my house. Not some regular cops who wouldn’t have even dared to come knocking.  
 
    So anyway, the marshals told me we had to leave at that exact moment. Literally. Their body language exuded urgency as well. They weren’t calm. Not at all. They twitched, their eyes darted left and right; one of them even looked out the window from behind the curtains, as if to see if anybody was out there. Watching us.  
 
    I guessed I was too shocked to realize it was a whopper of a situation. Not that I would have done anything else, even if I understood immediately how serious the situation was. What would I have done? Throw knives at the US Marshals? Shoot them? I couldn’t have afforded that. 
 
    But boy oh boy, I would have sure shot them later on. When I found out what my life was going to look like from that moment on. It was like this: Gran got arrested for tax evasion and money laundering. But since she had coveted membership in the motorcycle club, Oregon Falcons, who didn’t exactly play by the rules of the law, Gran was offered a deal. Testify against the Falcons and skip jail time. However, testifying against the Falcons was like testifying against the mob. You would have to have a death wish. Sure, your testimony puts a couple of the big guys from the upper ladder in jail, but the others would finish you off. Even those bigger guys had medium guys who did the dirty laundry for them. Didn’t matter that they were in prison. 
 
    In conclusion, Gran was offered a new life in exchange for her testimony. A new identity, a new location to live, everything all shiny and new. Since I lived with Gran in the same house and I was a member of the Falcons as well, I had to go with her. It was clear what would have happened if I stayed behind. The Falcons would have used me and hurt me to get to Gran. Typical mob approach. Which we kind of were. 
 
    So after thirteen months of hiding out in motel rooms all over the country while the trial was happening, Gran and I were relocated to Bitter End in Florida. I couldn’t decide what was worse: the irony of the name or the location itself. I hated the heat. Gran hated the heat. This would have been the last place I'd have chosen to hide out. Which was exactly why this place was chosen for us. Absolutely no one from our former lives would ever think to look for us here because of this reason. 
 
    We were even asked at some point where we'd like to be relocated. Our answer was somewhere up north, where the air was crisp and the scent of the Douglas firs smelled like Christmas. But the marshals did their homework. They knew who they were dealing with. They knew what we liked and what we disliked. They knew they couldn’t relocate us somewhere with sixty degrees max, as per our request. The reason was that there was a good chance Gran and I had mentioned some of our favorite places to someone in our past, making it more probable for someone to find us there. Obviously, everyone in our former lives knew we hated the heat. 
 
    So we got relocated to Florida. Which is when I almost went to jail voluntarily. 
 
    “I think that glass is pretty clean now,” a voice said and brought me back to reality. The voice was deep, gruff, and had a hint of a Brooklyn accent. 
 
    I looked up and saw the only other person in the bar besides me. The only patron. He was sitting at a high table in a corner of the barely lit room, hugging his huge glass of beer and sipping. He looked to be in his fifties, but he didn’t exactly inspire a healthy lifestyle, so he could have been thirty-five, for all I knew. 
 
    He was wearing a short-sleeved shirt in a busy pattern, the color of mustard with brown. He had way too many buttons loose, showing off a bit of cleavage. Hairy cleavage. He was wearing blue slacks that matched zero with his shirt and had on brown pointy and shiny dress shoes. His hair was dark brown and slicked back. He had a Mediterranean complexion. When he ordered the beer at the counter a while ago, I thought I saw the glimpse of a front-tooth gap. I saw that he had a small, round, silver earring in his left lobe, and a golden, chunky necklace around his neck. Surprisingly, the necklace matched the manly, shiny watch on his wrist. Also surprisingly, he didn’t wear any bracelets. 
 
    All in all, he looked like a pimp. 
 
    Which didn’t surprise me, considering where we were. 
 
    “Gee, thanks for stating the obvious,” I replied to Cleavage Guy. 
 
    One week ago, I took a job at this dive bar. I was their newest bartender. I had the skills, and I knew what I was doing. But I didn’t want to do it. Taking this job was more out of necessity. The financial type of necessity. Like there was any other. 
 
    WITSEC offers their members, aka the witnesses, monthly subsistence checks. In layman’s terms, the government paid for my living expenses. All of them. Which was totally ironic, considering where I was coming from and what my rap sheet was. But anyway, rules were rules. The problem was, the government wouldn’t deal out the cash forever. At some point, I needed to get a job, play the lottery, stumble into a truckload of money—do anything to sustain myself financially.  
 
    Which was easier said than done. Which brought me back to that horrendous toll on my soul. I was in a funk. A deep funk. Leaving your life as you know it behind, knowing you are not allowed to ever go back, starting somewhere new under the guise of being someone else, left a person absolutely drained. It scarred that person forever. It would be impossible to just carry on like nothing happened.  
 
    I felt the pressure of finding a job but I just couldn’t go out and look for one. I felt worse, as a matter of fact.  
 
    Until one week ago, when I realized money was running out. And the one thing I knew best was bartending and handling the bar scene.  
 
    It was pure luck that I found this place, Ginny’s. Well, luck was a bit exaggerated. After what happened to Gran and me, I could always roll my eyes at the word luck. But I was aimlessly driving around town, trying to figure out what to do for a job. I didn’t even know what employment websites there were out there to search for a job. I knew absolutely nothing about the subject. I never had to really look for a job. It was always kind of . . . there. 
 
    I was cruising down Amherst Street in a not-so-fancy part of town, when I saw a sign on a black wooden door that read, We’re Hiring. The front of the place was black, kind of looked like black wooden tiles, and the windows were blackened out as well. Above the door there was a neon Open sign flickering, as if on its last legs. If it weren’t for the sign, I’d have said the place was abandoned.  
 
    The building the bar was in—a three-story-high nondescript chunk of concrete—as well as the buildings next to it, were worn and dingy, with peeling paint and cracked cement steps leading to the entrance. 
 
    Jackpot. 
 
    I immediately hit the brakes and double-parked. Although I didn’t have the desire to start another job as a bartender, I also felt an instinct pulling me to that bar. It felt familiar.  
 
    So I marched inside, spoke to the owner, Paddy Snyder—a sixty-six-year-old gaffer who owned the bar since forever and named it after his wife, Ginny. He raised an eyebrow over his lowered reading glasses and looked me up and down. I understood his reaction. What did a woman of thirty-one want working here? Was she totally delusional?  
 
    No, I was not. Little did the man know what experience I brought with me. So I showed him. That night, I worked behind the bar for a couple of hours. I felt a bit rusty at first—who wouldn’t after not working for the last fifteen months—but it all came back to me pretty quickly. It was like riding a bike. I got the hang of where everything was, fast: gin bottle here, vodka bottle there, beer tap in the middle, ice and lemon slices placed with logic and in reach so you didn’t have to turn around a million times to get to them. That would waste valuable seconds that added up when the place was packed, and everybody wanted a drink. 
 
    Paddy hired me on the spot. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I would be working there, though. But what other job would I do? 
 
    So here I was, on my third shift of the week. It was 6:00 p.m. on a Thursday in October. Ginny’s just opened so I expected a fuller crowd only later on. Cleavage Guy came in two minutes after I unlocked the front door. That was the thing with showing how competent you were. Sometimes you skipped a few levels and went straight to the owner-giving-you-the-key-to-the-damn-place level. That and there was no one else to do it. Paddy was short on staff. 
 
    Besides, he lived in the same building, above the bar. There was something about the proximity that made people feel safer and more trustworthy toward other people. 
 
    I placed the clean glass next to the others on a rag on the counter and picked up another one from the sink. Then I leaned back and started polishing again, slowly, glancing in the direction of Cleavage Guy. He sneered and took another swig of his beer. 
 
    It was either keeping this place super clean, or continuing scribbling doodles on every matchbox in the bar. Which was not so easy to do, considering the lighting in the place. The inside of the bar looked kind of exactly what you would expect it to look like after seeing the front. Dark wood, no sunlight, scratched walls . . . the perfect definition of a dive bar.  
 
    The door swung open, letting the remaining daylight sweep inside for just a few seconds, before the door shut closed again. A woman and a man in their forties stepped inside, guffawing and chattering away with evident merriment. 
 
    Whoa. Seemed like they already came from a party. 
 
    The man had salt-and-pepper hair that looked like it had never seen a comb. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a faded T-shirt over his prominent beer belly. The woman was taller than him and wore a dark-green short skirt combined with a black short-sleeve shirt. She had dirty blonde hair that was up in a messy bun. She was dressed like she just came from an office, but weirdly, I sensed she was more low-class, only pretending to be higher class. 
 
    “Jesus, it’s dark in here,” the woman said, squinting. 
 
    “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll protect you,” the man said and tickled the sides of her waist. She laughed and swatted his hands away. 
 
    They both took a seat at the bar, and he helped her get on the barstool. She was pulling down at her short skirt and leaning toward him. 
 
    Clearly, they were both a bit tipsy. Probably she was more than him. 
 
    Cleavage Guy did not look happy. Probably figured his evening alone was disturbed, so he pulled out his phone and started scrolling. 
 
    The lovebird man raised his finger, looking for me, just as I made my way to them. 
 
    “Hi, what can I get ya?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll have a beer, whatever you have on tap, and for the lady”—he turned and grinned at her, then turned back around to face me—“a Sex on the Beach.” 
 
    She giggled and gave him a light slap on his arm. 
 
    I inwardly rolled my eyes. 
 
    The man reached for a cigarette behind his ear and patted his chest pocket. “Say, where’s my lighter?” 
 
    “There’s no smoking in here,” I said to him and nodded to the door. “Only outside.” 
 
    He gave me a dark stare and gruffed. 
 
    I grabbed a matchbox from the counter and threw it to him. “Here.” 
 
    His look of dismay hadn’t changed as he slipped his cigarette back behind his ear and the matchbox in his chest pocket. 
 
    I started making the cocktail and added a second orange slice as glass-garnish. Then I drew the man’s beer to perfection and placed the drinks before them. 
 
    The man took a sip and scrunched his face up in disgust. 
 
    “What is this crap?” he asked. “Gimme a real beer.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “This is a real beer,” I said. “It’s an ale. I can give you a lager if you wish.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, gimme one of those,” he said, dismissively. 
 
    I sure wanted to give it to him. But then I thought that causing bloodshed in my first work week was not the best way to go. 
 
    I drew him another beer and placed it in front of him. Then I waited for him to try it.  
 
    He took a long guzzle and shrugged. “Only marginally better.” He threw down some dollar bills on the counter in a disgusted way, then he ignored me again and turned his attention back to the woman. 
 
    “Oh, boobie, you’re bad,” the woman giggled and slapped his thigh this time. 
 
    Yeah, boobie was bad all right. 
 
    This time I rolled my eyes for real and moved a few feet to the other end of the bar, leaving the lovebirds doing their thing. I picked up another glass to polish. Cleavage Guy was still scrolling through his phone, looking up at the nauseating couple every now and then. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the woman and the man were still chatting and giggling and only had eyes for each other. They were nose to nose, flirting. The woman kept touching his hand or arm, and the man’s hand flew to her waist now and then. 
 
    I tried to ignore them the best I could, but I couldn’t help overhearing things that I wished I never would have heard. I was really out of training. This was only incidental, a small fraction of the work of a bartender in a dive bar. 
 
    I focused on the glass I was polishing, when those two became a bit more agitated. I glanced over and saw the man gently pulling at the woman’s arm, saying, “Come on, babe, my place is not that far from here.” 
 
    The woman was still giggling, although not with the same intensity, and she was pulling back as he tried to kiss her. 
 
    “Babe, don’t be like this,” the man said and leaned into her a bit more. 
 
    The woman pulled back some more and her giggling ceased. “Boobie, I told you, I’m not coming with you. Let’s just enjoy our drinks.” 
 
    But the guy wouldn’t back down. He grabbed both her wrists and was pulling her toward him. 
 
    Okay, there was going to be bloodshed in my first work week. 
 
    I calmly placed the super-polished glass on the rag, face-down, and moved in front of them, placing both arms on the bar counter. From the corner of my eye, I saw Cleavage Guy looking up from his phone, intrigued. 
 
    “Do we have a problem here?” I asked the man. 
 
    He whipped his head around to me in a rage. “What do you want? Go back to your place. This is none of your business.” 
 
    “It very well is my business,” I said, then looked at the woman and asked, “Is he hurting you?” 
 
    She looked totally different than the version of her that walked in before. In her wet eyes, I saw fear. She was so not giggling anymore. She gave her head a slight nod. 
 
    “Okay, you need to stop right now and get the hell out of here, or I’m calling the cops,” I said to the man. 
 
    I was never going to call the cops, but he didn’t have to know that. 
 
    He frowned. “What the hell do you want? You’re nothing, you’re nobody! Mind your own business, you stupid broad.” He slapped his hand on the counter in front of me, probably as a sign of power. Wanting to show me who was in charge.  
 
    I looked down and saw the palm of his hand was flat on the surface and his chunky and hairy fingers were widely spread. His eyes screamed rage and, even in the dimly lit place, I could see a vein bulging in his forehead that was about to pop. 
 
    He thought he could scare me. Just like every other choleric half drunk, who thought he owned women and could order them around. 
 
    I smirked and grabbed the knife that was lying a few feet from me, the one I used to cut the woman’s orange slices. 
 
    As if in slow motion, I saw the man watching terrified as I raised the knife in the air and lunged out. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The knife landed between his index finger and middle finger, wedged deep in the wooden surface. I was still holding on to the grip, as I leaned forward, locking eyes with him. 
 
    “You were saying?” I asked him in my softest voice. Then I pulled out the knife, raised my arm again and—in a split second, without breaking eye contact with him—planted the knife between his middle finger and his ring finger. Then, even faster than before, I removed the knife and planted it between his ring finger and his pinkie. 
 
    All the color drained from his face, and I could literally feel his hand shaking. The woman sucked in some air, and she covered her mouth with both hands. From the corner of my eye, I sensed Cleavage Guy was shifting in his seat, probably not sure if he should step in. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the man asked in a high-pitched voice, starting to sweat, but not able to pull his hand away. Who knew? I might have cut off his pinkie. 
 
    “I’m telling you for the last time, leave this woman alone and get out of here,” I said to him. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, I just stared him in the eye. Then slowly, I backed away after withdrawing the knife from the wooden surface. 
 
    The man almost fell backward. I just hoped he wouldn’t faint, or else someone would definitely call the paramedics and then the cops. The man scrambled to his feet, totally ignoring the woman, and with a look of panic, he turned and dashed out the door. 
 
    Cleavage Guy relaxed his shoulders and went back to scrolling through his phone, still hugging his half-drunk beer. 
 
    “Oh my god,” said the woman, finally finding her voice. Her hand flew to her chest. “I . . . I . . . I don’t know what to say.” She paused then looked a bit embarrassed. “Thank you.” 
 
    I poured some tap water in a glass and placed it in front of her. She chugged half the glass in one fell swoosh. 
 
    I washed off the knife. “Maybe you could try and pick some higher-quality men.” 
 
    The woman placed her elbows on the counter and put her head in her hands, looking defeated. “I know, you’re right. Why do I always do this? I know they’re bad for me, but I just can’t help it.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying, but you know it wouldn’t end well,” I said, wiping off the knife and placing it back next to the oranges I left sitting out. Fruit tasted better when at room temperature. So I always took out some oranges and left them sitting out for a bit.  
 
    “You’re right, you’re right,” the woman said, shaking it off. “I can do better.” 
 
    “Hopefully this was your wake-up call,” I said, then nodded at the cocktail glass that was half full. “Take your time.” 
 
    She glanced disgustedly at the cocktail, then moved the glass a few inches in my direction. “Take it away,” she said. “I don’t feel like it anymore.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement and flushed out the contents of the glass. “That was the correct answer.” 
 
    The woman smiled meekly, then drank the rest of the tap water. She got up from her stool and was a bit wobbly on her feet. I could see the episode just now had left her shaken. She scanned the room, and her gaze stopped on Cleavage Dude for two seconds. Then she said to me, “Thank you again. You just earned yourself a few good karma points.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ll be needing a lot more of those for the things I’ve done.” Then I stopped. What did I just say? Damn it. That just slipped out. Hopefully, she wouldn’t make anything of it. 
 
    She furrowed her eyebrows but then said, “Bye,” and headed to the exit. She opened the door, turned her head to Cleavage Guy one more time, then she was gone. 
 
    I let out a breath. I hoped that guy wouldn’t harass her now. But hey, I wasn’t anybody’s bodyguard. Everybody made their own bed. I thought about that for a second. Hmph. I should be the one to talk. Don’t I know it. 
 
    Cleavage Guy decided then it was time for him to leave as well. He chugged the rest of his beer, got up and marched outside without even looking in my direction. That was fine by me. One of the good things about working in a dive bar like this was that chitchat didn’t belong here. Chitchat was kept at a minimum. That was right up my alley. 
 
    Two hours later, the place got more crowded. A few people sat on the barstools right at the bar, others occupied the two tables in the back, and a couple sat where Cleavage Guy sat before. With the exception of the woman forming the one half of the couple, all the other patrons were men. Age about forty to fifty. Looked like heavy drinkers. I imagined smokers, too. 
 
    I just finished serving up a beer. I threw the rag over my shoulder and, with my arms crossed, I leaned against the counter again. That was like my cozy spot. The spot I could see the whole room from. People seemed satisfied, they all had drinks in front of them, and they were engaged in a low hum of chatter.  
 
    I changed the music in the background to a slower but not, might-as-well-kill-myself-now beat. 
 
    All in all, this felt really familiar. There was that pang of nostalgia again. Nostalgia mixed in with what-could-have-been and a dash of anger. Anger about how it all went down. Anger about me thinking, what if Gran hadn’t been busted? Would we be living our normal lives right now? Or was arresting Gran an inevitable event? Would they have arrested me instead? It was not like I was the innocent lamb. I was a Falcon as well and did what we Falcons did. 
 
    I could have laughed out loud at the irony of being a Falcon and where I’d ended up now. Not only in Bitter End, Florida, but in a retirement community. Well, actually, Gran had been relocated to Till the Bitter End Independent Living, and I went with her, as per WITSEC wishes. 
 
    Two months ago, we rolled into that mini village of pastel-colored houses, and I thought it couldn’t have been worse. That is until I saw the couch I was planning to crash on. Gran got a one-bedroom house at the retirement complex and I needed a job before I could get my own place; hence my current predicament at Ginny’s. I hated sleeping on that godawful uncomfortable couch, so theoretically, I should have moved mountains to get out of there. But this is where my funk came into play. I felt paralyzed. I didn’t like the current scenario, but I didn’t feel like an alternative one either. I mean, I’d              lived with Gran in our home in Oregon all my life. We had a bigger house there. She lived on the ground floor, and I lived upstairs. We had our own lives, but they were still interconnected. We were both working in the Falcons network, but we didn’t cross paths all too often. Kind of like working for a corporate company but in different departments. You each have your own work life, while you are sharing the common stuff. 
 
    As I was mulling over my life right now and my life back then—as I often did—the door swung open and two women stepped in. One of them was wearing denim jeans tucked in black biker boots and had a superior demeanor about her, and the other one had perfectly arched white curls and was wearing a purple-and-yellow polka-dot dress. Her facial expression read, What the hell am I doing here? 
 
    It was Gran and Edie. In their usual outfits.  
 
    Gran’s stubbornness was apparent through her absolute rejection of wearing proper clothing for the climate in Florida. She was still following Oregon climate: jeans, biker boots and a white top was her signature outfit. Thank goodness she’d ditched her leather jacket. One could get a heat attack wearing that thing here in Florida in the middle of the day. Gran wore her honey-blonde hair in a short bob. Her hair was one thing she’d absolutely had to change. Her former-life hair was fiery orange but that was too much of a trademark to take with her into the protection program. We had to ditch anything that could identify us as our old selves.  
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    I was sure Gran was packing right now. As she always did. And especially in this place. Her illegally procured gun was always nicely tucked in the small of her back under her top. Illegally, because witnesses in the protection program were not allowed to purchase guns. It was that whole fingerprint-taking for the permit. It was a no-no in the WITSEC rulebook. But Gran didn’t care. 
 
    Edie, on the other hand, was Gran’s opposite. She was her next-door neighbor at the retirement complex and she’d pushed herself into our lives from the day we got there. Sometimes I ask myself why Edie liked hanging out with us so much. She was so not like us. She was sweet, she was nice, she was popular among the retirement village—and beyond, I was sure—and she was what we would have called a “regular civilian.” She liked following the rules; she liked following the law, for the most part. She freaked out at the sight of a corpse, and she probably always paid her taxes on time. The correct amount of taxes. 
 
    However, I was absolutely sure Edie had a rowdy bone in her. Mixed in with her niceness, there was a sass and a brutal honesty she carried with her. Edie was one of the few people who didn’t get intimidated by Gran. Moreover, I got the feeling Edie took a little pleasure in provoking Gran. 
 
    I smiled when I saw them come in. 
 
    Gran had her chin up high as she headed over to the bar like a cowboy who owned the joint. She scanned the place, making eye contact and nodding to a few patrons who nodded back. 
 
    Edie was clutching her floral-patterned purse in front of her chest like her life depended on it. Her eyes darted to the left and right, as if any second now, a criminal would jump on her. Her eyebrows were furrowed, and she looked downright panicked. 
 
    “Heya, girls,” I said when they stepped up to the bar. 
 
    Gran jumped up on a barstool and straightened her shoulders. Edie tortured herself getting up on the stool next to Gran. 
 
    “Heya, girls?” Edie said, letting out a breath. “Could you keep it down, please? Not everyone here has to know some girls just walked in.” 
 
    Gran shook her head. “What do you think would happen? Besides, I think it’s pretty clear we’re not girls.” She looked Edie up and down, then looked at herself. “At least, I’m not.” 
 
    “Piper, how can you work in a place like this?” Edie asked me, and her eyes almost begged me to quit right then and there. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Look at it!” Edie whispered. “It’s dangerous.” She said the last word in an even lower whisper. 
 
    I waved my hand in dismissal. “No, it’s not.” Well, actually, it was, and it was a good thing she wasn’t here before to see the knife episode. I knew I could handle the dangerous aspect around here, and I also knew it was a bit too edgy for Edie’s taste. 
 
    “Piper, I’m not stupid,” Edie said. “And I have eyes. This is a shady place.” 
 
    “Nobody said you were stupid, Edie,” I said. “I’m aware this isn’t a high-class, five-star restaurant, but don’t worry, I can handle it.” 
 
    “Why would you ever want to work in a place like this?” Edie asked, still all tensed up. I could see she held her purse in her lap and she tried not to touch the bar counter. I was surprised she let her butt touch the stool. 
 
    “Edie, you know I need a job,” I said. “So, I found one.” 
 
    “Ladies, could you have this conversation another time?” Gran asked in an impatient voice. She leaned with her elbows on the counter and said to me, “I’ll have a double scotch. Neat.” 
 
    Edie whipped her head toward Gran. “And how can you let this happen? Not only that, but you’re encouraging it too.” 
 
    I grabbed the best malt whiskey brand the bar had and poured some in a tumbler. 
 
    Gran turned to Edie. “How could I let this happen?” she asked. “She’s a grown woman. And this is a job like any other. Where’s the problem?” 
 
    Edie threw her hands up in the air. “She’s your granddaughter. Aren’t you worried something might happen to her working here?” 
 
    I set the tumbler in front of Gran and grinned at her. Edie was grilling her once again and it was always fun to watch. 
 
    Gran sighed. “Trust me, she can take care of herself.” Then she took a satisfying swig of her drink. 
 
    Edie peered at me, and I smiled. She should know better by now what I could and couldn’t do. There were some occurrences in the last two months that Edie and I had gotten involved in. And by occurrences I mean murder. Two murders, to be exact. Edie and I butted our nose into things that weren’t our business. Actually, they were kind of Edie’s business, but she managed to drag me along in her stuff. That had some unpleasant long-term repercussions, like my two broken ribs that still hurt when I laughed or took in a long breath of air. 
 
    So she'd seen what I was capable of. I didn’t flinch seeing a dead body. I could throw a knife like nobody’s business. I could run after any intruder. Edie herself had told me she was fascinated by my capabilities and that my reactions weren’t the norm. Of course they weren’t the norm, considering my past. Only Edie didn’t know that. 
 
    Still, sometimes she forgot about my capabilities and behaved like the normal, sweet little old and naïve lady she was. 
 
    “I know Piper can take care of herself,” Edie said to Gran, “I’ve seen it numerous times since you got here. But still . . . I can’t help but worry about her safety.” 
 
    Warmth flooded my chest. That was the thing with Edie. She was sometimes naïve, she was sometimes too brazen for her own safety, she was brutally honest, and then there was this—a deep and profound statement that made me want to melt. Because I knew she meant what she was saying. 
 
    “Edie, that’s very touching, but really, I know what I’m doing,” I said. 
 
    Edie let out a long breath. “How do you know what you’re doing? A bartender? I thought you were a hairdresser.” 
 
    Oh yes. That was my mistake.  
 
    I saw Gran chuckling under her breath. 
 
    Shortly after Gran and I landed at the retirement complex, I was asked what I did for a living. Because Gran and I hadn’t had our stories straight, I’d blurted out I was a hairdresser. Big mistake—as it turned out that being a hairdresser at a retirement complex was like suddenly becoming the savior of the world. But after I dyed one of the resident’s hair purple, I announced I would be exiting the business. 
 
    “I was a hairdresser,” I told Edie. “But I . . . um . . . worked at a bar for a summer back home.” 
 
    One of the men sitting farther down the bar pointed at his empty beer mug. I nodded and drew him another one. 
 
    Edie was watching me, then said, “You really know your way around here. I can see you feel comfortable in this setting. Must’ve been one hell of a summer.” 
 
    I just nodded since I didn’t want to volunteer any more details about my life before Florida. 
 
    “You know,” Edie said and studied me, “it’s curious you never talk about your life before you came here.” 
 
    Oh crap.  
 
    That was another thing with Edie. Sometimes, she could almost read my mind. 
 
    “And neither do you,” Edie said to Gran. 
 
    Gran only shrugged and sipped away at her scotch. 
 
    “We don’t?” I asked, feigning unawareness. “Well, we’re not doing it on purpose.” We sure as hell did do it on purpose. “I guess we’re just living in the moment. The past is in the past and we’re living in the present now, right?” Oh, little did Edie know how much the past haunted Gran and me. The past was so not in our past. 
 
    “Hmph,” Edie said, but didn’t look convinced. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    A man, half of the couple in the back, headed over to the bar and ordered another round of apple martinis for them. 
 
    I filled the cocktail shaker with ice cubes and added the vodka, apple liqueur, and apple juice, and mixed the combination for about ten seconds. Then I strained the mixture in chilled martini glasses and topped them off with an apple slice each. 
 
    The man smiled, nodded, and placed a couple of dollar bills on the counter. 
 
    “Whoa,” Edie said, all the while watching me. “It’s like you’ve been doing this forever.” 
 
    She was right about that. 
 
    “Would you like to have a drink?” I asked her and hoped to put her at ease with that. “Come on, enjoy your night out. Have you ever been to a dive bar?” 
 
    Edie shook her head vigorously then leaned over, but still attentive enough not to touch the counter. “I ran a four-star kitchen, remember? What the heck would I go to a seedy bar for?” 
 
    A guy on a nearby barstool turned his head around. He was wearing a black cap with some sort of company name on it, and a gray T-shirt. His facial expression was kind of blank. Edie felt someone watching her and froze. She swiveled her head slowly and gave the man a shy wave. The man showed no reaction and went back to his beer. 
 
    “I know, but still,” I said and threw the rag over my shoulder again. “Dive bars are more relaxed. More chill. Nobody expects much of you in dive bars. You don’t have to dress up when you go to a dive bar. You can stop by after work, have a cold one—you don’t even need to talk to anybody. Just . . . relax.” 
 
    “Yeah, relax and wait to be the next victim for whatever creep is there that night,” Edie said. 
 
    The man in the black cap turned to Edie again. Again with no reaction. 
 
    Edie felt it and stopped talking. Then she whispered to me, “It’s not safe to talk here.” 
 
    Gran shook her head, her eyes looking off into the distance, not fixated on anything.  
 
    “Come on, have something,” I said to Edie. “It’s on me.” 
 
    Edie sighed. “Fine. I’ll have one of those apple martinis as well.” 
 
    I started the process once more. “So how did you get here anyhow?” I asked Edie. 
 
    Gran instantly let out a low snarl. 
 
    “What?” I said, my eyes doing the ping-pong between Gran and Edie. “Sore subject?” 
 
    A second later, I knew why the subject was raw. 
 
    “We took a cab,” Edie said. 
 
    I laughed. “Yup, figures.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t want to drive my baby”—then she lowered her voice and said—“here.” 
 
    Her baby meaning her 1967 shiny candy-apple-red Chevrolet Impala. That, I understood. 
 
    “Dorothy put up some resistance,” Edie said, “but I told her under no circumstance would I drive my car in this part of town. I might as well just give it away to some stranger with a bow on it.” 
 
    The reason why Gran and Edie had trouble car-wise was that Gran and I shared a car, an older-model silver Ford Taurus that I had already driven here for work. 
 
    Edie fished a napkin out of her purse. With a look of dismay, she wiped the area on the counter in front of her. I shook my head. Gran was probably ashamed to have come here with Edie, not the other way around. 
 
    I finished preparing Edie’s drink and, just before she sipped out of the glass, Cap Guy silently moved over. Edie froze again. Cap Guy nodded and gave Edie a tap on her shoulder, as if to say, Everything is going to be okay, then clinked his beer mug to Edie’s glass, chugged the rest of his beer, slammed the mug on the counter, let out a burp, tipped his cap, and headed for the restroom.  
 
    Gran watched the guy from the corner of her eye. I just watched, amused. And Edie almost fainted off the barstool with her mouth wide open. 
 
    Then she took a big swig of her martini as if to calm her nerves. “Why did you bring me here?” she asked Gran, but I didn’t think she expected a reply. Which never came, anyway. 
 
    “You came here to visit me,” I said. “To see where I work.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’d rather I didn’t know that,” Edie said. “You know I was happy when you told me you got a job, but I never expected this.” 
 
    Neither did I, and here I was. 
 
    One hour later, the place got even more crowded, but nothing I couldn’t handle. It was a Thursday, not a weekend night, and only one bartender was scheduled. One was enough. I could confirm that. 
 
    Edie was on her second apple martini and Gran switched over to beer. Every time the door opened, Edie started and held on to her purse that much tighter. 
 
    I still had a couple of hours to go until closing time, and Edie told me she would finish her drink and go home. Gran was undecided about going to her house with Edie or waiting for me. Edie didn’t understand how Gran intended to stay in the seedy bar for a couple more hours. Edie would probably immediately take a shower as soon as she got home, washing off the seedy bar cooties. 
 
    I made sure every patron had a drink in front of them, then I gathered some small garbage bags that were full, and wrapped them tightly at the neck. 
 
    “I’m going to take the trash out,” I said to Gran and Edie. “Be back in a second.” 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    I headed for the metal back door of Ginny’s that connected the bar to the alley where the dumpsters were. I opened the door with my back, since I had the garbage bags in both my hands. When I turned around, warm air hit me straight in the face. I set the bags down for a second, while I took the brick next to the wall and put it in front of the door so it wouldn’t close. 
 
    I had on blue jeans and my black biker boots with a black tank top. Which was a great outfit to be inside Ginny’s, where the AC was running. My wavy, long, dark-brown hair was up in a ponytail, as I wore it nowadays here in Florida with its inhumane humidity. 
 
    It was shortly after 9:00 p.m. and it was dark outside. The only light came from the streetlamps on Amherst Street. The street seemed pretty quiet; only a couple of voices carried in the air. 
 
    The alley was narrow, and the dumpsters were on the right side of the adjacent building. Garbage bags flowed in and around the dumpsters. A couple of rats found their meal of the night in some of those bags. I stepped heavily on the ground and shooed the rats away. 
 
    I stopped and searched for a good place to dump the bags. Was there ever a good place for it? Finally, I decided to set them right by the first dumpster. I took a few steps when I thought I saw something between the bags on the ground. Was that . . . a shoe? I took a closer look. The shoe was connected to . . . a leg? 
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    After another step, I stood in front of a person, who was lying on the ground squished between the garbage bags. He was lying at an odd angle, spread-eagle between the bags. 
 
    I bent and took a closer look. Dark liquid was oozing from his chest. Blood. Definitely blood. 
 
    Then I took an even closer look. The man seemed familiar. 
 
    Salt-and-pepper hair. 
 
    Then it dawned on me. 
 
    It was the man I’d played five-finger fillet with. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Aw, crap. 
 
    Really? 
 
    Another dead body? 
 
    Is the universe freaking kidding me? 
 
    Not that it was my first time ever seeing a corpse, but it was just too many of them in the last couple of weeks. I assumed entering the witness protection program would mean I would see less of this. 
 
    I looked around but didn’t see anybody. I looked up and scanned the surroundings, but I didn’t see any surveillance cameras. Not that it meant there weren’t any hidden ones. But this town didn’t exactly go with the times regarding surveillance, so my guess was there really weren’t any. Especially in this part of town. I was also in the shadows right now, so any camera would make it harder to identify me. 
 
    Because there was no way in hell I would call the cops and report this. 
 
    I looked down at the man again. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. Pity? Did he have it coming? By the way he’d acted before, inside the bar, he didn’t exactly come off as Prince Charming. I guessed nobody deserved to die for whatever they did, but still, I couldn’t find any empathy for this man right here. 
 
    I was pretty sure he was stabbed, although I couldn’t see a knife or anything sharp still planted in his body. 
 
    Was it the woman he was with? She went outside shortly after he left the bar. She didn’t strike me as the murdering type, but then again, murderers don’t walk around with a piece of paper glued to their forehead saying, I’m gonna kill somebody today. 
 
    No matter who did it, I didn’t care. It was not my problem. It was not my business. And since my history with the cops and my perspective on law enforcement wasn’t exactly of the regular kind, I would just go inside now and let somebody else find the body and report it. 
 
    Back in Oregon, the Falcons had the cops in their pocket. We didn’t really value law enforcement, to put it mildly. They were just an annoyance, and they were so often in the way. But being in WITSEC now, I had to be extra careful not to bump heads with the cops. If I called them now, this would be the third time in two months reporting a dead body. Sooner or later, they were going to look into me—Who is that woman who’s attracting all these dead bodies? I thought it was Edie who was the dead-body magnet; the last two were discovered by her as well. 
 
    But it was just me now. So I knew what I had to do. 
 
    I set the garbage bags farther away from the dead guy and turned and headed for the back door. Then I stopped in my tracks, realizing something. I gave this man one of the matchboxes from the bar. He put the matchbox in his chest pocket. I had scribbled doodles on every matchbox in the bar, so this meant that every single one had my fingerprints all over them. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    If this was going to be a murder case—which, come on, of course it would—then the cops would take every item they found on the body and run fingerprints. They wouldn’t find my fingerprints in their criminal database, because the government took care that my rap sheet was deleted since they gave me a new identity. But if someone would search more thoroughly, they wouldn’t find much about my past. Through WITSEC, Gran and I got new last names. They were legally changed, and the documents were sealed by a judge. We got new Social Security numbers, new driver’s licenses, and new birth certificates. But all the other stuff that make up proof of a normal human being’s existence in society, like prior banking records, cell phone contracts, any other financial documentation, mortgage at a bank—those were nonexistent. That in itself would be highly suspicious. 
 
    I walked back to the dead guy, still on alert if somebody should come. I moved like a cat, without making any sound. I bent over the dead body, careful not to get blood all over me. Then I realized I didn’t have any gloves with me. Geez, how could a normal working shift at the bar have gotten so complicated? I still had the rag over my shoulder, so I wrapped it around my hand and slipped it in the guy’s chest pocket. I felt something and took it out. It was the matchbox. Yes, success! I stood and slipped it in the back pocket of my jeans then threw the rag over my shoulder again. 
 
    But another item slipped out of the dead guy’s pocket: a small and crumpled piece of paper. With the rag, I picked up the paper. I planned on slipping it back into his pocket, but out of plain curiosity, I unfolded it. It wasn’t that easy with the rag around my hand. I held the paper up to the light from the streetlamp. 
 
    What I saw written on that paper made my blood freeze in my veins. 
 
    There were three names scribbled on it. In front of each name there was an amount in dollars. 
 
    I didn’t know two of the names. But the third one I knew. 
 
    It was my name! 
 
    I did a double take. 
 
    My name? What the hell? 
 
    I honestly couldn’t really process it. I took a few steps toward the street where there was more light, but still making sure nobody was walking past the alley.  
 
    I frowned, my eyes almost glued to the paper.  
 
    No, I was not having a nightmare. 
 
    There it was, in black and white: 
 
    Piper Harris.  
 
    And next to it was the dollar amount $3,750. 
 
    I moved back next to the dead guy and looked down at him again. Then I returned the paper. Then my heartbeat ticked up a notch. 
 
    Holy crap! Was this person sent here to kill me? Was this man hired by the Falcons to hunt me down? That was the only explanation I could come up with. 
 
    But why the dollar amount next to my name? That couldn’t have possibly been the guy’s fee for killing me. Come on, I deserved way more than a lousy thirty-seven hundred bucks. And while we were at it, shouldn’t Gran’s name have been on that paper as well? Or better yet, just her name. She was the one who testified against the Falcons. Not that I wouldn’t have been just as alarmed if it were her name on the paper. 
 
    But the guy was killed. If he really was the Falcon’s hit man, why the hell was he murdered? And most importantly, by whom? Did whoever kill him know about me? Was there someone else looking for me? Did this mean Gran and I had to move and be relocated somewhere else? Okay, I needed to take a deep breath and calm down. 
 
    The other two names on the paper were Bill Doyle and Wes Brand, with the dollar amounts of $1,500 and $2,550. I thought about that for a second. Nope, didn’t know the names. Just the third one. 
 
    This was bad. So, so bad. Something didn’t compute with my assumption that this was the Falcon’s hit man, and yet, something was terribly wrong with my name on that paper. What would the cops do if they found this paper with my name on it? 
 
    The heck with it. I slipped the paper in my jeans pocket next to the matchbox. 
 
    Time to find out who this guy was. 
 
    With the rag around my hand, I bent down and searched the dead guy’s pockets. I shook my head. A few hours ago, when I started my shift at Ginny’s, if somebody had told me that I would be in the alley only a couple of hours later searching a dead guy with a rag around my hand, I would have laughed in their face. And to think I played five-finger fillet with this guy who got stabbed on the same night. Really awesome. 
 
    In the front pocket of his jeans, I found his wallet. I was so careful not to get his blood on me. I also tried not moving him too much, or else I would be charged with tampering with the crime scene if there were any hidden cameras around here after all. But I had already decided I was going to roll that dice. 
 
    I was just about to open his wallet when I heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I froze and glued myself to the wall, then bent down and hid behind one huge garbage pile. Three guys passed by on the street, but they were clearly inebriated. They were laughing, talking loudly, and hadn't noticed anything surrounding them. Then they disappeared from view. 
 
    I needed to be fast. I moved again closer to the street, where I could see better, and opened the guy’s wallet. The first thing I saw was a driver’s license in the name of Mortimer Hix-Tucker. Wow, what a name. 
 
    I flipped through his wallet and found some dollar bills, three credit cards with the same name, and that was about it. No pictures of a wife or a kid. No gym card. No library card. 
 
    I shoved his wallet back into his pocket and stood. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and looked down at the dead guy again. 
 
    Think, Piper. Was there something else? No, I think that was it. 
 
    There shouldn’t have been any other prints on him. Not any of my own fingerprints. To be honest, I had rather nobody found the body. A million scenarios ran through my head about why this guy had my name on that piece of paper. Did he even know who I was? Did he even know we'd had an interaction a while ago? This was very disturbing and alarming. I wanted to know right then what was going on so I could remove myself from it. 
 
    But I did do one thing. I placed a few of the garbage bags even closer around him, until he was almost buried in them. I intended to prolong someone finding him and reporting it to the cops. Maybe somehow I would find out who this person was and why he had my name on him. 
 
    I realized I was sweating like hell, and that I was gone for a while and people in the bar would start to ask questions. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down, although my heartbeat almost went through the roof. The thought alone that the Falcons had found us was enough to make me hyperventilate. 
 
    But there was nothing more I could do right now. I power-walked to the back door. I kicked the brick away and went inside. 
 
    Once behind the bar again, Edie said, “What took you so long? I started to get worried.” 
 
    “I just took the trash out, Edie,” I said. “Nothing to get overly excited about.” 
 
    Oh, but how excited it all was. Excited and terrifying! I tried to hide it as best I could. Edie would probably flip knowing what I’d just discovered. But somebody else was going to discover the body sooner or later and report it. I just needed to do my best lying ever. Which wasn’t that hard to do, since I’d had a lifetime of practice. 
 
    Gran raised an eyebrow at me while my mind was running on steroids. It was like she knew that I knew something. How the hell did she do that? 
 
    “Everything good?” Gran asked me, making sure Edie was busy with something else. Like watching Cap Guy closely, who was again sitting at the bar, this time closer to her. 
 
    Needless to say, I would tell Gran what I just found, just not now. But it was hard to keep my mouth shut. It almost burst out of me. 
 
    “Everything good,” I said. “Just had a hard time opening that dumpster.” 
 
    Gran nodded but I had the feeling she already knew I was lying. 
 
    About ten minutes later, Edie decided to call a cab and go home. She told Gran and me to be careful when closing up and going out in the dark. I told Edie everything would be fine, and she shouldn’t worry that much. I was the one who worried now. Worried about the dead guy, worried about my name on that paper, worried about what it all meant. 
 
    Gran went outside with Edie to wait for her cab, because Edie was a scaredy-cat and wouldn’t wait for the cab alone on this street at night.  
 
    I got to working again and served some more drinks, but I was working on autopilot. The more I thought about what just happened, the more scenarios flashed in my mind. And they were all not good. It was like every scenario was more and more terrifying. And I had zero explanation about everything. 
 
    Gran came back inside and sat down on her barstool again. 
 
    “Did Edie get into the cab okay?” I asked her. 
 
    Gran nodded and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, she almost got the name and license number of the cab driver for us in case something happens to her.” 
 
    In a more normal circumstance, I would have laughed. “That’s Edie for ya.” 
 
    Gran looked me intently in the eye while she took a swig of her beer. 
 
    “What?” I asked her while I was drawing a beer for Cap Guy. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Gran asked me as if she already knew something was wrong. 
 
    There was no use. Gran knew me best. Sometimes I thought Gran knew me better than I did myself. Of course she did. She was my mother and my father all in one. 
 
    I handed Cap Guy his beer and he tipped his head at me. I moved over to Gran and said to her in a lower voice, “I can’t talk here. Later.” I couldn’t wait for my shift to be over or for somebody to find the dead guy and call the cops; all I wanted to do was go with Gran somewhere to talk in private. 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll wait here until your shift is over,” Gran said calmly. 
 
    But we didn’t have to wait until my shift finished. Just as expected, about one hour later, we heard police sirens outside. Gran instantly cut her eyes to me. Then it was me who intently looked into her eyes. We kept this stare for a few seconds longer. It was like having a conversation with Gran without using any words. When she heard the sirens, I could tell she knew something was wrong and that it had to do with my behavior after I took out the trash. But she didn’t flinch one bit. She was waiting to see what would happen, I was sure of that. 
 
    Just as I was. Or at least I was trying to act like nothing was wrong. Like I was just working behind the bar, without seeing anything and without finding any dead guy stabbed in the alley. 
 
    We heard commotion outside, but the other patrons weren’t paying that much attention to it either. I guessed this was normal in this part of town. 
 
    A couple of minutes later the cops came inside. Two of them came through the front door and I heard a loud bang on the metal back door. 
 
    Okay, it was showtime. 
 
    I ran to the back and opened the metal door. Two cops were standing there, and I could see a crime scene forming over their shoulders. I let the cops inside and I feigned surprise. “What’s going on here?” I asked. 
 
    “Ma’am, we’d like to talk to you and also with the owner—” He stopped short when he saw me. “Wait, aren’t you the woman who lives at the retirement complex here in town? The younger one?” 
 
    Oh goody. This was one of the cops I had dealt with in the other two murders. Soon I was going to need one of those bonus cards that you could put stamps on. Collect ten stamps and get one corpse for free. 
 
    I said, “Yes, I am. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Over the next hour and a half, I gave the cops my statement. Which was barely anything. I told them I was working behind the bar on what appeared to be a normal regular evening around here, but I didn’t see anything suspicious. I had to tell them I took out the trash because the other patrons in the bar saw me going out. When the cops asked me if I’d seen anything outside in the alley, I fed them a convincing no. 
 
    I found out it was a staff member from the bowling alley next door who also took out the trash and found the body. It was a twentysomething-year-old guy who totally fell apart from seeing a dead body.  
 
    The cops banged on the owner’s apartment upstairs until he was up. We had to close the bar sooner because of all the commotion. The cops took statements from everyone inside, including Gran. But she got lost in the sea of the other patrons. She had nothing interesting to report. I was guessing the bar’s clientele was as reluctant to talk to the cops as were we. Paddy, the owner, kept scratching the back of his neck and had a look on his face like he couldn’t wait to get back into bed. He seemed totally unfazed. I had the feeling this was not the first time a dead body was found near his bar. 
 
    He made his way to me. “Piper, you okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m fine, Paddy. Guess I’m going to be low on tips tonight.” 
 
    Paddy forced a smile and scratched his head. “Yeah, you could say that. I’m just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    “One of these days they’re gonna shut us down for good,” a voice from behind me said. 
 
    Ginny appeared by Paddy’s side and didn’t look happy. I had met her briefly a couple of days ago. I kind of liked her. She had blonde hair and wore it in a big, messy beehive. She was of Italian descent, so the hair was dyed. Her thick eyebrows were still dark brown. But it suited her somehow. 
 
    She wore a bathrobe that she probably just threw on when the cops banged on her door. Funnily enough, she wore as much makeup as she did during the day, when I met her. But tonight, she had on a nice, delicate gold necklace around her neck with the initials GS hanging down. Ginny Snyder. Which made me think about my own name. My own fake name, that is. I didn’t think I would ever be able to wear jewelry with those initials. 
 
    “How often does this happen?” I asked. 
 
    “More often than you’d think,” Ginny said, shaking her head. 
 
    Paddy looked defeated. “Yeah, that’s unfortunate.” 
 
    A cop waved Ginny and Paddy over. I nodded as they shuffled back to him.  
 
    I was feeling kind of antsy that the cops would discover something on the dead body that would lead them to me, although I did a thorough search of the guy. Well, as thorough as you could get in the semidarkness. 
 
    The panic I felt inside, I had to hide on the outside. It took a lot of my mental strength to do that. Paranoid scenarios kept popping into my head, like the Falcons showing up at any minute now with their guns drawn to kill Gran and me. 
 
    When nobody was looking, I poured a shot of Jägermeister and gulped it down. It was the end of my shift, so who cared? 
 
    When we were done with our statements, Gran and I called a cab. Our car was wedged in between two cop cars. We were silent on our way back to her house. Even the cab driver seemed curious seeing all the squad cars and the paramedics on the street. “Ha, another rough night on Amherst Street?” he asked. 
 
    “You could say that,” I replied. “It seems the solution for a lot of people is to murder other people.” 
 
    “Oh, a murder?” the cab driver asked. “Huh, hadn’t had one of those here in a long time.” 
 
    “Awesome, you have one now,” I said. 
 
    About twenty minutes later we rolled by the sign that said Welcome to Till the Bitter End Independent Living. Where your tropical dreams come true. 
 
    Oh, home sweet home. 
 
    We entered Gran’s house and, as soon as I closed the door behind me, she said, “Okay, lay it on me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The next day I was sipping coffee at the kitchen table in the dining nook. It was about nine in the morning and Gran was showering. She had snuck out earlier and took a cab back to Amherst Street to retrieve our car. I was glad Edie hadn’t seen her from her house, or else she would have already been here asking questions. 
 
    I had the matchbox I gave to the dead guy and the piece of paper with the names on it, right before my eyes on the table. I kept glaring at the two items while sipping my coffee. One item had my fingerprints and the other one my name on it. 
 
    I let out a sound of disgust and tried to look away. The matchbox and the paper only reminded me of my own bad luck. It was like the universe hated me. But what to look at? The ugly brown couch? The ugly green drapes? Or the super-ugly light-yellow carpeting? 
 
    It appeared that interior design wasn’t in the WITSEC handbook rules when you were relocated. The decor in Gran’s house looked to be from the seventies. Complete with the CRT television set that made your eyes bug out. The place came furnished but I’d rather have had it bare naked. 
 
    I felt a knot in my lower back. Probably because I slept like hell. And this time it was not only because of the most uncomfortable couch in the world, it was recalling the event from last night. I kept dreaming that the Falcons would ram in the door and kill Gran and me in our sleep. I dreamt that Brett Dillon, the US Marshall who had been appointed to us for our relocation, discovered that the Falcons had found us, so he relocated us again. Ugh. Which would mean starting from scratch again. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t make another start.  
 
    I told everything to Gran yesterday and she managed to slightly calm me down. She was alarmed as well but she also knew the dead guy couldn’t have been the Falcons’ hit man. Their MO was just different. First of all, a hit man would have known who I was. They wouldn’t have come to the bar with another woman and order drinks from me and pretend not to know me. What would have been the point of that? Secondly, they wouldn’t have provoked me. And then his wuss-like reaction to my five-finger fillet game . . . No, the Falcons would have never hired someone like that for a kill. 
 
    A hit man didn’t play games. A hit man took one shot, and the job was done. 
 
    Nonetheless, it was extremely worrisome why that guy knew my name. Gran and I googled him last night and found an address here in Bitter End for a Mortimer Hix-Tucker, fifty-five years old. Having a unique name like that made it so much easier to find information about him. At least that was easy. 
 
    Clearly, Gran and I planned on driving to his place today to see what we could find out there. I was so anxious, I would have driven there in the middle of last night. The only thing that held me back was the probability the cops would search his place right away after finding his body. I had no idea how fast or how slow they would work on this case—heck, maybe they’d found the culprit already—but I needed to be careful about them. 
 
    I dreamt about the cops as well. That they found another connection between this Hix-Tucker guy and myself. I dreamt that the cops showed up at our place and arrested Gran and me. And arresting us meant that we were out of the witness protection program and totally on our own. 
 
    Funnily enough, my thoughts swirled around a possible connection between Hix-Tucker and Gran and myself. It was only an afterthought that the guy was murdered. Well, I didn’t know the guy, so I didn’t really care. But what if we did have a connection to his murder per se? 
 
    I leaned in my chair and looked up to the ceiling. Then I let out a long breath. Who would have ever thought that WITSEC meant stumbling over a lot of dead bodies? My former life was so different than the one I had now, and even then it wasn’t this bad. Talk about irony. I was supposedly living the good life now, still living on government money with no rap sheet whatsoever, which was like the ultimate gift criminals could ever get, and here I was, dealing with murderers and corpses. Only this time around, I was somehow connected to it and had no idea why. 
 
    I had to find out the reason. 
 
    There was a knock at the front door. I got up but stopped short in my tracks. I went back and grabbed the matchbox and the piece of paper from the table, then looked around me for a couple of beats. I needed to hide them somewhere. The matchbox lying around wasn’t an issue, only the paper was the problem. But in my mind they already went together. 
 
    My eyes landed on the cupboard. I opened the door and threw the items inside. There was a second, much louder bang on the door. 
 
    “Hold your horses, I’m coming,” I said, more to myself. 
 
    I headed over to the door and looked through the peephole although I already knew who it was. I saw a lot of white curls and a lot of polka dots. It was Edie. 
 
    I swung the door open, and Edie immediately said, “Piper, are you okay?” She had a look of concern on her face as she marched past me inside. We were way beyond the regular politeness stuff. “Is Dorothy okay?” 
 
    “Yes, we are okay,” I said as I went back to the table. “Why wouldn’t we be okay?” 
 
    Edie plopped down next to me at the table. “I was just informed they found a man in the alley next to the bar where you’re working, and the guy is dead.” 
 
    Oh yeah, I forgot how gossip worked in this town. And that sooner or later—more like sooner—it would get to Edie. 
 
    “Your information is correct,” I said to Edie in a neutral tone. Then I waited for her reaction. 
 
    Edie blinked twice. Then she threw her hands up in the air. “Again? Another dead person? I already know by now you’re totally unfazed by being around dead people, but what did I tell you last night? I told you to be careful out there because it’s a dangerous area. And you totally dismissed me. But see? Now they found a dead person on the same night. Murdered even!” 
 
    “Well, it’s not me or Gran who’s dead,” I said and took another sip of coffee. 
 
    Edie shook her head. “Your humor has me really worried sometimes.” She sighed, got up, and poured herself some coffee in a mug. She seemed to be searching for something on the counter, then she turned and looked at me. “What, no Irish today?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We drank all the whiskey already.” 
 
    Edie sat down with her coffee. “So did you see this person yesterday? Why didn’t you tell me anything?” 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” I asked. “Come and bang on your door in the middle of the night to let you know a person we don’t know was found dead?” 
 
    Edie looked at me like I had just asked the stupidest question in the world. “Um, yes.” 
 
    I smiled. “Oh yes, I forgot who I’m dealing with here. Scared of her own shadow in a dive bar but wants to know as soon as possible about a murder being committed. One that has nothing to do with her.” 
 
    “Well . . . I like to be informed,” Edie said. 
 
    I laughed. “I know you do.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Edie said and frowned as if she were already afraid of my answer. “Did you see that person?” 
 
    Unfortunately, I had to do my best lying with Edie as well. 
 
    “Did I see . . . Of course not. Don’t you think I would have reported it to the police otherwise? And that you would have found out I was the one who reported it?” 
 
    Edie glanced at me with a look of insecurity. “Hmm. I guess you would have.” 
 
    “How did you find out about it anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “Hank was at the bowling alley yesterday when it happened and told us about it,” Edie said. 
 
    I looked at her questioningly. “Hank? Who’s Hank?” 
 
    “You know Hank,” Edie said. “He lives here at the complex. He’s always wearing a tie. Even when he doesn’t have a suit on.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said, remembering. “The weird tie guy. I’ve seen him around at the dining hall. What is up with that tie of his?” 
 
    Edie shrugged. “No idea. I don’t think I ever asked him about it. It’s like he’s using that tie as his own blankie. I really don’t have the patience to listen to whatever story lies behind it.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said, nodding my head vigorously. 
 
    “So anyway, Hank was there yesterday, and he told Otto about it and Otto told Maude about it and so on, until I got the phone call just this morning.” 
 
    I studied Edie and smiled. “And you’re pissed?” 
 
    Edie pursed her lips. 
 
    I smiled wider. “You’re pissed the news didn’t get to you sooner, aren’t you?” 
 
    Edie folded her arms across her chest. “Well, yeah, I am. I mean, I like to be kept in the loop about the goings-on around here.” 
 
    “But this particular going-on didn’t go down here at the complex,” I said and sipped some more coffee. 
 
    “Yeah, but still,” Edie said. 
 
    “And remember how scared you were last night just being on Amherst Street,” I said. “I wouldn’t think you’re interested in the goings-on in that part of town.” 
 
    “You’re right about that part too, I guess,” Edie said. “But since you work there now, I am more interested in what happens there too. Please tell me you’re going to quit your job after this.” 
 
    I frowned. “Quit my job? Why would I do that? Because a dead body appeared in an alley? Puh-lease. That would be a really stupid reason for me to quit. Weren’t you the one who said I was going straight into semipermanent unemployment at this rate? You should be glad I have a job now.” 
 
    “But not a dangerous one!” Edie said. 
 
    I leaned over and squeezed her hand. “Listen, I appreciate you worrying about me, I really do, but I can take care of myself. You know that.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes got moist. “Fine,” she said. “I’m going to stop bugging you. For now.” 
 
    I laughed. “For now is good enough for me.” 
 
    Edie stood and poured herself more coffee. “You know, maybe we can make this coffee Irish without whiskey. I know you always have rum here. It wouldn’t be an Irish coffee then, it would be . . . Caribbean?” Before I could say anything, she opened the cupboard and started rummaging inside. Ordinarily, I’d find it amusing that looking for rum could indeed be considered as rummaging—but my heart clenched as I saw her moving the matchbox and the piece of paper to the side. She didn’t seem to pay attention to the items as she moved her hand to the rum bottle, but then she stopped and touched the one corner of the paper. I stiffened as Edie took it out and unfolded it.  
 
    “Interesting,” Eddie said, frowning. “Did you write your name down in case you forget it?” Then she took a better look. “What is this? Who are those other people and what’s with the dollar figures?” 
 
    I was just about to rack my brain for a good lie in record time when Gran decided right then to come out of the bathroom. She was wrapped in towels and stopped short when she saw Edie. Her gaze went to the paper in Edie’s hand. 
 
    “Great, you told Edie about the dead body last night and the paper you found on him,” Gran said. 
 
    My jaw almost hit the table while my eyes went wide. 
 
    I let out a grunt and rubbed my temples. “No, I didn’t, but you just did.” 
 
    Edie whipped her head toward me and her perfectly arched curls bounced. “You did what? What is going on here? What did you not tell me?” 
 
    Gran lowered her head. “Damn it.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening. How the hell did Gran slip up like that? I looked at her in disbelief. 
 
    She immediately realized and put her hands up in defense. “Well, sorry, but it did look like it.” 
 
    “But I haven’t told her,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    It would have been so much easier not having Edie involved in this thing. Because I knew that now she would want to get involved. Meaning I had a regular civilian I had to worry about now. Funny how Edie had been worried about me working at Ginny’s, and now I had to get worried about her. 
 
    Convincing her to just let it go was out of the question. I knew who I was dealing with already. She would never leave this thing alone, now that I was connected to it.  
 
    Gran closed the bathroom door shut and said, “Well then, you can tell her now.” Then she shuffled into her bedroom and closed the door. Awesome, thanks a lot, Gran. 
 
    Edie plumped into her chair again. I stood and went for the rum bottle. “You’re going to need a shot of rum for this,” I said. 
 
    I started from the beginning and told Edie everything. Well, not exactly everything. I didn’t tell her about the real reason I was alarmed. I didn’t tell her about the possibility of getting kicked out of the witness protection program, or worse, getting killed by the Falcons. But finding your name on a dead body that you had no connection to was reason enough to get alarmed either way. Edie sat there and listened and then she took a big gulp of her coffee-rum combo. 
 
    “I can’t believe you lied to me,” Edie said. “I can’t believe it was you who found the body.” 
 
    I poured some rum into my coffee. It was not even ten in the morning. But hey, Irish coffees were also supposed to be had in the morning.  
 
    “You should be glad it was only me who found the body,” I said. “You were there for the last two and you remember your reaction to it.” 
 
    Edie gave a shudder. “Oh yes, I remember. It was awful. But that doesn’t mean I’m glad you found him.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t actually find him. I just saw him.” 
 
    “But I still don’t understand how you found that piece of paper on him,” Edie said. “When you see somebody lying around, covered in blood, you freak out and call the police. What did you do? You remained calm, searched the person, and didn’t call the police? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Yeah, that was the thing about lying. And also the thing about when your grandmother slips up. It meant it only made my life harder. While I told Edie what happened yesterday, I left out certain details. Edie was a smart cookie, though, and instead of letting it go, she kept poking at it. 
 
    “Well, first of all, as I told you the last times, I don’t see a point in getting myself involved with the cops, especially since I don’t know who the victim is,” I said and leaned in my chair. “And second of all, that piece of paper was already halfway out of the guy’s shirt pocket. It was just hanging there. With the streetlight shining straight on it, it kind of stood out. So I admit, I was curious and I pulled it out without even thinking about it much.” I looked Edie intently in the eye. “I’m sure you know what that’s like, right? Being curious.” I emphasized that last word. 
 
    Edie blushed. 
 
    “So it was a total coincidence that you found that piece of paper on the guy?” Edie asked. 
 
    I nodded. That was only a semi-lie. It really was a coincidence that I found the guy, and thus, the paper on him. Also, Edie didn’t need to know about my knife interaction with Hix-Tucker just before he was stabbed. 
 
    “You don’t know by any chance who those other people are, do you?” I asked Edie. “Bill Doyle and Wes Brand?” 
 
    “Those names don’t ring any bell,” Edie said. 
 
    “Just great,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    Edie let out a breath. “I’m going to start bugging you again about quitting your job. I told you it’s dangerous to work there. Your first week and look what happens. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Neither can I, but I’m just going to chalk it up to a stupid and inconvenient timing,” I said. 
 
    “So what now?” Edie asked. “Surely we’re not going to just sit around and do nothing.” 
 
    Oh yes, I hadn't told her about me finding an address for Mortimer Hix-Tucker. But I didn’t think I would get out of this one either, now that she knew about what happened. 
 
    Edie studied me. I tried to look away. 
 
    “There’s something else you’re not telling me, isn’t there?” Edie asked. She studied me some more. “You found a lead to the guy, didn’t you?” 
 
    I sighed. Then drank the last of my Caribbean coffee. “Yes, I did.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Gran, Edie, and I were in the Ford Taurus on our way to downtown Bitter End. Gran was sitting in the back seat and Edie was in the passenger seat. It was midmorning and it started to get hot outside, so I cranked up the AC. 
 
    Like so many times, we looked like part of casting call for an all-girl band. Gran was in her usual attire: black biker boots, blue denim jeans, and her white tank top, complete with dark sunglasses. Aviators. Edie wore a red and white polka-dot dress and her usual chunky sandals. And I had on khaki shorts, a blue tank top, and white sneakers. It hurt deep in my soul to give up the biker boots but there was no way in hell I could wear those here in Florida. The heat and humidity were awful. I had no idea how Gran did it. 
 
    I often opted for flip-flops, but even that took a while to get used to. And I was still in the process of getting used to. The blisters I got from wearing them made it harder, and it felt strange having a band going between my toes. I tried to wear summer sandals but I found them to be the worst choice of all. Sandals were somewhere between sneakers and flip-flops. They were neither here nor there. And they had way too many straps over my foot that kept rubbing against the skin, making them unbearable to wear. 
 
    However, more often than not, our three-person group got ourselves into some sticky situations that required a speedy exit. Flip-flops just weren’t cut out for the quick getaways we’d need to make, so sneakers were the desired footwear if a hasty escape was in the cards. 
 
    I stopped for a light and reveled in the chill of air-conditioning from the vehicle. On our way to the address I found for Hix-Tucker, we had to make another stop. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we’re going there,” Gran said in her usual displeased tone. Which was most of the time. 
 
    “Because that’s the place I found those gnomes,” Edie said, turning to Gran. “So we’re driving there now to get them.” 
 
    “And tell me again what we’re going to do with them,” Gran said. 
 
    “We’re going to get these gnomes and replace them with her own gnomes,” Edie said matter-of-factly. “We already went through this; what is it that you don’t understand?” 
 
    “I don’t remember when we went through this,” Gran said. 
 
    “That’s because you only half listen to what I say,” Edie said. 
 
    “Well, if you had more interesting subjects than gnomes, maybe I would listen,” Gran said, huffing. 
 
    “What other subjects do you want?” Edie asked. “Guns and ammo?” 
 
    “Now that is most definitely something that would get my full attention,” Gran said. 
 
    From the corner of my eye I saw Edie rolling her eyes. Then she turned to me. “You listened to me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did listen, but I didn’t plan on being involved in it,” I said. “I thought you were going to take care of it yourself.” 
 
    “I am going to take care of it,” Edie said. “And you’re going to help me. You know what she did to me. To all of us. If it weren’t for me, you would have been in a world of suffering.” 
 
    “Yes, okay, you’re right about that,” I said. 
 
    “And because of her, other people suffered too,” Edie said. “Until word spread around, there were already people who used the foot powder just like me.” 
 
    A couple of weeks ago there was an incident at the retirement complex regarding foot powder. Yes, foot powder. Apparently, the stuff was a big deal around here. The seniors and I were playing paintball at a nearby field. The losing team had to buy spa gift baskets for the winning team, containing the infamous foot powder. Gran, Edie, and I were part of the victorious team, so we got our own baskets as well. Edie was eagerly anticipating the foot powder in her gift basket like a kid waiting for Christmas morning. Lucretia Barnett— endearingly dubbed Sourpuss by me—was part of the defeated faction and had to order the gift sets. Soon afterward, Edie and other residents developed a rash on their feet. Everyone had a suspicion Sourpuss meddled with the foot powder. We still didn’t know what her problem was, except she was just mean. 
 
    Luckily, Edie had given Gran and me a warning before we applied the foot powder, so we were spared from getting the rash. 
 
    Still, people around the complex were not pleased. 
 
    Now Edie was determined to get revenge on her. She discovered a store downtown that sold a range of miscellaneous items, including some garden gnomes that were apparently rather . . . suggestive in appearance. Since gnomes had become popular decorative pieces around the retirement complex—except for Gran’s house—Edie hatched a plan to switch out Sourpuss’s garden gnomes with these scandalous versions. When I asked what the point of it would be, she simply cackled and said that Sourpuss would be mortified to have such risqué decorations in her yard for everyone to see. 
 
    I had to agree that Sourpuss did come off as having a stick up her backside; her tight bun and perpetually sour expression could freeze the sun. She absolutely radiated disdain. 
 
    I couldn’t take Edie’s revenge plan too seriously; my life with the Falcons usually involved more extreme forms of revenge: cutting off a finger, blowing up cars, sending relatives to jail, or just your traditional plain-old threatening at gunpoint. This mission involved naughty-looking garden gnomes. I shook my head. I could hardly believe what my life had come down to. 
 
    Nevertheless, I agreed to accompany Edie to buy the naughty-looking gnomes, since she refused to put them in her own car, citing something about not wanting those figures of debauchery in her vehicle. I argued this meant she was as prudish as Sourpuss, although I knew that wasn’t the case. Edie just burst out giggling like a little kid. 
 
    Okay, clearly I was wrong. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing after you get the gnomes?” I asked Edie. “How are you going to swap Sourpuss’s gnomes in her own yard?” 
 
    Unfortunately, I already knew the answer to this question. 
 
    Edie turned her head sheepishly to me. 
 
    I groaned. “You’re dragging me down with you again,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you’re the youngest and the fittest around the complex,” Edie said. “And admit it, you like it. You like that I’m dragging you into my stuff.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. She was spot on. I missed my former life, and doing stuff like this with Edie gave me a tiny taste of what that was like. I guessed it filled the void I had been feeling. I mean, it wasn’t even close on the danger level, but it was the nearest thing to an adrenaline rush I could find. 
 
    “So?” Edie asked. 
 
    “I’m going to think about it,” I said but already had a smile forming. 
 
    Edie laughed. “I’ll let you know the exact time and date.” 
 
    Glancing in the rearview mirror, I saw Gran squeezing herself deeper into the back seat, making herself smaller, probably wishing she weren’t there. I knew she didn’t want to take any part in this. I knew she thought this was beneath her. Which it kind of was. Unfortunately, she would never get her old life back. Her past life was gone—and mine, too, for that matter. Forever. The idea of that still terrified the hell out of me, so I pushed it far away in my mind like I did so many times. I’d become quite good at that. 
 
    “So is this something you’re doing on your own, or was there like a secret gathering at the retirement complex and you all voted for it?” I asked Edie. She was usually the appointed leader for any activities happening at the complex.  
 
    “Like there would be any secret gathering you wouldn’t know about,” Edie said sarcastically, and I smiled. “I talked to some people here and there,” Edie continued. “Like with Beatrice and Theodore, but I didn’t want the info leaking out, so I kept a tight lid on this one.” 
 
    “Right, right,” I said. “So Beatrice and Theodore approved of this plan?” 
 
    I could easily picture Beatrice going along with the plan, but it was much more difficult to imagine Theodore being on board. To Gran’s and my own surprise—and to our dismay—we discovered that he was an ex-Navy Seal who had the rank of captain and who retired after serving thirty years in the service. Theodore had a crush on Gran but she was always cautious around him, not once letting her guard down, more so after discovering his former occupation. An ex-military man, even in his seventies and retired for nearly two decades, would have sharp instincts like the ones taught in the service: capable of perceiving things civilians wouldn’t. Like Gran’s and my, let’s just say, peculiar manner of dressing in Florida—okay, more Gran’s than mine—and our unusual behavior around the retirement complex. It would be easier for someone like Theodore to determine something wasn’t quite right with us. Especially since Gran always gave off the vibe that she’d rather be somewhere else, yet she’d stated that she wanted to move here. 
 
    Also, Gran and I never revealed much about our past, so even Edie noticed something strange about that. One can only guess what Theodore made of us with his years as an ex-Navy Seal. 
 
    “Theodore laughed hysterically when he heard about the plan,” Edie said. “He doesn’t like Lucretia either. He said he would have loved to be here and see it all happening. But unfortunately, he had to go on a trip to Chicago.” 
 
    In the rearview mirror, I saw Gran flinching just a bit. “Oh, he had to go on a trip?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled under my breath. Gran was so trying to come off as if she didn’t like Theodore, when she actually did. 
 
    “Yes, he said it’s for a funeral for a friend of his,” Edie said. “You know he lived near Chicago before moving here.” 
 
    Yes, we did know that. Theodore lived in the suburbs of Chicago with his wife until she died three years ago. Then he moved to the retirement complex in Bitter End. 
 
    “Do you know when he’ll be back?” I asked Edie because I knew Gran would want to know. But she would never admit that. 
 
    Edie shrugged. “Don’t know exactly. He said he might be there for one or two weeks, visiting his old friends that are still alive. Isn’t that sad? You get to an age where you actually say the words ‘visiting my living friends.’” 
 
    I hadn't reached that age yet, but in my former life, you wouldn’t necessarily have to be older in age to die. 
 
    Edie turned to Gran again. “Are you going to visit your home in Idaho sometime? Do you still have living friends there?” 
 
    Ugh. That was like pouring salt into an open wound. Poor Edie, she had no idea. She was genuinely inquiring. Normal people did visit their old place of living after they moved. Only Edie had no idea we were not those normal people, and visiting old friends was the biggest no-no in the WITSEC handbook. That would be actually the thing that got us killed. 
 
    Gran waited for a couple of beats, and I could see in the rearview mirror that she was taking a moment to compose herself. The thing with Gran was that she always was tough on the outside, but she had some weak spots as well. I always hoped nobody would poke at them. But what I wished more was that Gran could see that the weaker spots only made her more human. Then again, Gran wouldn’t be Gran without them.  
 
    Gran cleared her throat. “I still have some friends there.” She looked outside the window. “Not sure when I’ll visit them, though. It’s too far away.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Edie said. “You can fly to Idaho. Doesn’t take that long.” 
 
    Okay, Edie was not letting it go. Gran and I hadn’t told anybody that we originally came from Oregon. When we were asked about our origins, the words Boise, Idaho flew out of my mouth. It wasn’t a huge leap from Oregon, but it was far enough that it served its purpose as our new fake hometown. To go along with our fake last names and our fake former jobs. 
 
    Gran shifted in her seat. “I’ll look into it. But until then, let’s focus on today. How long until we get there?” 
 
    Gran was good. She answered in short replies, not really revealing much, and shifted the direction of the conversation onto other subjects. 
 
    Edie seemed to have bought it. She leaned forward in her seat and looked out the window. Then she pointed to the right. “Oh, there’s the store. But parking seems to be an issue around here.” 
 
    Edie was right about that. We were in downtown Bitter End, in the vibrant city center that was packed. I circled the block two times until I found a free parking space. Then we all trudged to the store in the mid-morning sun, some of us sweating more than others, and by that I mean Gran in her boots. The store was called The Curio Shop. Yeah, cute name. 
 
    From the sidewalk, it looked totally nondescript. But the inside resembled a junkyard. It felt like someone was hoarding everything they ever owned. The store’s long and cluttered interior made it difficult to focus. My brain couldn’t decide what to look at first. There were tables and surfaces jammed with random items as if someone were hosting a garage sale. The walls were also filled with artwork from kitschy to more stylish pieces. We were the only people in the store. 
 
    “Follow me,” Edie said and started marching to the back of the store. I didn’t even want to ask her how she found this place. 
 
    Twenty minutes later we got the last gnome tucked away in the car. Edie was right, they all looked like lewd figurines. I loved it. 
 
    One had his pants down, exposing his privates, another one was exposing his backside, as if mooning someone. Another gnome was seated on the toilet reading a newspaper, while still another had both hands up in a devilish rock ‘n’ roll gesture and their tongue sticking out. There was even one that was entirely nude, yet hiding behind a surfboard with his hand over his mouth that was shaped like an O, seemingly embarrassed to be seen au naturel. One gnome was dressed up like Santa Claus with dark sunglasses and puffing away on a Cuban cigar. 
 
    Then there was the biker gnome dressed appropriately in black leather and mirrored shades, who had some sort of firearm attached to his belt, and was flipping us off. 
 
    Edie glanced at Gran and said, “This is you. Maybe you’d like to keep it?” 
 
    I laughed as Gran showed Edie her own middle finger. And hoped Sourpuss wouldn’t have a heart attack at the sight of these gnomes. 
 
    We didn’t quite think it through, as now we were driving to Hix-Tucker’s address with the gnomes in the car. Gran was squished in the back seat next to them and giving them a dirty stare, like they were real people who had to ride with us. Edie and I had to stifle our laughs. 
 
    Hix-Tucker’s place was on forty-two Hanover Street in the southeast part of Bitter End. It seemed to be a low-key residential area, not fancy but not really run-down either. It was maybe two levels above Amherst Street. We cruised slowly past number forty-two while we all took a glance at the house. I drove farther past, and Edie asked, “Why didn’t you stop in front of the house? There’s enough parking here.” 
 
    I turned and looked intently at Edie for a second. Then it seemed to dawn on her. “Oh, we don’t want to be seen, now I get it.” 
 
    I circled the block and parked in front of a semi-industrial building tucked in between some row houses. This street seemed to be more businesslike than Hix-Tucker’s. I parked right at the corner between two cars so we wouldn’t draw attention to us. From the car, we could see Hix-Tucker’s house, albeit farther away. 
 
    We quickly made a plan. Gran would stay in the car and serve as our lookout while Edie and I went into the house. I didn’t see any crime scene tape yet, so it shouldn’t be too long before the cops got here, but that all depended on how quickly they worked. Clearly, they hadn’t been here last night, probably writing the murder off as a mugging gone wrong or just two drunks fighting, which I guessed were common happenings on Amherst Street. I felt like there was more to it than that, maybe because I’d found my name on him. And that truly had me on edge. 
 
    The sun was hitting hard as Edie and I got out of the car. Gran had her cell phone in her hand, ready to text me if she saw cop cars rolling around on the street. Gran had made the plunge and bought herself a cheap phone with a prepaid card about two weeks ago. Up until then we had one phone that we shared. We were okay with that for a while, especially in our time moving from motel to motel, barely spending time away from one another, but it wasn’t a long-term solution. So we each had our own phones now. 
 
    Edie and I strolled up to Hix-Tucker’s house. I noticed Edie seemed a little tense, so I asked her, “What’s wrong? You’re not having second thoughts, are you? Gran can go inside with me and you could wait in the car.” 
 
    “No way!” Edie laughed. “It’s not that kind of stress; it’s exciting.” 
 
    I laughed with her. Edie was a fascinating person. Always willing to abide by the rules, but also ready to break them on occasion. Kind of like a mix of rule-follower and rebel. 
 
    “All right then, try to look like you belong here and follow my lead,” I said. 
 
    The street was almost deserted, with very few vehicles parked on the sidewalk. I guessed people were at work. The houses were mostly single-story structures. The trees that lined the street appeared neglected, lacking proper maintenance. The front yards were small and completely untidy. 
 
    I maneuvered between houses with Edie close behind. Squeezing through poorly maintained hedges, I saw it: a back door to the house. Yes! This way there was less likelihood of someone spotting us. 
 
    I stopped abruptly and Edie bumped into me from behind. 
 
    “Jesus, Edie,” I whispered. “Watch where you’re going.” 
 
    “Well, your brake lights were out,” Edie whispered back. “How do we get in? You’re going to do your voodoo magic again, aren’t you?” 
 
    I had a bobby pin with me since I didn’t imagine I would be needing to break into this many houses here in Florida, so I hadn't bought a lock-picking set. Yet. But maybe there was another way to get into the house. In residential areas of this type, people were of the mentality that keys could be left under door mats or disguised under fake stones or a potted plant in front of the door. 
 
    I looked under the doormat but there was no key there. There were no potted plants and there were no decorative stones or flowers in the flower bed. This all pointed to this man living alone. In my experience, the guys were not exactly into growing plants and flowers in their yards. So there was no woman living with this man. 
 
    What I did spot in his backyard was a grill. An ordinary one. Looked pretty lame to me. The model was old and there were no seats or a fireplace around it. I smiled to myself as I remembered the time when I worked with the Oregon Falcons, surveying a house from one of our rivals, and wanted to get in. We had intel that the individual had taped their spare key to the inside of the grill. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Edie asked, looking around. “There’s no one here now, but we should still hurry.” 
 
    I pulled out two pair of latex cleaning gloves from my back pocket and handed one to Edie. I had snatched a few pairs before leaving Gran’s house. Edie nodded approvingly as she put hers on. Then I moved to the grill, crouched down and peered beneath the surface. Sure enough, there was something underneath with duct tape on it. I ripped it off and pulled out . . . a key. 
 
    Edie’s eyes went wide. “How did you . . . how did you know that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was only good luck, I guess.” 
 
    Edie frowned. “Good luck? What do you mean good luck? Who on earth would think to look beneath a grill for a key to the house?” 
 
    Then I decided to tell Edie a half truth. “I knew somebody back home who did the same thing. I always thought it was odd but apparently it kind of stuck in my mind. Which is a good thing because now we have the key.” 
 
    Edie seemed pleased with my explanation, even if it did sound unusual. “Oh okay, I guess people do find the strangest hiding places.” 
 
    I felt the urge to have a bit of fun, so I asked, “Where do you hide yours?” 
 
    Edie blushed. “Well, it’s . . . right there in the . . .” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m not sure if I should feel offended that you don’t trust me, considering you walking into Gran’s house as if it was your own.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Edie said. “I do trust you. The keys are in the—” 
 
    I put my hand up. “You know what? Don’t tell me. Let’s just leave it like that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Edie said with a wink. “But let me know when you do need to know.” 
 
    I stood with the key in my hand. “Understood. Now let’s stop chatting and get this thing going before the cops come.” 
 
    We moved to the back door and looked around, making sure nobody was seeing us. 
 
    I inserted the key and opened the door smoothly. Edie and I high-fived each other. We walked in, and she closed the door behind us. I slipped the key into my pocket to keep it safe. We walked through a narrow hallway and were in the kitchen. Adjacent to it was the living room. We took our surroundings in. The place was sparsely furnished but looked really cozy. It didn’t quite fit the guy’s personality, or at least, what I'd seen as his personality. 
 
    The kitchen had sleek countertops and I could see it was designed with functionality in mind. The cabinets were painted a crisp white color and the backsplash featured a mosaic pattern, adding a touch of elegance to the space. 
 
    Edie and I moved into the living room. The room was furnished with comfortable seating, including a sofa and armchairs. There was also a coffee table and a flat-screen TV mounted on one of the walls. The air felt a bit heavy, which was no wonder. The windows were closed; nobody was here to open them because, duh, the guy was dead. 
 
    In the corner of the living room was a small working area that was cleverly integrated into the design. It consisted of a small desk, a comfortable-looking chair, and a lamp. The desk was extremely cluttered and there were charts and graphs pinned to the section of wall above.  
 
    The desktop was covered in a chaotic array of papers, folders and stationery. In the center was a large ledger book with a dark cover that looked well-worn from frequent use. I looked up the stairs and figured the bedroom and bathroom were there. 
 
    Without saying anything, I approached the desk. Surely, that had to be the hub of this man’s activities. Edie was right behind me, seemingly a bit disoriented. 
 
    I ran my finger along the spine of the ledger. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Edie asked from beside me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    Just as I was about to open the book, my phone vibrated in my back pocket. 
 
    It was Gran. She’d sent a message. A short one, that entailed just the right words: 
 
    Warning! Person at the house. Side yard. 
 
    “Oh crap,” I said. 
 
    “What? What?” Edie asked, her voice laced with anxiety. 
 
    I ignored her and moved fast to the side window. Thankfully, there were thick white embroidered curtains that I could hide behind. I glued myself to the wall next to the window and peeked outside. 
 
    A man was tiptoeing around and moved from the side of the house around the corner to the back. I barely got a glimpse of him from the back. Somehow, he seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him anywhere. 
 
    “There’s someone coming,” I said to Edie, moving away from the window. “We need to hide.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “There’s someone coming?” Edie said with eyes wide and her voice one octave higher. “Oh my god, oh my god, but where to hide?” 
 
    I didn’t know where, but it had to be fast. 
 
    I heard the grip on the back door handle moving, like someone trying to see if the door was open. Mental forehead smack. The door was open! We had opened it! And we closed the door, but we didn’t lock it. Who would have ever thought someone else might come breaking in at the same time we were? 
 
    “Upstairs, now!” I said to Edie and grabbed her by the arm. 
 
    We practically flew up the stairs. Thankfully, they didn’t creak. We got to the top-stair landing and peered down a hallway which led off in two directions: on the right side, where the bedroom was located, and on the left side, where the bathroom was. The hallway gave us enough cover from anyone downstairs. Should the person enter the house and head upstairs, we could move further into either the bedroom or bathroom if needed. 
 
    Which I hoped we wouldn’t. 
 
    The back door opened, and I told Edie to press herself against the wall. From there I could peek down into the living room. 
 
    Edie and I were both holding our breaths as we heard footsteps approaching downstairs. She was practically shaking beside me as my mind ran wild with questions. Who was this man? It couldn’t have been a cop. This was not a cop’s MO. I assumed this man was here because he had something to do with Hix-Tucker’s death. 
 
    But what did he plan on doing? 
 
    We heard the footsteps moving from the kitchen into the living room and then stopping short. From my vantage point upstairs, I couldn’t see the man yet. Up until now he did what we had done: entered the house through the back door instead of the front to remain hidden. Now he was sizing up the layout of the house. I wasn’t 100 percent sure, but it seemed that his footsteps were exploring; he hadn’t been here before and he didn’t know his way around yet. The footsteps didn’t have the determination of someone knowing their way around this house. 
 
    I heard Edie gulp as the footsteps now continued into the living room. Then I saw the man moving past the stairs, but it was too quickly for me to really take him in. His head was facing away so I couldn’t really see who he was. I only saw a flash of slicked-back dark hair and a blue shirt with an intricate pattern on it. My instinct told me to look away from him, knowing that people generally glance up when they walk by stairs, especially if they’re looking for something. 
 
    A couple of seconds later I heard him moving deeper into the living room. I peeked again. Damn it. I missed him. By the sound of it he was now in front of the desk, but I couldn’t see that far from my position upstairs. This man was definitely looking for something, just as we were. But I didn’t know if he knew what he was looking for. Because we sure as hell didn’t. 
 
    I heard him fumbling at the desk. He rummaged through desk drawers and shuffled paper around. If he decided to come upstairs, Edie and I would be in trouble. I glanced over at her. She was glued to the wall, next to me, still as a statue, and I sensed how tense she was. I squeezed her hand signaling that everything would be all right. She nodded slightly in response without taking her gaze off the opposing wall. 
 
    Since Gran warned us about this man, I knew she’d come up with something to get us out of here. 
 
    In that second there was a loud bang on the front door. The shuffling of the papers stopped immediately. 
 
    A voice from the outside shouted, “Morty? Morty, are you home?” 
 
    It was Gran’s voice. 
 
    “Morty, I brought your electric drill back,” Gran yelled, her voice echoing like one of those neighbors that drive you nuts. 
 
    Gran continued to bang on the door while also trying to open it. “Morty, you said you were home! Fine. I’ll try the back door!” 
 
    Gran was good. The man had no choice but to get out of the house as soon as possible, thinking a neighbor would burst in any second now. Or, and this was way worse, he would opt for hiding somewhere, just as Edie and I had. I really hoped he would do the first one. 
 
    I heard a last riffle in the desk area, then a rush of footsteps. I peeked from upstairs just in time to spot the guy running to the back door. Again, I couldn’t see his face from my vantage point. Then I heard the back door slam shut. Edie let out the breath she was holding for too long and I felt her body soften, like she had just melted into a pool of sweat.  
 
    She grabbed my arm and said, “I may need to double my heart medication dosage today.” 
 
    I glanced again downstairs but didn’t hear a sound. “I think the coast is clear,” I said to Edie. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I tiptoed downstairs with Edie following close behind me, and stopped when I reached the living room. I glanced to the left through the kitchen and saw that the back door was closed. I wasn’t sure how sneaky this guy was—if he’d left or not—so I decided to check. I moved into the kitchen and examined every nook and cranny. My first instinct was to draw my knife from my boots, like I always did in such cases, but since I was in freaking Florida, I didn’t have any boots on. This was yet another adjustment I had to make in my new life. 
 
    I reassured Edie the man was gone, and I headed straight for the front door and yanked it open. Gran was leaning against the porch railing, her body language completely relaxed. That threw me for a second. She sauntered inside and I closed the door after scanning the street really quick. 
 
    “Why are you so calm?” I asked Gran. 
 
    Gran shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be calm? It was obvious whoever was here was going to get out of the house through the back door and bail.” 
 
    Sometimes I forgot Gran was way more experienced at stuff like this than me. 
 
    “Yeah okay, you’re right about that,” I said. 
 
    Edie collapsed onto the couch and let out a deep sigh of relief. “Good Lord, Dorothy, thank you for saving us! I thought I was about to have a heart attack.”  
 
    “I would have texted sooner, but I only figured last-minute that he was planning to come here,” Gran said. 
 
    “I get that,” I said. “You kept a lookout for cops. Not other intruders.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gran said. “I saw this guy strolling down the street when, all of a sudden, he stopped and looked around. Before I knew it, he was sneaking around this house.” 
 
    “And didn’t try the front door,” I said. “Went straight for the back door.” 
 
    Gran cracked a smile. “Let me guess, the back door was unlocked because of you.” 
 
    I struggled to hold back my laughter, because it was so ironic. When it came to business, and by that I meant stuff like doing surveillance, breaking and entering, and other similar activities, Gran and I were always on the same page. It was like we could read each other’s minds. 
 
    Edie was staring at us with her mouth hanging open. “It’s like watching two detectives compare notes on a case.” 
 
    Now I really laughed. 
 
    “Did you get a good look at the guy?” I asked Gran. 
 
    She shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. I only saw him from behind and I wasn’t really paying attention to him since I was busy looking for cops or cop cars. How about you?” 
 
    “Same here,” I said. “We were upstairs when he came in, and from my vantage point, all I could make out was his back and the nape of his neck.” 
 
    “And I didn’t see anything since I stood behind Piper,” Edie said. “All I could think about was how to get out of this house before he sees us.” 
 
    “So nobody can identify him,” I said. “Awesome.” I still wasn’t sure if there was something about that man that seemed familiar. 
 
    Gran looked around the living room. “Did you find anything at least?” 
 
    “Could be that we did,” I said and turned my attention to the desk area. “There’s a—” 
 
    Oh crap. 
 
    I moved to the desk and put my hands on my hips. “That son of a bee,” I said. “He took it with him.” 
 
    “He did what?” Edie and Gran asked at the same time. 
 
    I explained to Gran about the large ledger book Edie and I found on the desk and that it was missing now. 
 
    “Oh,” Edie said. “You’re right, he must have taken that with him. Do you think he knew what it was?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “We didn’t have time to see what was inside. Maybe he knew. Or maybe he looked inside and deemed it important. Or maybe he didn’t have time to look inside, and when Gran banged on the door, he just took it with him.” I thought about it for a second. “Actually, I would have done the same thing if I were him.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes went wide. “You would have?” 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes. “What are you, a saint? You broke into this house just like he did and now you’re surprised he was doing the same thing?” 
 
    Edie blushed a bit. “Yeah okay, I guess you’re right.” She shifted in her seat on the couch. 
 
    “Edie, for the love of god, could you maybe not touch everything here?” I asked. 
 
    “But we have the gloves on,” Edie said and stood up from the couch. 
 
    “Yes, but unless you wrap your whole self up in a protective bubble, you’re going to leave hair strands or other DNA particles all around the furniture. Look at Gran. She’s in the house, and yet she hasn’t touched anything.” 
 
    Edie threw her hands in the air and mumbled, “You two know everything.” 
 
    “We know more than you know,” Gran deadpanned. 
 
    Edie just rolled her eyes and joined us in front of the desk. “Okay, so what kind of charts are these?” she asked squinting at the graphs pinned on the wall. 
 
    All three of us leaned in and tried to make sense of the graphs. I gave Gran a pair of gloves and she perused the desk. Then she dropped all the papers and smiled. 
 
    “I got it,” Gran said. 
 
    Edie and I waited for a couple of beats. 
 
    “And would you care to tell us what you got?” Edie asked. 
 
    “He’s a sports bookie,” Gran said. 
 
    There was momentary silence again. I looked at the charts once more. Gran showed me some betting slips she found in one of the drawers. Oh wow. Gran was right. Mortimer Hix-Tucker was a sports bookie. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Edie asked. 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes and I could see she was losing her patience. Which was not her forte in the first place. 
 
    I explained to Edie the charts and the graphs and the betting slips. But what we hadn't found was a laptop or a computer. Did this guy do everything manually? Wow, talk about old school. 
 
    “Is being a sports bookmaker illegal?” Edie asked. 
 
    “It is in Florida,” Gran said. “What, you never gambled?” 
 
    Edie looked at Gran like that subject was so far away from her own reality. Which it was. 
 
    “Never mind,” Gran said to Edie. 
 
    “Okay, so this guy was a sports bookie, and he was murdered,” I said. “And somehow, he knew my name. So we can assume somebody used my name to place bets with him?” 
 
    Gran nodded. “That’s the only way this makes sense.” 
 
    “But who would do such a thing?” Edie asked. 
 
    “That, ladies, is the million-dollar question,” I said. 
 
    We took this in for a couple of moments, then I shook it off and said, “Okay, let’s take some pictures of this place and get out of here. I don’t want the cops to find us here too. It would be way more problematic to hide upstairs.” 
 
    “So now you want to take pictures?” Edie asked. “You’re always so reluctant to use your own phone for anything; you always say it could be proof that you snooped around.” 
 
     I pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket. “Well, this time somebody got me involved, so I have more to lose if I won’t do everything that it takes. So screw the proof on my phone.” 
 
    I stood back a bit and took a picture of the whole desk area, then took some other pictures of the charts and the graphs on the wall. 
 
    When I was ready, we went through the kitchen to the back door. I peeked outside, making sure nobody was lurking around, before we all exited the house. I pulled Hix-Tucker’s spare key out of my pants pocket—maybe I needed to consider buying a purse or a bag or something, since my pockets already carried too much stuff—locked the door, and slid the key back under the grill, where the duct tape was still stuck on. 
 
    “That’s a nice touch,” Gran said satisfactorily. 
 
    I knew she must have remembered in that moment the Falcons story and the spare key under the grill. And I had to hand it to her. She kept her composure. Edie was there so she had to. Although I knew she would reminisce just the same. Memories like this made her miss her home and her former activities too. 
 
    We tiptoed around the side of the house, power-walked down the sidewalk, and got into the car. 
 
    “I don’t think anybody saw us,” I said. 
 
    “It seemed fine to me too,” Gran said, as she wedged herself in the back seat next to the naughty-looking gnomes. “Now let’s drive back to the house and get rid of these things.” 
 
    On the drive back we speculated about who the intruder was, what his connection might have been to Hix-Tucker and his murder, and what he was looking for in his house. We speculated on who was using my name to place bets with Hix-Tucker, if that were really the case. 
 
    I became surprisingly serene about it. Mainly because I knew that whoever was using my name had it coming. I would finish them off. No mercy. 
 
    “Maybe we should make a list of everybody that knows you and your name,” Edie said. 
 
    “That would be a fair amount of people so I’m not sure it’s the most efficient way,” I said and was surprised by my own statement. Gran and I had only been in Florida for two months and our plan was to lay low. Like super low. Which clearly was going in the wrong direction. So me stating that a bunch of people already knew me, did come as a surprise even to myself. But given that I was living with Gran in a retirement complex, it wasn’t so strange for people to know who I was. Especially from my outings with Edie. 
 
    Still, Edie was kind of right. Obviously, somebody had to know me to use my name. Or at least be familiar with me. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been able to put together my first and last name. What made it even funnier was that my last name wasn’t even my real surname. I chuckled to myself. How ironic was this? Here I was worrying about a false identity, about a name that wasn’t even my real one. 
 
    Back at the retirement complex, I parked in Edie’s driveway, assuming, obviously, that we were going to unload the gnomes in her house. She looked sheepishly at me, and I groaned. I pointed my finger at her and said under no circumstances were those figures going into Gran’s house. Gran said she would rather burn down her house than have the gnomes inside. Edie knew she couldn’t win this round so she reluctantly accepted the situation. But hey, she had brought this on herself. Nobody forced her to pull a prank on Sourpuss. She had to live with the consequences now. 
 
    We tried to be as inconspicuous as possible but it was bright daylight so anybody could have seen us. I parked closer to Edie’s house, to reduce the distance between the car and her front door. We carried the gnomes inside her house and lumped them together in a corner of her living room. I put my hands on my hips and shook my head. Actually, these gnomes would fit here perfectly. The interior design in Edie’s house was basically along the lines of sticking a fork in my eye. 
 
    It had that antique-y look, with overstuffed furniture and creepy-looking dolls on her couch. But her kitchen corner was spotless, and her dining room table was always covered in white linen with glassware and china as if from a fancy Italian restaurant. Contrary to that, Gran’s table was just the bare minimum, just the wood itself. Sometimes with her gun on it while she cleaned it. 
 
    By the time we finished unloading the gnomes, we were all sweating hard. I parked the car in Gran’s driveway behind the golf cart. That was another thing we’d had to get used to, after Gran and me owned Harley Davidson bikes in our former lives, that we had to give up per WITSEC rules. Going from a Harley to a golf cart felt like going from platinum to aluminum. 
 
    “Okay, now let’s go inside and make some plans to find out who is using your name,” Edie said as she trudged to Gran’s front door. 
 
    Gran and I exchanged glances. It was clear, now that Edie knew about my involvement with Hix-Tucker, she wouldn’t back out. And there was no point in trying to convince her to stay out of it. 
 
    Gran rolled her eyes and marched inside her house, followed by me. Inside, Edie was already sitting at the table with a glass of water in front of her. 
 
    “How does she do that so fast?” Gran asked me. “It’s my house and even I’m not that fast.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m not wasting any time,” Edie said. “Life is short, and it can be over any minute now. You should know this; we’re the same age. This is the time for living.” 
 
    Gran stared at Edie’s glass of plain water. “Is that the way you take life by the horns?” 
 
    Edie waved it away. “I’m still hungover from the Caribbean coffee.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Gran said and took a seat next to Edie. 
 
    I did the same and let out a breath. “Guys, we have to come up with something, because it’s really unsettling to know that guy was murdered and I was involved in his stuff somehow,” I said. 
 
    It was noon and I was super hungry. As if reading my mind, Edie said, “Let’s hash some things out and then we can go to the dining hall.” 
 
    Gran and I agreed to it. 
 
    I was just pouring myself a glass of water when there was a knock on the door. This wasn’t an anomaly around here. There were always people visiting. Edie alone came by ninety times a day. The others visited only roughly half that. 
 
    I was super guarded when I arrived at the retirement complex here in Bitter End. Every knock on the door made me jump out of my skin. Considering Gran’s and my past and the fact that the Falcons probably had hit men looking all over the country for us, I couldn’t have been more careful. 
 
    However, as time went by, I let my guard down, only occasionally glancing through the peephole before opening the door. But then I began to worry if I had been too reckless. I struggled to find a balance between living cautiously and taking part in everyday activities like normal people did—opening the door without checking who was outside. But every so often, I dreamt that I would open the door and a man in a leather jacket would stand there and shoot me dead on the spot. 
 
    I had decided to be a bit calmer and to push any thoughts away that had me dead as a result. Expecting to see one of the residents, I yanked the door open. 
 
    As soon as I did that, I regretted it from the bottom of my heart. 
 
    A dubious-looking man in his fifties stood in front of me. I was sure my worst nightmare was going to happen this time. I was sure he was going to lift his arm and shoot me dead right there. I only hoped Gran would grab Edie by her arm and get out of the house through the window in the bathroom, so they could both be safe. And as for me . . . Good riddance, Piper, if you chose to let your guard down. 
 
    The Falcons would get their way. Well, at least half of their way, if they only got me and not Gran. 
 
    The guy cracked a grin and flashed his front-tooth gap. It was then that I started to recognize this man. 
 
    He was wearing a cream-and-brown short-sleeved shirt with a busy pattern on it. What was it? Monkeys? Jesus. He had dark, slicked-back hair and was about six foot tall with a strong build. He had on two golden necklaces that went down to his hairy cleavage. 
 
    I made the connection right away. This was Cleavage Guy, who’d sat alone at the table at Ginny’s and gotten on my nerves about polishing his glass too much. 
 
    Then it dawned on me that Cleavage Guy was also the intruder at Hix-Tucker’s house today. 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    On instinct, I tried to slam the door shut in his face. The guy exuded danger but I still didn’t know what was up with him. I’d seen him at the bar and I’d spotted him at Hix-Tucker’s house. He could have been sent by the Falcons to check up on me at the bar. And then he went to Hix-Tucker’s to . . . I had no idea what the connection to Hix-Tucker was, but if there was a chance this guy was sent here to kill us, I was going to do everything in my power to stop that. 
 
    He wedged his feet and shoulder in the doorway, but my will to live was stronger than his physical power. I kept pushing with all my might and almost managed to shut the door before he gave one final thrust that sent me falling backward. 
 
    He was just about to take his first step into the house when Gran stepped in front of him, holding her gun with her arm outstretched. She kept the weapon pointed directly at his face, making sure to keep that eight-to-nine-foot distance between them. That was an important rule for anyone aiming a gun: never let your target get too close, or they may be able to snatch it from you. That eight-to-nine-feet buffer was optimal. 
 
    The guy put his hands up in the air as Gran cocked the gun. She said, “Move an inch, and I’ll blow your brains out.” 
 
    The guy took a couple of steps back, now standing on Gran’s porch. 
 
    “Hey, look,” he said in his strong Brooklyn accent. “I’m not here to make any trouble. I just want to talk to you. Actually”—he turned to me—“I want to talk to her.” 
 
    Something struck me right then. There was an absence of fear in his voice. He was held at gunpoint but was being cocky. I couldn’t pin down if that was because of his hardened character or disbelief that a seventy-year-old woman would actually shoot him. 
 
    “Who are you?” Gran asked. 
 
    The guy shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m Leo Leonardi. I’m a private investigator and I really need to have a talk with you.” 
 
    Leo Leonardi? Was this guy for real? All this time I thought he was a pimp, and it turned out he had a stripper’s name. 
 
    He must have sensed my disbelief as he added, “Yeah, I know. My folks really nailed my name.” 
 
    I stepped up next to Gran and frowned. He was a private investigator and wanted to talk to me? What the hell was going on here? 
 
    Then I remembered Edie was there too. I whipped my head around to the kitchen corner and saw Edie was hiding beneath the table. Okay, that was cute but at least she was safe. I nodded at her, signaling everything was going to be all right. 
 
    “Look,” the guy said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “I’m burning up here. Can I just come inside and talk?” 
 
    “You’re not going to make one move until I say so,” Gran said, with a steely focus on her gun. 
 
    The guy sighed but still held his hands up. 
 
    I stepped out from behind Gran and asked him, “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want to know what you know about the guy you threatened to cut his fingers off with a knife last night,” he said. “The guy that ended up dead shortly after you threatened him. And the guy whose house you all broke into today. I followed you here from there.” Then he put on his grin, flashing his tooth gap. 
 
    I think my jaw dropped down on the floor. I even felt Gran recoil next to me with a barely noticeable twitch. Only someone who’d known her for years would recognize such a subtle reaction. In the background, there was a faint whimpering coming from Edie. 
 
    Oops. I hadn’t told Edie about the finger fillet game. I figured it would only alarm her more, knowing I threatened the murder victim shortly before his death. She was probably in shock now, but it would register with her eventually what the guy just said about me threatening Hix-Tucker with a knife. 
 
    Gran was still in her position, and just let out a “Holy crap.” 
 
    The guy gave out a laugh. “You can say that again.” 
 
    I pulled myself together in record time and narrowed my eyes at him. Clearly, he wanted something, or he would have gone to the cops already. “So, what?” I asked him. “Are you here to threaten us? Are you here to blackmail us?” 
 
    The guy shook his head. “I ain’t here to do nothing like that. Like I said, I just need to talk to you. It could just be that we’re both working for the same side and maybe we shouldn’t be enemies who hold each other at gunpoint.” 
 
    “What do you expect when a stranger tries to force himself into a house?” I asked him and crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Yeah okay, I’ll give you that,” Leonardi said. “I guess it was just a reflex. But I have to say, your reflexes are the extreme ones.” He tipped his chin at the gun. 
 
    Gran asked me, “What do we do?” 
 
    I thought about our situation. This guy knew stuff that could get me locked up. Clearly, I didn’t trust him one bit. And yet, there was something peaceful in his demeanor. Something told me he wouldn’t kill us as soon as he stepped into the house. Also, there he was on the porch, while Gran aimed her gun at him, so it wouldn’t be long until a neighbor spotted us and called the cops. Before having a dizzy spell. 
 
    “You can come in,” I said to him, “but she’s going to keep the gun pointed at you the whole time.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Gran said approvingly. 
 
    Leonardi grinned again. “I have no idea who you are, but I sure as hell like you already.” 
 
    He was just about to lower his arms and step inside the house when a loud rumbling sound echoed down the street. Ah, a chopper, with the most beautiful sound I have ever heard, was rolling down the street and stopped just next to Gran’s house. It was a black Fat Boy V-twin softail cruiser with solid-cast disc wheels, a Harley Davidson model I absolutely loved. 
 
    That was another thing Gran and I’d had to give up. We had our own bikes back in Oregon and they felt like part of our DNA. We would ride our bikes through the trails of the mountains, and around town, with the taste of freedom in the air and the roaring sound of the engine vibrating through our bones. But then WITSEC forced us to give up our bikes, because being on a two-wheeled vehicle would be too much of an identifier if you were trying to hide from a motorcycle gang. And that felt like cutting off a limb. 
 
    Ironically, there was one person living in Bitter End—that I knew of—who owned a beauty of a bike, and that was Edie’s grandson, Ryker Donovan. 
 
    Who always, always showed up at the worst possible times. Like right now. 
 
    He parked his bike at the curb in front of Edie’s house. He got off the bike and took his helmet off like he was in a slow-motion male-model ad. Ryker Donovan was six foot two, had short dark hair and a nice healthy tan that made his dark eyes sparkle even brighter. He wore light-blue jeans and a black T-shirt that was not super tight, but tight enough to hug his muscular upper body. Even from where I was standing, I could make out the edges of his tattoo on his left arm, peeking out from under his sleeve: a skull with a bike helmet on, nestled between two pistols that crossed each other. 
 
    For a second I forgot what the situation was and started drooling a bit. 
 
    Ryker was a private investigator and owner of Donovan’s Security and Investigations here in Bitter End, which he cocreated with his pal, Greg McHattie. I had no idea why Ryker’s last name was the only one included in the title. I'd never met this Greg guy, but I'd met the third operator at their firm, who had been recently taken on as an associate: Samantha Braveheart. Yes, exactly, Braveheart. Unintentionally, she helped Edie and me in our last foray into the crime world by tracking down a phone. Other than that, I got the feeling she wasn’t too fond of me. So what else was new? 
 
    Ryker was the one I had to be real careful around. I underestimated him at first, and unfortunately, I still kept underestimating him. He sensed there was something off with me and Gran and our situation. And he didn’t hide it either. His questions ranged from whether or not I was a spy, to if I was working for a secret government agency, unaware of how much I was actually operating for the other side.  
 
    The last times Edie involved me in her investigations, we’d both tried to dodge Ryker, although there was a clear underlying familial connection and warmth between them. Sometimes, Edie was feeling guilt hiding information from Ryker. But only sometimes. 
 
    Seeing Ryker here now, I had no idea how to react. I became so paranoid that I figured he must have something up his sleeve against me. Any day now, Ryker would knock on our door and expose us for who we were. I had to shake these thoughts away. 
 
    Like the one I had right now. A click went off in my head. What if Ryker figured out we had broken into Hix-Tucker’s house? If that were the case, I hoped he was smart enough to skip any accusations while Gran had her gun out. 
 
    Ryker glanced in our direction and frowned. 
 
    Oh crap. This couldn’t have gotten any worse. 
 
    I could sense Gran had a hard time deciding what to do. Hide her gun from Ryker, who would probably get on our nerves questioning us or worse, call the cops. Or keep holding Leonardi at gunpoint, whose intentions were still unknown. It was a struggle as to which undesirable option to go with. 
 
    But it was already too late, since Ryker had already seen us. Gran kept her gun trained on Leonardi. 
 
    Meanwhile, Edie relocated from under the table to standing right beside me. She peeked outside, spotted Ryker and said, “Damn, we’re in trouble now.” 
 
    I found it funny that, from Edie’s perspective, we hadn’t been in trouble before.  
 
    Ryker walked up the pathway to Gran’s house and I could already see his body tensing up. His broad shoulders were pulled back, his chin was high, and his chest muscles were prominent through his black T-shirt. 
 
    Leonardi had turned around, relaxing his arms a bit. When Ryker got behind him, they both locked eyes and furrowed their eyebrows. 
 
    “Leonardi?” Ryker said. 
 
    “Donovan,” Leonardi replied. “Figures you’re here.” 
 
    I blinked twice, Gran flinched just a bit, and Edie said, “Huh?” 
 
    There was absolute silence for a few beats. 
 
    These two knew each other? 
 
    Okay, I had a lot of information to process, considering the last eighteen hours. Hix-Tucker at Ginny’s, Hix-Tucker’s death, my name on the paper, breaking into his house, the Leonardi dude, and now Ryker.  
 
    All I wanted to do was close the door shut, flop on the couch, and put a blanket over my head. Then I shook my head. What had become of me? The old me would scowl at the new me. I was no wuss. No way. So no couch, no blanket, no putting the head in the sand. I would deal with this situation. 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest and looked at the two men before me. “Edie is right. We need an explanation. How do you two know each other?” 
 
    Ryker unglued his stare from Leonardi and turned his gaze on me. “The question is how do you know each other?” Then he looked at Gran, who was still aiming her gun, like her arms were made of steel. “Is that really necessary?” 
 
    “My property, my rules,” Gran said without even a flinch.  
 
    Ryker gave out a low sigh. “Somebody care to tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
    Leonardi gave out a hard laugh. “Like that’s gonna happen. This ain’t your business, Fabio, so buzz off. I’m going inside now, and you can do whatever the hell you want.” 
 
    O-kay. Clearly, there was no love lost between these two. 
 
    Leonardi strutted past us inside, and Edie cowered behind me, like she was afraid he might attack her. Gran kept the gun pointed in his direction as she trailed him. I stood in the doorway and took in the scene before me. Leonardi had made himself at home on the couch, arms draped lazily over the backrest, while Gran moved to the table in the dining nook. Her eyes were fixed on him, her finger hovering over the trigger. 
 
    I turned back to Ryker, who was still standing at the foot of the porch. He shot a look at Edie. “Grams, what did you get yourself into now?” he asked her. He started to take a few steps forward, but I put my hand up. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I said. “We kind of have a meeting here, and you are not invited. So I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    Ryker stopped. “A meeting? Really? Is this the way you have a meeting? By holding the other party at gunpoint?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “How we hold meetings is absolutely none of your business. Maybe this is like our official salute. Pull out the gun when you knock on the door. There, that’s our slogan. We’re putting it on a T-shirt next week.” 
 
    I could see the corners of Ryker’s mouth twitching upward and he struggled to hold his laugh in. “Make sure to send me one of your T-shirts. I would love that.” 
 
    Edie stepped in between us. “Okay you two, we don’t have time for your banter again that’s obviously nothing else than the sexual tension between you two.” I think I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks but I sure as hell held it down. Ryker broke into a full grin now. 
 
    “Ryker, I know you’re worried again, but I’m in good hands here,” Edie continued. “I mean, Dorothy always waves her gun around, so nothing really bad could happen around her.” 
 
    I heard Gran mumbling something from inside the house, and I was the one now trying to stifle a laugh. 
 
    “Oh, really?” Ryker said. “Is that supposed to make me feel better? That a seventy-year-old lady is pulling her gun out all the time at a retirement complex?” 
 
    Oh, come on now; he was only trying to rile up Gran. And it almost worked. I put my hand up to stop Gran just as she was about to jump up from the table. “Nuh-uh,” I said to her. “Don’t do it!” 
 
    She sat back down and huffed, while Leonardi put his foot up on his opposite knee. “I am liking this show,” he said. 
 
    Ryker knew very well how skilled Gran was. He'd seen it firsthand. He knew Gran wasn’t your regular senior. That was one of the things that made him suspicious about us. So his previous statement about a seventy-year-old toying around with a gun was totally unfounded and Ryker knew that. He was just testing Gran. My guess was he was having fun with it. I could almost respect that. 
 
    “Edie, it’s okay if you’re going home with Ryker,” I said to her. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sure Ryker can come by in the afternoon, after we’re done here.” She turned to him. “I’m guessing you can drive by the administration building, talk to some people there, get updated on the goings-on at the retirement complex, right?” 
 
    Ryker sighed. He knew there was no way of convincing his grandmother. 
 
    “Grams, I don’t like this; I don’t like this at all,” Ryker said. “But I respect your wishes. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    He shot me a look that said, “Take care of my grandmother and make sure she doesn’t get into trouble.” Then he turned on his heel and walked his attractive derriere back to his bike, put his helmet on and started the engine. 
 
    I watched him drive away and got goosebumps at the purring sound of the motorcycle. God, I missed it. Then I had a thought. I wasn’t allowed—barf—to buy a Harley, but I now knew where I could sneak in and borrow one just for the night. Wherever Ryker lived, that’s where. Then I shook my head. This is what it had come to. I was daydreaming of breaking and entering Ryker’s property to borrow his bike to ride around at night. 
 
    I shook those thoughts away and closed the door. 
 
    When I turned around, I saw Edie had already scurried back to the table and took a seat next to Gran, but she was still as far away as possible from the gun that Gran still held with a steady arm. Leonardi was still sitting relaxed on the couch like it was his place. And Gran had her eyes narrowed at him and ready to fire if necessary. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. 
 
    Let’s do this. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I opted for a standing position leaning against the kitchen counter. This way, Gran, Edie, and I were on one side of the room and Leonardi on the other side, sitting on the couch. The teams were divided, and he should know that. 
 
    “Okay, talk,” I said to him. 
 
    He flashed me his tooth gap again. “Well, isn’t that welcoming? I expected you to offer me refreshments first.” 
 
    “People that come here and threaten us are not getting any refreshments,” I said and crossed my arms. “They’re getting Gran’s gun shoved in their faces. So once again, talk. Who are you exactly and what do you want?” 
 
    Leonardi sighed, then placed his arms on his knees, clasping his hands together. “Like I said, I’m Leo Leonardi and I’m a private investigator. I was on Hix-Tucker’s tail, when you came into the picture and kind of messed up everything.” 
 
    I frowned. “How did I ruin everything?” 
 
    “Didn’t you kill him?” Leonardi asked me in a tone that conveyed he was certain I did. 
 
    For a second I was taken aback. Edie’s eyes went so wide I thought they were going to pop out. 
 
    “Why the hell do you think I killed him?” I asked. 
 
    “Really?” Leonardi raised an eyebrow. “You threatened him with a knife, he turned up stabbed shortly after that and right in the alley by the bar, and then you went looking for something in his house.” 
 
    “Okay, listen up,” I said. “I did not kill that guy. What motive would I have? He pissed me off in the bar, that’s true, but that’s not reason enough for me to finish him.” 
 
    Leonardi put his hands up. “Hey, I’ve met people who killed for less than that.” 
 
    I almost said, Me too, but stopped myself just in time. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him and decided to hit him where it probably hurt most. His ego. Seeing how he was dressed, his body language, how he acted . . . I was sure his ego was his weak spot. 
 
    I smiled at him with a sense of superiority. Then I said in my most pleasant and sweet voice, “You have to be the worst investigator ever. You didn’t do your homework right, if you’re so sure that I killed that guy. What, did you get your PI license only yesterday?” 
 
    Gran let out a thunderous laugh and Edie’s elbow glided off the table. 
 
    Leonardi’s grin disappeared instantly, and I noticed him twitch for a second. Then he put his grin back on. Yep, I hit the spot. But he tried to hide it. 
 
    “Nice try, kid,” he said. “But I’m not falling for it. So, care to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s nothing going on,” I said. “You said you came here to talk to me. So talk.” 
 
    A silence hung between us as we both hesitated, unsure of who should begin speaking first. I knew he had something to share, and so did I. However, neither of us was willing to give away our valuable information. 
 
    So I decided to up the ante. 
 
    “Look, if you just came here to waste my time, then I’m going to have to ask you to go,” I said. “Clearly you didn’t go to the cops with your suspicion that I killed the guy. Which is absolutely false. So if you’re not here to blackmail me, and obviously don’t have any evidence, then please leave right now.” 
 
    Leonardi reached for his pants pocket and Gran quickly straightened her shoulders and nodded at her gun. “Don’t even think about it,” she said. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Leonardi said. “I’m just taking out my cell phone.” Very slowly he pulled out his cell from his pants pocket. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    I unglued myself from the kitchen counter and moved over to the couch. I leaned over the side of the couch while Leonardi brought the phone closer to my face. There was a video on the screen. He pressed play. 
 
    What I saw was Hix-Tucker and the woman he was with at the bar. They were actually at the bar. And I was behind the bar. The video started with both of them flirting and canoodling, then I came into the picture with the whole finger fillet game. The video showed the whole scene until Hix-Tucker fled the bar, like the sissy he was. 
 
    My heart dropped. This bastard filmed everything. 
 
    “What was that about me not having evidence?” Leonardi asked. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Edie asked. 
 
    Okay, now it began to register with her. 
 
    I turned to her. “Um, I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    Edie narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, I kind of threatened the guy with the knife before he died.” 
 
    Edie’s elbow slipped off the table again. “You did what?” her voice was an octave higher. 
 
    Gran shifted in her seat but still kept her gun trained on Leonardi. “I’m getting impatient. Edie; we don’t have time for this. The guy was an a-hole and Piper didn’t take any bull from him, okay? We’ll tell you the details later.” 
 
    Leonardi laughed. “I don’t know who you all are, but I like the dynamic between you.” 
 
    “Okay, you got me,” I said to Leonardi. “You have some sort of evidence. So what do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to tell me what you know about the guy,” Leonardi said. “There’s a reason you went to his house today. I want to know why.” 
 
    This guy really wouldn’t budge. And unfortunately, he did have that video. I remember me thinking he had been scrolling through his phone as he sat at his table at Ginny’s, but what he did was record the scene. Why on earth did he record it? He was looking for something. The video didn’t start with me and the knife-threatening episode. It started with Hix-Tucker and the woman. Ugh. God knows what Hix-Tucker was up to, if a shady PI was on his tail. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t risk Leonardi going to the cops with the video that I am sure he made copies of. Karate-kicking him right now for his phone wouldn’t be the wisest decision. I didn’t know what Leonardi’s stake in this was, but I had to admit he had the upper hand right now. 
 
    I leaned back against the kitchen counter. Then I told him that I found a piece of paper on Hix-Tucker with my name on it. I even got the paper out of the cupboard and showed it to him. Unfortunately, Leonardi didn’t know the other two names on it. Since I knew he would have questions about why I didn’t immediately report the discovery of a dead body and instead searched it, I made sure to tell him the same story I told Edie: the piece of paper was already slipping out of Hix-Tucker’s pocket, and being curious and all, I couldn’t help but sneak a peek. As with Edie, I didn’t mention the matchbook with my fingerprints to Leonardi either. 
 
    I made it clear to him that I knew very well what bar I worked at and what area of town I was in, so I had no intention of getting involved with a dead body. I laid low and let someone else report it to the cops. Leonardi nodded vehemently, like he felt this deeply. 
 
    I further explained that I had absolutely no connection with the dead man, and I didn’t know why my name was on that piece of paper. But seeing it led me to look for the guy’s wallet and his name, and that led me to google him and finding his address and us three going there to hopefully find that connection. I was not going down for something I did not do. I didn’t even know what that something was, for crying out loud. 
 
    Leonardi watched me intently and listened while I talked. He was great at keeping a straight face, not giving any emotions away. “And did you find out what it was all about?” he asked when I finished. 
 
    “We think Hix-Tucker was a sports bookie,” I said. “We could have found out more if you hadn’t shown up.” 
 
    Leonardi grinned. “You got me there.” 
 
    “So that’s it,” I said. “That’s all we know. I went into work yesterday thinking it would be a boring Thursday-night shift at the bar. And now, eighteen hours later, I’m involved deep in something that doesn’t even have anything to do with me.” I paused. “Now would you tell us what the heck is going on here?” 
 
    Gran cleared her throat and nodded at her gun again. How she kept it that steady for such a long time, I would never understand. But I respected how long she could keep a person held at gunpoint. Gran was nothing if not consistent. 
 
    “Stop it with the shooting threat already, would you?” Leonardi said to Gran. “I would have shot you already if I wanted to.” 
 
    That only got Gran’s nostrils flaring. Before she lunged at him, I put my hand up. “Leave it, Gran.” God, it was like living with a toddler sometimes. 
 
    Edie leaned back in her seat and her eyes moved to the door. She was probably counting how many seconds she would need to get out of here if things really got down. 
 
    Leonardi exhaled heavily and reclined on the couch. “I was on Hix-Tucker’s tail for about two days. That’s why I was at Ginny’s yesterday. His current girlfriend hired me to see if he was cheating on her. But since I’m not a guy with a lot of patience, I gave him a nudge.” 
 
    Then it dawned on me. “That woman,” I said. “That woman he was with at the bar, that was all you? She was the bait.” 
 
    Leonardi displayed the gap between his teeth. “Smart kid. Yes, she was the bait.” 
 
    “Is she a PI too?” I asked. 
 
    Leonardi shook his head. “Nah, she’s just an acquaintance that helps out once in a while. She’s the manager of the pink house down on Monroe St.” 
 
    Edie gasped. 
 
    I turned to her. “What? What did I just miss?” 
 
    Edie blushed a bit. “You don’t know about the pink house?” Then she looked at Gran. Gran only raised an eyebrow. “The pink house offers . . . sexy shows,” Edie continued. “And word is, they offer even more than that in private quarters for payment, if you get my drift.” 
 
    Now I was the one who put on a wide grin. “Oh, my. The seedy underbelly of Bitter End. I like it.” There it was: I knew this town had a shady part to it. Beyond Amherst Street, that is. Every town had a shady part, be it large or small. I just hadn't had the energy to look for it in the last two months. 
 
    My heart had a certain affinity—to put it mildly—for the illegal activities of the underbelly world, but I was hesitant to take part in them after what happened with the Falcons. Plus, there was that mandatory witness protection rule that I had to stay away from such a world. I swore only wusses worked over at WITSEC. 
 
    Gran slapped her thigh with her gun-free hand. “Finally, some action around here.” 
 
    Edie did some ping-pong with her eyes between Gran and me. “Why am I not surprised you light all up when you hear about things like this?” 
 
    Gran shrugged. “What can I say? I guess we all have different tastes.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Edie mumbled. 
 
    Leonardi shifted in his seat on the couch. “Maybe some other time you could tell me how you three found each other. I get that you are her grandmother,” he said, pointing at Gran. “But the interaction between all of you is somewhat frightening but fascinating at the same time.” 
 
    “Yeah, some other time,” I said in a sarcastic tone. “We’ll bring the cookies and you the milk.” I paused. “Okay, so Hix-Tucker’s girlfriend hired you to spy on him and you put the bait in place. From what I’ve seen, you were successful.” 
 
    Leonardi opened his mouth, but I interrupted. “Oh. Now I get why you were filming. You were filming them both together as evidence for the girlfriend. And you got me on film kind of accidentally.” 
 
    Now it all made sense. 
 
    “Like I said, smart kid,” Leonardi said. “I have video footage of them both, being close to each other but also him being a prick and harassing her. And then you came into the picture with your knife. I have to say, I was really impressed. What’s your background?” 
 
    “She’s a hairdresser,” Edie blurted out then covered her mouth with her hands like she spoke too soon. 
 
    I gave Edie a look and she said sheepishly, “I mean, you can tell him yourself.” 
 
    Leonardi cocked an eyebrow. “A hairdresser? You’re a hairdresser? Here in Bitter End? You definitely don’t come off as a hairdresser. I’m thinking you grew up with a rougher crowd and you definitely worked in a bar before. I mean, the way you handled that knife, that was really impressive. You don’t just do that; you must have years of experience doing that.” 
 
    I sensed Gran slightly wiggling in her seat and I could relate to her discomfort. Here we were again confronted with our own past. A past we had to bury. A past that just kept bubbling up. Like the mention of our supposedly former professions. Or me handling a knife. I realized that the witness protection program could change your name, could change every record you owned, but it could not change who you were; it could not erase your whole past and your core identity. 
 
    If someone were to attack me, my instincts would kick in before I could even think about it. That was just how I was wired, because of my background and upbringing. It was those instincts that kicked in with Hix-Tucker at the bar. 
 
    “Well, I was a hairdresser,” I said. “And I worked one summer in a bar. I guess I’m just a fast learner.” I cleared my throat. “But back to your assignment. So I get why you have the video footage. What happened after that? What were you doing in Hix-Tucker’s house? Your gig was already over. I’m assuming you showed the video to the girlfriend, so there was no reason for you to still be on his tail.” 
 
    “You’re right about that too,” Leonardi said. “But when I found out that my target had been killed, my curiosity was piqued. I had to know what was going on. Or at least look into it. I mean, I’m delivering evidence to my client and then the target is stabbed. How could you walk away from that? How could anyone walk away from that?” 
 
    “So the girlfriend didn’t hire you to find out who killed him?” I asked. 
 
    Leonardi shook his head. “No, she was glad he’s dead. That’s exactly what she said when I showed her the video. She said she hopes he dies.” He let out a loud guffaw. “Which I totally get. And to answer your next question, no; I don’t think she did it. I mean, I wouldn’t put it past anyone, but my intuition says she was not it. Especially since he must have been already stabbed when I told her he was cheating on her.” 
 
    “How do you know when he was stabbed?” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
    Leonardi paused and smiled at me. “What? You think I did it? Look, I’m no saint, but I wouldn’t waste my life in jail for a loser like Hix-Tucker. I found out soon enough about him. I hang around Amherst Street enough that I have my contacts in that scene.” 
 
    I studied him for a second. For the time being I was just listening to him and trying to process. I didn’t have a verdict about him yet. 
 
    “What about the other woman?” I asked. “The bait? Could she have done it? Kind of as a revenge for the way he treated her?” 
 
    Leonardi shook his head vehemently. “Marla? No way. She has zero emotional attachment to these targets. If they’re harassing her, then it’s better for us and whomever I’m representing. She might come off as a naïve woman with lousy taste in men, because that’s the part she’s playing, but trust me, she’s one tough cookie and can take care of herself. Guys like Hix-Tucker are just a means to an end for her. I pay her a nice fee for her services in helping me out.” He flashed the tooth gap again. “She liked you. She liked your spunk and the way you came through for her.” 
 
    “Well, gee, tell her I said thanks?” I said. 
 
    I could understand why a PI would be looking for clues in a circumstance like this. After all, it was part of the hazard of their job. More like the hazard of their personality. You would have to have a natural curiosity to work in this field. Leonardi totally fit the shady PI bill, and my guess was he took on a lot of spouses as clients needing to investigate their partners. I assumed every person that Leonardi worked for ultimately found out they were being cheated on. 
 
    Still, my gut told me Leonardi had another reason for investigating Hix-Tucker’s death. 
 
    “So you went to Hix-Tucker’s house to find some evidence that could point you to his killer?” I asked Leonardi, but it was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    He nodded. “Exactly, which is what you were trying to do.” 
 
    “I’m assuming you didn’t find the killer, since we’re having this conversation and you accused me of doing it,” I said. “But you did take his ledger thingy from his desk. What’s in it?” 
 
    Leonardi’s eyes sparkled, and he paused before saying, “I don’t like giving away free information, so why don’t we make a deal? You help me and I’ll help you.” 
 
    There was silence for a few beats. I looked at Gran and Edie and they were as speechless as I was. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked Leonardi. “You’re proposing a partnership?” 
 
    “A business partnership, yes,” Leonardi said. “I saw what you can do, and now that I understand your reason, I know you won’t back down. I’m not going to back down either, mostly because I’m nosy by nature, and also, I like to remain in the loop about the goings-on on Amherst Street. I have a rep to uphold. So I’m thinking instead of butting heads along the way, why don’t we join forces?” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. On the surface, Leonardi’s suggestion did make sense. Clearly, he wouldn’t let go of this Hix-Tucker thing. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if his proposal was real or if there was something more behind it. After all, he didn’t exactly inspire trust. 
 
    Trust. Hmph. Like that word would ever mean something to me again. 
 
    Going into a partnership with Leonardi was a risk; I had no assurance that he wouldn’t double-cross me. Plus, there would now be one extra person who had to remain unaware of my real identity. One extra person I had to be careful around. One extra layer of stress. Leonardi may have come off as a badly dressed peasant with no manners, but I sensed I shouldn’t underestimate his intelligence. 
 
    I glanced at Gran, attempting to communicate with her without words. Her eyes conveyed a message, suggesting that I should consider accepting Leonardi’s proposal, as it sounded solid up until now. In response, my eyes questioned Gran, What if he screws me over? Gran’s eyes then indicated, He’s dead meat if he does. 
 
    Okay, that sealed it. 
 
    Also, I really wanted to know what was in that ledger. Could be that it was so simple, and I would find out who had been using my name with Hix-Tucker. 
 
    I moved over to Leonardi and stretched out my arm. “Fine, we have a deal.” 
 
    He stood, his tooth gap getting really close to me, and we shook on it. Strong grip he had. “I’m glad we do, kid,” he said. 
 
    Then, still holding his hand, I pulled him so close to me, we were almost touching noses. His tooth gap seemed cavernous now from this close a distance. “But if you screw me over, then it’s going to be over for you,” I said softly. “Got it?” 
 
    He smiled wide. “Got it.” 
 
    He then sat back down on the couch, and I collapsed on the couch next to him. Gran tucked away her gun and let go a long breath. Edie stood, her eyes bugging out, and said, “this was like watching a mafiosi movie. I’m pouring shots for us.” 
 
    “I hope you have some good stuff,” Leonardi said. 
 
    “Oh, that we do,” Gran said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    It was shortly after 2:00 p.m. when Leonardi left Gran’s house. We all hopped into the golf cart, heading for the dining hall. We were absolutely starving. Thankfully, the dining hall always had food, no matter the time of day. 
 
    We had a fairly good talk with Leonardi about Hix-Tucker and his demise from this world. Leonardi confirmed that Hix-Tucker was a sports bookie. I wondered what he reported as legal, taxable income on his tax returns. 
 
    We also agreed on the assumption that somebody must have been using my name to place bets with him. At first, I thought it was a woman, but Leonardi said we couldn’t rule out the possibility of a man either. According to him, Hix-Tucker granted his clients access to one of the sports betting websites that were legal in other countries, so outside the US, and wouldn’t necessarily have intimate human contact with them. All Hix-Tucker needed were real names of real people that he could vet through online databases. 
 
    I asked Leonardi if there was a potential issue regarding debt collection from his clients if the clients provided him with other names. He explained that all clients had an account with the betting site and that was linked to their bank account, and also connected to Hix-Tucker’s account on the site. If a client lost a bet, the money would go from their bank account through the website. If a client didn’t pay up, the website would ban them from using them again. They would also get banned from betting through Hix-Tucker again, so it was in their best interest to pay up. Whoever provided other people’s names to Hix-Tucker probably had multiple bank accounts for each name. That was a serious endeavor. 
 
    Leonardi explained that Hix-Tucker charged a commission from his clients for facilitating their bets. It was essentially his profit from the betting activity, called vig, short for vigorish. This vig was built into the odds Hix-Tucker set to help him make that profit. He would then offer his clients those odds on a particular outcome. The odds were slightly adjusted to ensure Hix-Tucker had an edge and would make money regardless of the outcome. Since Hix-Tucker would have to pay out the winning bets, his aim was to balance the betting action on both sides of a wager to minimize his own risk. 
 
    Gran had been almost yawning at this point; she was already familiar with this work field. Edie, on the other hand, had propped her head in both her hands and listened intently. 
 
    When I asked Leonardi about the betting websites, he told us that they typically operated in an unregulated manner, often hosted on servers located in jurisdictions where online gambling laws were lenient or unenforced. These websites were almost untraceable by law enforcement. Furthermore, Leonardi was convinced that a lot of cops placed bets with Hix-Tucker themselves. He was kind of known as the go-to guy for sports betting since the industry was in legal limbo for the last couple of years. And since the murder happened on Amherst Street, Leonardi’s guess was that this case was probably way low on the cops’ crime-solving list. 
 
    Turned out that I was kind of glad we had Leonardi to tell us about the inner workings of the underworld in Bitter End, since I had zero clue about it. I could tell him all about the underworld things in Oregon, but that wouldn’t help us much. Which brought me to think about a possible Falcons network here in Florida. Nope, I had to ignore that thought. There were Falcons networks all over the US, but ours in Oregon was the most powerful. I didn’t know much about the others, and where exactly they were located, I just hoped they weren’t near me in Bitter End. Just the close proximity would give me palpitations. 
 
    Leonardi did snatch the ledger from Hix-Tucker’s home and already browsed through it. He found records of Hix-Tucker’s clients’ names, or at least the names that were given to him. That ledger was kind of Hix-Tucker’s own expense-and-profit book. He really was old-fashioned. We found no computer or laptop at his desk. How did he do business through the betting sites if he didn’t have any technological devices for it? Leonardi explained he may have been using a tablet that wasn’t in plain sight at his house, or his cell phone, since you could do so much from your mobile phone nowadays. I would have expected five computer screens and three huge computer towers for such a job. 
 
    I asked to peruse the ledger as well and we agreed for me to drop by Leonardi’s office the next day before my shift at Ginny’s started. I wasn’t working there today. Surprisingly, Leonardi was extremely cooperative. So far, he’d kept his end of the deal. So far. 
 
    The names on the piece of paper I found on Hix-Tucker were probably people the man needed to collect money from. I found it odd that Leonardi didn’t know the other two guys, Bill Doyle and Wes Brand, since he knew his way around Amherst Street and that specific part of town. Leonardi had laughed and said that didn’t mean he knew every single person. Those two men may not even be associated to Amherst Street. So I left it at that. 
 
    But the most important question of all was if the person who presented my name to Hix-Tucker was also his killer. That was something we needed to find out. 
 
    Leonardi had no information regarding the murder weapon. All we knew was that Hix-Tucker had been stabbed. Leonardi had some contacts within the police force, which took me a bit by surprise. 
 
    “What?” He had said. “You don’t think they’d talk to someone like me?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes, that is remarkable that they would,” I had replied. 
 
    “I can be a pretty charming guy, you know.” Leonardi smiled wide. 
 
    “I’m sure only if it’s for your own personal benefit,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, is there any other?” He shrugged. 
 
    He was right about that. 
 
    We figured the cops would take some time to find the murder weapon, if they would ever find it, especially if the murder wasn’t their top priority. My guess was that the weapon belonged to the killer. They probably wiped it clean after stabbing Hix-Tucker and went on with their lives. Which is what I would have done. 
 
    All in all, we would probably find the murder weapon when we found the killer. 
 
    Regarding possible witnesses, Leonardi was sure—and so was I—that there wouldn’t be any. Any potential witness would be a regular on Amherst Street and people from that area did not talk to the authorities, unless they wanted to be labeled a snitch. And nobody wanted to be a snitch. I should know; that was the reason Gran and I were in our predicament in Florida. 
 
    “What about cameras?” I had asked. “I’m assuming there aren’t any.” 
 
    Leonardi laughed in my face. Obviously, there weren’t any surveillance cameras on Amherst Street. “What an adorable question.” 
 
    Yeah, that was me. Adorable. 
 
    “So what’s your story?” Leonardi asked, getting into the nitty-gritty of our lives. “How come I didn’t see you on Amherst Street before?” 
 
    I gave him the short version of my usual story: Hairdresser; Boise, Idaho; Gran; retirement complex; Florida; new job at Ginny’s. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Leonardi had replied. “You don’t come off as any of those things, but okay. So you made any enemies since you’ve been here?” 
 
    I knew what he meant by that. It was, after all, my name somebody was using. 
 
    “Don’t think someone has it in for me,” I said. “At least, not that I know of.” 
 
    Edie gave me an insecure glance, and Leonardi picked up on that. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    I hadn’t had any choice then but to tell him that Edie and I had been involved in some other murder situations lately. We had uncovered some killers that, in my mind, would have never made the cut of being murderers. Leonardi laughed and said, “Do they ever?” 
 
    I had told him those couldn’t be it. If someone had it in for me, then they would make sure I knew about it. As it was, I found out about my name on that paper by pure coincidence. 
 
    I refrained from telling Leonardi that, yes, I had made enemies not too long ago, and hopefully, they weren’t anywhere near me. 
 
    Leonardi, on the other hand, was born and grew up in Brooklyn, New York and moved to Bitter End for a lady. They’d ended things some years ago, but Leonardi stayed. Hmm. That made me think about Ryker and my hunch that he had an ex-partner involved in his decision to move to Bitter End from Georgia. It was only a hunch, because neither Ryker, nor Edie, really talked about it. I sensed it was a delicate subject, so I didn’t probe further. 
 
    Leonardi already owned a PI license in the state of New York and required one in Florida as well, to keep operating here. He stated that he wanted to be his own boss and do things his way, and even though he “played nice” to get his license, he could care less about the actual laws and official authorities. I almost fell on my butt when I’d heard his words. Gran also cracked a smile. We definitely approved of that statement. 
 
    Weird as it was, listening to Leonardi was like looking into a mirror. 
 
    I had one more question for him. “How do you know Ryker Donovan?” 
 
    Leonardi flashed us his signature gap-toothed smile. “Oh, you know,” he said. “Same industry and all.” 
 
     Now in the golf cart on the way to the dining hall, we tried to process all the information we got. Which was easier said than done. 
 
    “What do you think the motive was?” Edie asked. “Do you think it was a crime of passion, or was it totally planned? Do you think it had something to do with his personal life, or somebody didn’t want to pay up and offed him?” 
 
    I unglued my eyes from the road and glanced at Edie. She smiled sheepishly. “I watched some crime shows too. I have to keep up with you.” 
 
    I smiled and turned my attention back to the road. “These are all valid questions, Edie,” I said. “I’m leaning toward the latter, given what his business was, but I could be wrong. Maybe it has nothing to do with betting and maybe it has a lot to do with something else.” 
 
    “What do we think about a regular mugging going wrong?” Gran asked from the back seat, while pushing her Aviators further up her sweaty nose. Even at this time of day, Gran still opted to wear her biker boots. Edie had been right. If someone needed that foot powder, it was Gran. 
 
    “Could be, could be,” I said and swerved to the left. The Bitter End retirement community was like a small village. It took about ten minutes to drive from Gran’s house to the dining hall. There were diamond lanes on the streets, meaning there were more golf carts driving around than cars. One thing about the golf cart wasn’t that bad, and that was the headwind. That is until you parked the cart. Then you started cursing at the heat again. 
 
    “To be honest, anything is possible,” I continued. “It will only make sense when we know what’s really going on. I’m just not sure where to start looking.” 
 
    “If we’re thinking that his business was the thing that got him killed, then we should take a closer look at his clients, right?” Edie asked. “At least the clients that owed him money.” 
 
    “You’re right” I said. “The only problem is, Leonardi told us this guy had about one hundred clients, according to his ledger. We can assume that only a part of those have lost some bets lately, but even if we’re assuming about thirty percent, it’s still a lot of people to review. Also, I’m not a cop and I don’t work in the investigative field. I don’t see myself calling or visiting that many people without accreditation, and begging them to talk to me.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Edie said. “But you are a creative person, and I’m sure you’ll figure out a way.” 
 
    “Thank you again for your trust in me, Edie,” I said, “but it’s not always as simple as it seems. We really need to think of a way to go about it. Maybe it all will be clearer tomorrow when I get to see that ledger.” 
 
    Edie’s lower lip trembled in a pout. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, already knowing what it was. 
 
    “Why can’t I come with you?” she asked. 
 
    “Edie, we just went over this,” I said. “I need to do some things by myself. And the address for Leonardi’s office is only a couple of blocks away from Amherst Street. Do you really want to go there again?” 
 
    Edie cringed a bit. “Yeah, I really don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. 
 
    “But why can’t we go today, then?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Leonardi said he can’t do it today and I think I need a night to let it all sink in first,” I said. “Besides, Ryker is going to come by your house today. You can’t blow him off again. He’s probably going to keep a closer eye on you now. You know he’s going to grill you about Leonardi and whatever we got involved in.” 
 
    “Lately, I can’t decide if having my grandson being a PI is a good thing or a bad thing,” Edie said. 
 
    “It’s only a good thing when it suits you,” Gran said from the back seat. 
 
    “Exactly!” Edie said. “Very good observation, Dorothy.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell who was being sarcastic and who was clueless in their remarks. 
 
    “Anyway,” I continued, “now we’re going to have Ryker on our tail again and I have to say, that’s an extra layer of stress with all that’s going on. He’s going to start lecturing us again about being careful and whatnot.” 
 
    “The whatnot being the legal side of things,” Edie said. 
 
    I nodded. “This is a time your grandson’s job does not suit us.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about Ryker,” Edie said. “He would never snitch on his own grandmother.” 
 
    I thought about that for a second. “Okay, you’re right. But he would on Gran and me.”  
 
    Edie waved her hand in dismissal. “Nonsense. On top of the fact he would never snitch on me, he has feelings for you, so he would never snitch on you either.” 
 
    Gran let out a loud laugh from the back seat. 
 
    “Stop saying that, Edie,” I said. “You’re just imagining things. He doesn’t have any feelings for me. I annoy him, that’s maybe the only feeling he has. And he annoys me too.” I felt a blush creeping up and I pushed it down. Screw you, blush. 
 
    Edie laughed. “Yeah, okay, whatever you say. You two keep pretending there’s no attraction between you, but us older folks know better. But anyway, like I said, you don’t have to worry about Ryker.” 
 
    “Fine, then make sure that what you tell him is—” 
 
    “The truth and nothing but the truth?” Edie said with a wide grin. 
 
    Now I was the one to laugh. “Exactly.” 
 
    I parked the golf cart, and we walked on the path between the perfectly manicured lawns of the retirement complex, past the swimming pool, past the mini-golf course, past the rec hall, and headed to the dining hall. 
 
    “I don’t like the connection between Ryker and Leonardi either,” I said to Edie. “I know they’re both PIs, but try to find out if there’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Edie said. “But don’t forget about our mission tonight.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at her. 
 
    “The gnomes? Lucretia?” Edie said. 
 
    Mental forehead smack. 
 
    “Oh geez, I almost forgot about that.” 
 
    “How could you forget about that?” Edie asked. “We just got the gnomes a couple of hours ago. You’re thirty-one and I’m seventy-five. If anyone is allowed to forget, it’s me.” 
 
    “Well, excuse me, but with all that’s happening right now and Leonardi showing up today, it kind of slipped my mind.” 
 
    “Then slip it right back in,” Edie said. “I’m not going to have you back out of it. Besides, you need some distraction.” 
 
    I paused before saying, “Fine. Maybe the naughty gnomes would provide some distraction from the fact that a murder victim I didn’t know had my name on him.” Wow, that was a statement I never thought I’d say. 
 
    Putting her hand up to her forehead to block out the sun’s glare, Edie turned to Gran. “You’re not backing out either.” 
 
    I swear Gran almost whipped out her gun again. 
 
    “Why do I have to come with you?” she asked. “You have her. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “Think of it like this,” Edie said. “The more people we are, the faster we’re going to be and the less likely we are to get busted. Because if we get caught, we are all going down.” She emphasized the word “all.” 
 
    Wow, Edie really laid on the threat. It was adorable. 
 
    Gran sighed but didn’t say anything. That was just as good as an oral agreement in Gran’s world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    At the dining hall, Beatrice waved us over to her table. It wasn’t hard to miss her; she was the only one with bright-purple hair. That was my doing. I posed as a hairdresser; Beatrice wanted her hair dyed and she got purple hair instead of silver. I underestimated the art of hair dying and actually gained respect for the people in the business. 
 
    Beatrice kept her purple hair as her trademark. Gran totally approved of it. Anything that was out of the ordinary was approved by Gran. And in the sea of white curls at the retirement complex, a purple shade stood out like a neon sign. 
 
    The lunch rush was clearly over, which was fine by me. I still hadn’t got used to being around this many people that I had to hide my identity from. But funnily enough, it was exactly these people who regarded Gran and me as their own. Somehow. People were saving seats for us, they were expecting to see us at gatherings, and they always wanted to keep us in the loop about the goings-on here. Which drove Gran totally crazy. That was always kind of fun to watch. 
 
    We got food from the buffet and took our seats at Beatrice’s table. 
 
    Beatrice was a very small person, tiny actually. She wore glasses thick as Coke bottles that made her eyes appear huge, and her lipstick was always outside the lines. I used to cringe a lot but that faded away. 
 
    At a table farther away, I saw Sourpuss and her gang. With her tight bun, up in the air like an antenna, and her sourish-looking face, she was shooting daggers with her eyes in our direction. 
 
    “What the heck is her problem?” Beatrice asked, taking a sip from her glass of water. “Hasn’t she done enough?” 
 
    “She’s just constantly unhappy and wants to take us down,” Edie said while she dug into her mashed potatoes. “But don’t worry, we’ll show her what unhappy means.” 
 
    Beatrice’s eyes lit up. Which wasn’t so hard for her to do, what with wearing those glasses. “So you got the . . . stuff?” 
 
    Edie smiled wickedly. “We got it, and the operation will go down tonight.” Edie then looked at me and Gran and nodded her head. 
 
    “Why doesn’t she help you out?” Gran asked Edie about Beatrice while she dug into her grilled chicken. 
 
    Edie and Beatrice started laughing. 
 
    “What a silly question,” Beatrice said. “Like I’m fit enough to do that. You three seem perfect for this job.” 
 
    Gran mumbled something but I ignored her. Switching gnomes in someone’s yard seemed like the easiest operation ever. I was thinking ten minutes tops. If this was what made Edie happy, so be it. It felt like child’s play to me, considering what other operations I'd worked in my former life with the Falcons. 
 
    “So did you hear about the murder on Amherst Street?” Beatrice asked, pushing her glasses further up her nose. “But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised; I mean, it’s Amherst Street, after all.” 
 
    Edie and I exchanged glances. Gran didn’t look up from her chicken. 
 
    “But wait a minute,” Beatrice said. She turned her head to me. “Aren’t you working there now? At a . . . what do you call it? Dive bar?” 
 
    I chewed slowly and swallowed a bite of fried rice. “At Ginny’s. And yes, we’ve heard about the murder. Apparently, it’s not exactly unusual for that part of town.” I really hoped we wouldn’t get into this. It was enough Gran and Edie knew what was going on; we didn’t need to shout it out loud through the whole complex. 
 
    “Piper, honestly now, how can you go from being a hairdresser to working in such an environment?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “Thank you!” Edie said. “That’s exactly what I keep saying to her.” 
 
    “Thanks for your concern, but like I’ve already said, I’m fine with it,” I said and focused on my food. “Can we please change the subject?” 
 
    “I’m going to get some dessert,” Gran said and headed for the buffet. 
 
    Man, she must have been really hungry because she wolfed down her food. 
 
    “Oh, remind me to tell Dorothy I can’t make our next poker lesson,” Beatrice said. “I’m having an appointment at the eye doctor.” 
 
    Gran’s old life included a habit of poker-playing that was put on pause for thirteen months while we dealt with the trial against the Falcons. She took it up again in her new life in Florida. She had an uncanny skill for the game, and she used to play it regularly. High-stakes games were often held in the backroom of Choppers, where I worked in my hometown. Other times Gran hosted games at her own house with other members of the Falcons gang, and sometimes it was a neighboring house. 
 
    WITSEC would so frown upon Gran playing poker at the retirement complex. A witness with a criminal background was not exactly the ideal poker player. All bad things could happen, and all new side hustles could be born this way. Not the legal kind. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t force Gran to stop with the poker-playing. She had to give up her bike, she had to give up her house, her assets, her signature fiery orange hair . . . poker-playing was all she had left. Yeah, okay, and her biker boots. 
 
    Consequently, Gran did what she did best. She met regularly with the seniors at the Bitter End retirement complex and showed them how to play. They were still in the beginning stages, and I had only a vague idea where Gran would go with this, but I didn’t like it at all. I just kept my eye on it and hoped that Gran wouldn’t take this too far. So far they only played using toothpicks as poker currency, and I hoped it stayed that way. 
 
    “You know, I haven’t managed to be there at any of your meetings,” Edie said wiping her plate clean with a piece of bread. “I think I would be good at playing poker.” 
 
    Oh dear god. This whole time I was afraid Edie would get into it too. She would probably do more damage than good. Gran would probably lose her patience and pull her gun on Edie. Not to mention, Edie was somewhat erratic regarding her poker face. Oftentimes you could read her emotion right off her face, but sometimes she was so good at lying, it was downright scary. 
 
    “You know, Gran is a tough player and—” Some loud commotion from the buffet bar interrupted me. We all whipped our heads around in that direction. 
 
    Oh no. This could not be happening. Gran and Sourpuss were in each other’s faces. How did this happen? 
 
    They were both holding on to a plate of fudge cake, and it seemed that they both wanted the piece. 
 
    Really, Gran? Did she really stoop that low? 
 
    Gran yanked the plate toward her. “You know damn well I was here first. This is my cake!” 
 
    Sourpuss clenched the plate in her hands. “No, it’s not, I grabbed it first!” 
 
    The commotion got everyone’s attention and I could feel the tension rising in the air. I hoped Gran wouldn’t pull the gun on Sourpuss because of a piece of fudge cake. 
 
    “This is the last piece, and I’m taking it,” Gran said and pulled the plate to her again. 
 
    Edie and Beatrice woo-hooed. “You go, Dorothy!” Edie shouted out loud. “You show that broad who’s boss.” 
 
    There was some more woo-hooing and whistling coming from the other seniors. Everybody had their eyes on Gran and Sourpuss. The few people who were already at the buffet bar stepped away very carefully, like one would do on a minefield. 
 
    Still holding on to the plate, Sourpuss zeroed in on Edie. She shouted, “Don’t you have some more foot powder to poison and blame me for?” 
 
    Everybody gasped at once. My fork dropped onto my plate. 
 
    Edie’s face went bright red, and she slowly stood up from the table. “What did you just say? I poisoned the foot powder?” Then in a louder, high-pitched voice she repeated, “I poisoned the foot powder? How dare you make such accusations? When it was you who poisoned our foot powder.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Sourpuss said, shaking her head vehemently while her bun didn’t move at all. “You poisoned the powder and you’re making me take the fall for it. Like I don’t have anything better to do than to mess with your stupid foot product.” 
 
    “This is so typical of you, you, shrew,” Edie said with her hands flailing in the air. “You’re a master of manipulating people, but you know what? Nobody is believing you. Everybody knows you did it.” 
 
    Every other person in that room whipped their head from Edie to Sourpuss to Gran and then back to Edie. It was like watching a tennis match in high-speed motion. 
 
    “Says the puppet master,” Sourpuss spat out at Edie. “You’re the evil around here and I’ll make sure people know that.” 
 
    Okay, these threats were kind of making me yawn. Either someone please open fire or just let us finish our lunch. 
 
    That was probably what Gran was thinking as she rolled her eyes and said, “You two need to resolve some stuff. Until then, this fudge cake is mine.” And with one swoop, Gran yanked the plate once more—unfortunately, Sourpuss let go of it at the same time. The fudge cake flew and landed on Gran’s white top, and soft chunks of fudge managed to make their way onto her neck and face as well. 
 
    There was silence for a few beats as everybody probably tried to process what just happened. Sourpuss was the one who broke the silence with an evil laugh while finger-pointing at Gran. “Suits you well, you weird broad. You can have the fudge cake now.” 
 
    I couldn’t decide if Sourpuss was extremely intelligent or just downright stupid. If she hadn’t realized up until now who she was dealing with, she would be in for a big surprise. 
 
    “No . . . she didn’t!” Edie said, wide-eyed with her jaw on the floor. 
 
    Gran calmly wiped at some fudge glued on her chin and slowly put the plate down on the counter next to her. Then I watched in slow motion as her hand began to move to the small of her back. That was where she kept her gun. Oh my god, this was it. This was the end for us living here at the retirement complex. Gran would shoot Sourpuss dead in the middle of the dining hall with at least twenty-five witnesses, and get locked up in jail for life. While I would be kicked out of the witness protection program and be forced to see for myself how to survive and not get killed by the Falcons. 
 
    I wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    I leaped out of my seat, weaved between two tables, and jumped over a chair, pushing at least one senior out of my way. I crashed into Gran and tried to keep her arm away from her back. But since I’d kicked it into high gear, me crashing into her meant that she fell with her upper body down on the plate with the fudge cake and I tumbled right on top of her. 
 
    A second later, laughter erupted in the whole dining hall. Sourpuss, who was still standing next to us, was laughing herself to tears. “See, ladies and gentlemen?” she asked the audience. “Like grandmother, like granddaughter. Do I need to say anything more?” Then, still laughing, she walked away. 
 
    For one second, I was sorry that I stopped Gran from shooting her. 
 
    Gran pushed me away from her and said, “Get off me. What the hell were you thinking?” When she turned around, I couldn’t hold it in. I looked her up and down and I immediately burst into uncontrollable laughter, holding my stomach. She was covered in fudge even more, making her look totally ridiculous. And I’d never seen Gran looking this ridiculous. Ever. She was always composed and put together, even in her biker outfit. Or maybe because of it. She almost never let her guard down, especially not in public, and she hated making a fool out of herself. 
 
    But I guessed our new lives were full of surprises. 
 
    I thought I saw Gran blushing, but it went by so fast, I might have only imagined it. 
 
    We made our way back to the table and people started clapping. 
 
    “Great show,” a person yelled happily. 
 
    “I want to see some mud wrestling next time,” another person shouted. 
 
    I held Gran’s arm tight against mine, so that we wouldn’t have a massacre here.  
 
    Back at the table, Edie and Beatrice were covering their mouths to stop laughing, although they had tears in their eyes. Gran gave them her signature death stare. 
 
    “Too bad nobody filmed the scene,” Edie said and burst out laughing. 
 
    “You should have thrown the cake at her,” Beatrice said and high-fived Edie. 
 
    Gran gritted her teeth. Then she said, “That witch is going down.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was ten p.m. when I finished my beer. Gran was in her bedroom, changing clothes. We were getting ready for “Operation Lewd Gnomes.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and I let Edie in.  
 
    “I’m glad you've gotten into the habit of knocking on the door first before bursting in,” I said to her. 
 
    “Well, after you gave me the scare of the lifetime and tried to throw a knife at me, getting into that habit wasn’t that hard,” Edie said. 
 
    That was true. One time, Edie just burst inside Gran’s house and my instincts kicked in. 
 
    “So where’s Dorothy?” Edie asked, looking around. 
 
    “She’s changing and she’ll be right out,” I said. Then my eyes took Edie in. “What the heck are you wearing?” 
 
    “What?” Edie asked in her most innocent voice. “What’s wrong with my outfit?” 
 
    She was wearing a black long-sleeve and black cargo pants, combined with black Ugg boots. She had a black crossover bag and even a black bandana that held her white curls in. 
 
    “You look like a Darth Vader wannabe,” I said. “The only thing missing is a black mask.” 
 
    Edie perked up. “Oh yeah, you’re right. I think I do have one of those Halloween masks somewhere—” Edie headed back for the door, but I stopped her. 
 
    “Edie, that was just a joke,” I said. “Not the Darth Vader part, that one is true. The mask part was a joke.” 
 
    “But you’re right, it wouldn’t hurt if we each had a mask to hide our faces,” Edie said. 
 
    “Sure, ’cause nobody would think it’s suspicious if we’re running around with a black plastic mask over our faces,” I said. “Let’s just leave the mask where it is.” I looked Edie up and down again. “I think you merged too many fashion styles into one.” 
 
    It looked more like Edie was trying to dress like us. Or more likely, she was trying to dress like Gran. It totally missed the mark, but her trying was sweet. 
 
    “Where did you get the Ugg boots?” I asked. “You said you only have summer outfits.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I got lucky, and I found these old boots somewhere in the corner of my closet and I thought they’d be perfect for tonight.” 
 
    “You do know, even now at nighttime, it’s like eighty degrees outside?” I asked. “Why would you wear—” 
 
    The door to the bedroom opened and Gran stepped out. She took a glance at Edie and stopped short. Gran was wearing almost the exact same outfit except for the fact she looked cool in it. She rocked a short-sleeved black T-shirt, black jeans, and her usual black biker boots. The only differences between them were that Gran wasn’t wearing a bandana and Edie wasn’t packing. 
 
    Edie grinned at me, seemingly pleased with her fashion decision. As opposed to Gran, who said, “What’s this? A joke?” 
 
    Edie shrugged. “We’re twinning.” 
 
    Gran blinked twice. “What the heck is that?” 
 
    “It’s when we’re very similar,” Edie said. “Like twins.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, we’re twins,” Gran said in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    “Outfit twins,” Edie said. “Besides, apparently this is the working outfit.” Edie gave Gran a once-over. 
 
    Then both of them gazed over at me. I was wearing my blue jeans, white sneakers, and a black hoodie, despite the warmth outside. “I am not changing into an outfit to fit yours. Now let’s go, I want to get this over with.” 
 
    “Good,” Edie said. “Lucrecia usually goes to bed earlier in the evening, according to Maude, her neighbor. There shouldn’t be any people on her street now, so let’s get this party started.” 
 
    It was then I noticed Gran was wearing a . . . backpack? 
 
    I frowned. Something was definitely up with that. The image of Gran and a backpack somehow didn’t compute. “What are you wearing a backpack for?” 
 
    Gran didn’t meet my eyes. “Just for stuff we need, no biggie.” 
 
    Oh lordy lord. I decided not to inquire further, even if I ended up regretting it. But hey, at least she would leave her gun at the house. I made sure of that. It was always nice to have to frisk your own grandmother before going out. 
 
    We loaded the naughty gnomes from Edie’s house into the Ford Taurus, making sure nobody saw us. The street was fairly empty, and the neighboring houses mostly had their lights turned out. 
 
    “Edie, did Ryker come by this afternoon?” I asked. “I napped on the couch after our lunch and haven’t seen anything.” 
 
    Edie nodded. “He did. And he grilled me about stuff, just like we anticipated.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s none the wiser,” Edie said. “But he also didn’t share details about his connection to Leonardi, except they both work in the same field. I appreciate him looking out for me, but I had to lie to him. I told him I can’t say anything.” 
 
    “Bet he was happy about that,” I said. 
 
    “He has to respect it,” Edie said. “I can’t tell him stuff that would get us into trouble. Especially you and Dorothy.” 
 
    I felt a lump in my throat. Never would I have thought that a seventy-five-year-old lady would become our safeguard. But then again, she was often our troublemaker as well, so it all evened out. 
 
    We drove to the southwest end of the community complex, where Sourpuss lived. I parked at the curb two houses down in case she looked out the window. I hoped there weren’t any nosy neighbors around her house. Edie assured us that Cyrus, whose house we parked in front of, was deaf as a post, so we didn’t need to worry. There were also lush hedges between the houses, toward the sidewalk, providing an extra cover for us. 
 
    The plan was to grab Sourpuss’s gnomes one by one from her front yard and replace them with the naughty ones. We would put the real ones back in our car but then we still had the dispute over where to store them. Edie was convinced that she would be made responsible for this, and Sourpuss potentially wanting to investigate inside her house sent shivers down her spine. So Edie suggested we should take the gnomes to Gran’s house. To which Gran said only over Edie’s dead body. I told them both we didn’t have time for this now and we should do the switcheroo first and then see where to hide the real gnomes. 
 
    After making sure nobody was on the street, we got out of the car and casually walked to Sourpuss’s house. 
 
    Her house was—what a surprise—painted in a pastel-peach color. She had a lot of flower beds and many gnomes in her front yard. Luckily, the small statues weren’t stuck into the ground, so it was easy to just pick them up. The gnomes were of the regular kind: in blue coats and red hats and were all smiling. So really, the opposite of Sourpuss. 
 
    Lights were out in her house and the only other sources of light were the streetlamps. I pointed at three gnomes, meaning those were the first we were going to take with us. I grabbed the first one, and Gran and Edie the other two, and we trudged back to the car. They only came up to our knees and it was easy to carry them. I hoped there was no neighbor outside filming us carrying gnomes from a stranger’s house to our car. 
 
    Again, this is what my life had come to. From staking out real criminals back in Oregon, I was stealing gnomes from a senior in a retirement complex. 
 
    We stuffed the gnomes into the car and took out three of the naughty gnomes. Edie was giggling like a little schoolgirl. 
 
    “Edie, stop it,” I hissed at her, while wiping some sweat off my forehead. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Edie whispered. “What I wouldn’t give to see her face when she spots these rude fellas.”  
 
    We walked back with the three naughty gnomes and placed them where the original ones were. She had a lot more normal ones than we had naughty ones, but that wasn’t a problem. We would just have to replace enough gnomes to place the seven naughty ones. 
 
    Edie and I were setting the Santa Claus gnome and the butt-naked one on the ground while Gran was walking down the sidewalk carrying the last one. 
 
    Just then, the front door of Sourpuss’s house swung open, and she trudged outside, yelling, “Who’s there?” 
 
    Oh crap! 
 
    Edie and I instantly hit the ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Sourpuss flipped on her porch light. Edie and I lay flat on the ground behind some naughty gnomes, and I hoped the beam of light wouldn’t reach us. I turned my head toward the sidewalk but didn’t see Gran anywhere. I assumed she reacted in time and hid behind the hedges. 
 
    Sourpuss positioned herself right beneath the porch light, which wasn’t so clever of her. She wouldn’t see anything in the darkness beyond the porch. But hey, that worked out great for us. If she were cleverer, she would switch off the porch light and use a lantern instead. 
 
    Guess I should be glad she clearly didn’t have a gun. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she was about to do. Was she hoping someone would answer her? Was she going to trudge down her porch stairs and look for intruders? Would she notice the other kind of gnomes in her yard? 
 
    All I knew was that Edie and I couldn’t just get up and make a run for it while Sourpuss was right there on her porch. That, she would definitely see. We were kind of in the same situation as we were at Hix-Tucker’s house. Edie and I were trapped. 
 
    “This is not the way it was supposed to go,” Edie whispered. 
 
    “Shh,” I hissed back. “Just stay on the ground and don’t move. I’m sure Gran will get us out of here.” 
 
    “If she starts shooting at Lucretia, I am not going to lie for her on the witness stand,” Edie said. 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I said. “I took away her gun tonight.” 
 
    Edie let out a breath of relief. “Then how is she going to—” 
 
    In that moment we heard a thumping sound coming from the side of Sourpuss’s house. It was like something was hitting the wall. But Gran wasn’t even near the side of the house. She must have still been on the sidewalk next to the neighboring house. So that meant she was throwing something at Sourpuss’s house to divert her. But what was she throwing? I didn’t think she’d found rocks this big so fast, so the only other thing left was . . . Oh dear god. 
 
    “What the heck is going on there?” Sourpuss asked and made her way to the side of her house. 
 
    The porch light was still on, and Edie and I looked up and could faintly see what was going on. Sourpuss trudged in a flowery house robe to the corner of the house when some kind of object zipped right past her face and hit the wall again. It burst open and there was white powder everywhere, most of it settling on Sourpuss. 
 
    “What the . . .?” Edie asked. “Is that . . . our foot powder?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to answer, because another container hit the wall and exploded as well. Sourpuss coughed and started flailing her arms desperately around her. “What kind of sick joke is this?” She started rubbing at her arms, then turned around and fled toward her front door. She ran up her porch stairs, got inside and shut the door with a bang. 
 
    “Now!” I said to Edie. 
 
    We both jumped up and ran down to the sidewalk, where we bumped into Gran, who was semi-crouched behind the hedges. We caught her in a throwing stance with one of the foot powder containers in her hand, revved up and ready to fling it. 
 
    “We’re here, we’re here,” Edie said to Gran. 
 
    Gran lowered her arm and stuffed the container back into her backpack. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    Gran still had the last naughty gnome next to her, so she tiptoed into Sourpuss’s yard and placed it on the ground, then ran back to us and we all power-walked to the car. I started the ignition just as some neighboring porch lights went on. Any second now, neighbors would flock outside, most probably to see what the ruckus was all about. 
 
    We rounded the corner when Edie let out a long breath. “Geezus, that was a close one,” she said. “Dorothy, you are our improvising master. Kudos to you.” 
 
    “Why do I always have to bail you out?” Gran asked. “I never even wanted to come along, yet I’m always the one who’s saving your butts.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly why you have to come with us on our trips,” Edie said and adjusted her bandana, making sure it was perfectly in place. “You are a valuable team member.” 
 
    I smiled and looked at Gran in the rearview mirror. “Nice going with the foot powder.” After the paintball game a few weeks ago, and after us apprehending the culprit in the murder that had taken place, the residents were ecstatic. So ecstatic that they all brought over their gift baskets won in the game as a thank-you gesture. Like we didn’t know they were only getting rid of their rash-giving foot powder. Gran threw most of it away, but apparently kept some for her evil revenge plan against Sourpuss. 
 
    “I had to improvise,” Gran said. “But hey, that went better than what I had planned with it.” 
 
    “What did you have planned with it?” Edie asked, as I swerved to the right. 
 
    Gran only grinned. Edie would never find out what Gran had planned with it. 
 
    “She’s not going to tell me, is she?” Edie asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Fine, it doesn’t matter; the mission was a success,” Edie said with an evil laugh. 
 
    “Do you think she knows it was us?” I asked as I pulled into Gran’s driveway. 
 
    “She didn’t see us, did she?” Edie asked. 
 
    “No, but she would have to know that we are probably the only ones capable of it,” I said. 
 
    Edie shrugged. “Yeah, well, she doesn’t have proof, does she? Besides, I also know that she’s the only one capable of poisoning that foot powder. That didn’t stop her from doing it either.” 
 
    Hmm, Edie was right. Still, the drama here at the retirement complex was wearing me out. 
 
    We got out of the car and said good night. 
 
    “I am so pumped, I’m not even sure I’m going to fall asleep,” Edie said. 
 
    I refrained from telling Edie that if Sourpuss suspected her, then she would be out for revenge as well. But I didn’t want to burst Edie’s bubble. She should enjoy her victory for tonight. And I kind of had the feeling that Gran was enjoying the victory as well. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day on Saturday, Gran, Edie, and I walked into the dining hall for breakfast. As soon as we stepped in, everybody stopped eating and a hush fell over the crowd. All eyes were on us. 
 
    “Um, I’m guessing they all know what we did last night,” I whispered to Edie. 
 
    We got food from the buffet and made our way to Beatrice’s table. On the way there, some people high-fived Edie and Gran and shook their hands, and someone even said to Gran, “That was a bold move.” 
 
    With Edie grinning from ear to ear and Gran having put on a sourish-looking face herself, we took a seat. 
 
    “You’re the talk of the complex,” Beatrice said and pushed her glasses further up her nose. 
 
    “What do they know?” I asked her, while I poured coffee for myself. 
 
    “Well, they know about the gnomes,” Beatrice said and blushed a bit. Then she leaned back in her seat and called out to someone two tables away. “Cyrus!” But Cyrus was talking to two other men at his table. “Cyrus!” Beatrice shouted louder so the people at the table next to us were startled. “Oh lord, Cyrus doesn’t have his hearing device with him.” 
 
    Beatrice stood and walked to this Cyrus person and patted him on the shoulder until he looked up at her. She yelled something into his ear, and he nodded approvingly, looking our way. Then he gave her his cell phone and Beatrice made a beeline back to our table. 
 
    Gleefully, with a smudged lipstick smile, she showed us something on the screen. It was a picture of Sourpuss’s front yard with the naughty gnomes mixed in with the rest of the regular ones. Beatrice explained that Cyrus lived two houses down from Sourpuss—which we already knew from Edie—and on his super-early morning walk, he spotted the gnomes and took a picture of them. Which he then passed out to people at breakfast. 
 
    “Well, this is interesting,” Edie said, laughing. 
 
    “They all know it was you,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “How do they know it was us?” I asked, taking a large sip of coffee. “Did someone see us there? Did you tell them?” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t tell them,” Beatrice said. “Nobody has seen anything, but they still know it was you, because . . . Come on,” Beatrice said. She walked back to Cyrus, gave him the phone, and Cyrus gave us a thumbs-up. Then Beatrice scurried back to us. 
 
    “They all know Edie has a beef with Lucretia,” she said. “After the incident yesterday with the fudge cake, we now know for sure Dorothy has a beef with her too. Then the mischievous gnomes appear. So of course they know it was you. But don’t worry, they totally agree with it.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” I said and smiled under my breath. 
 
    “Most of them, anyway,” Beatrice added. 
 
    “That’s a comfort,” Gran said under her breath. 
 
    “I am loving the action we have around here,” Beatrice said. “This sure beats the hell out of our binge-drinking parties.” 
 
    Gran and I looked up at Beatrice and blinked twice. Beatrice grinned and pushed her glasses further up her nose. I turned to Edie, who stifled a laugh. 
 
    “You’re joshing us again, aren’t you?” I asked them. 
 
    Beatrice shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Gran said, as if wanting to move on, “there’s no evidence we did it, so that’s that.” 
 
    “I don’t think Lucretia needs solid proof to know it was you,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “Where is she anyway?” Edie asked, looking around the dining hall. 
 
    “Loreen said she is holed up in her house,” Beatrice said. “Something about a bad rash or something. Which is kind of funny because—” 
 
    Instantly, Gran, Edie, and I stopped with our forks in midair and exchanged glances. 
 
    Beatrice stopped talking and stared at us. After a few seconds of silence she said, “You didn’t?” Her eyes got even more huge behind those glasses, which I was sure was pretty much impossible to pull off. 
 
    “We didn’t what?” Edie said in her innocent voice. 
 
    “Did you somehow get foot powder on Lucrecia?” Beatrice asked. “It can’t be that much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “We didn’t do anything,” Edie said and snuck a glance at Gran, who was now focusing on her plate with her head hung low. 
 
    Beatrice turned to her and practically beamed. “So it was you, Dorothy. Nice going. Now I’m curious, how did you pull that off? What, did you sneak into her house and sprinkle foot powder all over her while she was sleeping? I couldn’t imagine any other scenario.” 
 
    Coffee came out of my nose, as I burst out laughing. But it was so worth it. The image of Gran, who had once dealt with the worst criminals in the state of Oregon, now reduced to the image of seeking revenge on a fellow retirement complex retiree by breaking into her home and sprinkling foot powder on her, was more than I could take. 
 
    Gran gave me a death stare and rolled her eyes. Then she turned to Beatrice and said, “Yes, that’s what I did. I broke into the house of that obnoxious person, and scattered foot powder all over her. That’s exactly what I did. Because my life is that empty. And I get a kick out of stuff like this.” The sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on me. But apparently it was lost on other people. 
 
    Two women were walking past our table at that exact moment. They stopped short and one stumbled over the other one. 
 
    “Oh my god, so it was you?” she said to Gran. 
 
    “I told you it was them,” the other woman said. Then they both turned to Gran. “How did you manage to do that without waking up Lucretia?” 
 
    “Oh, come on now,” Gran said in an exasperated tone. She turned to face the women. “I didn’t do it, I was just—” 
 
    But the two women didn’t listen anymore. They turned to the table next to us. “Hey, did you hear? We now have confirmation. Dorothy Harris broke into Lucretia’s house and got the bad foot powder all over her.” 
 
    The two men and the woman at the table gasped. Then they glanced over at Gran. “I knew it,” one of the men yelled over to us. 
 
    “Lucretia is not going to like that.” The other one said, then started laughing. “This is better than our full-moon parties with the weed.” 
 
    I whipped my head toward Edie. “Again, a joke, right?” 
 
    She waved her hand in dismissal. “I’m not sure, I missed the last full-moon party.” 
 
    I stared at Edie and decided not to inquire further. I wasn’t sure what to be more appalled at. That the weed part of that statement was true, or that Edie indeed managed to miss a party here. 
 
    Another table got wind of it as well and one of the women there asked, “What’s that? Are we talking about Lucretia and her gnomes?” 
 
    One of the men turned around and said, “Yeah, Dorothy broke into her house and attacked her with foot powder, after she brought her the pornographic gnomes.” 
 
    “Now wait a second,” Gran started, “I didn’t do any of that.” 
 
    But there was no use. The news of it had already traveled from one table to the next, spreading like wildfire. Soon, everyone was talking about it. I wondered what version the last person would learn when they finally heard about it. 
 
    “This isn’t happening, is it?” Gran asked with her eyes wide in surprise. I think this was the first time I’ve actually seen Gran look so shocked since we arrived at the retirement complex. Or better yet, I probably hadn’t seen her looking like this in my entire life. 
 
    “I’d say it’s a done deal now,” Edie said and looked around her. There was a vivid buzz in the whole dining room with Gran at the center of the gossip. 
 
    “Are they even kidding me?” Gran asked. “They better leave me out of their stories.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to happen now,” Edie said. After a couple of beats of silence she added, “Please don’t shoot them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I was in the car driving into town. I was on my way to Leonardi’s office to discuss further steps and to see if we could find some clues together in Hix-Tucker’s ledger. It was shortly after 4:00 p.m. and my shift at Ginny’s would begin at 6:00 p.m. 
 
    I left Gran and Edie still fighting over the whole Lucretia thing. Gran was blaming me and Edie for dragging her along on our endeavor, and Edie was saying to Gran she was the one who brought the foot powder with her, and she should take responsibility for that. Gran had said she was the one who bailed us out or else Lucretia would have busted us, and Edie had said nobody made her throw the foot powder. 
 
    I had a beer for lunch and I was kind of sorry I had to work today or else I would have gotten myself drunk just to escape Gran and Edie’s complaints. 
 
    Leonardi’s office was on Juniper Road, in the same shady neighborhood of Amherst Street. I counted four blocks between Ginny’s on Amherst Street and Leonardi’s office. I parked the Ford across the street from the office, cut the engine, and scanned the perimeter. 
 
    The outside of his office didn’t exactly inspire trustworthiness. Was he even aware of that? The faded metal plaque hanging above the entrance read, Leonardi and Co. Investigations. The metal door was full of graffiti. The windows were covered with blinds. 
 
    The street itself didn’t look much better either: graffiti everywhere, forgotten garbage cans with an occasional rat scurrying by. It seemed to be a street with apartment buildings and a few storefront shops that looked deserted. There were almost no people walking about. 
 
    I headed over to Leonardi’s metal graffiti door and banged on it. He answered the door holding a sandwich in his hand, mouth full, savoring each chew with gusto. A strong smell of salami hit me. 
 
    “Come on in,” he said, still munching on his sandwich. I was unsure where to settle my gaze first—on the salami bits on his shirt, whose wild pattern made my eyes hurt, or his hairy cleavage. 
 
    “I feel like I need a tetanus shot before coming in,” I said to him and entered the room. 
 
    He grinned with a piece of salami between his teeth. “They’re giving them away at the street corner once a month.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said and looked around, realizing his busy shirt pattern wasn’t the problem anymore. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, there was leather. Black leather, brown leather, gray leather. A leather couch with a coffee table in front of it. A desk at the far end of the wall with a black leather chair behind it. Two small leather chairs in front of it. A weird-looking art painting over the couch in dark colors. 
 
    “Interesting theme you have here,” I said and confidently took a seat in one of the chairs at the desk. I crossed my legs and put my elbows on the armrests. “What were you going for? Desperate bachelor theme?” 
 
    Leonardi took a seat in his huge chair and took the last bite of his sandwich. “Well, aren’t you a ray of sunshine? It’ll all come in handy at your next job interviews.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “My next job interviews? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Leonardi leaned in his seat and picked his teeth with a fingernail. “Word on the street is Ginny’s is closing up soon. Paddy is too old to handle the scene anymore. And now with the latest murder happening right next to his bar . . . This could be the last drop in the bucket for him.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was telling me the truth or just trying to instigate me. Either way, until I had confirmation, there was nothing I could do. Besides, I was still undecided about keeping the bartending gig. The job was more out of a necessity than out of sheer desire. Guess I just had to wait and see how things turned out. 
 
    I watched the piece of salami in Leonardi’s tooth gap dangling low. “You’re a real charmer, aren’t you?” Then I pointed out his décor. “Could your place scream ‘seedy’ any louder, or what? How do you even get your clients? Do I even want to know the quality of your clients?” 
 
    Surprisingly, I felt like myself around this brute person. I was always kind of holding it together with Edie and Ryker and the people at the retirement complex. If they thought I was rough around the edges, then they didn’t see the whole me. But with Leonardi . . . There was something about him that put me at ease and my behavior felt more natural. Maybe it was the fact that he was more my kind of people. He reminded me of my former life and all the things that were possible. 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and studied me. “You’re spunky, kid, I like that. But I still don’t know what your story is.” 
 
    “What my story is?” I asked. “I told you what my story is.” 
 
    “Yeah yeah, the hairdresser from Idaho story,” Leonardi said. “That’s a good bedtime story. But it ain’t fooling me.” 
 
    “Then you should sharpen your instincts,” I said. “Besides, why do you care? We’re here to get this job done and then we’ll all be on our way. Separate.” 
 
    Leonardi studied me some more. “Fine, have it your way. And to answer your question, I don’t need a fancy office for the job that I do. The niche I’m working in is very targeted and has very specific needs. You’d think that having clients from this part of town would make my life harder, but it actually makes my life darn easy. My clients pay premium prices for my services because they know I deliver results, mostly by not following protocol.” 
 
    “Which is a nice way of saying you don’t give a crap about laws,” I said. 
 
    “Damn straight I don’t,” Leonardi said, and I smiled. Like I mentioned, he was my kind of people. 
 
    “No one questions my way of working and I like to keep it that way,” he continued. “My goal is to get the job done, and the end justifies the means.” 
 
    “Okay, then let’s get to it,” I said. “I’m assuming you already formed an opinion about Hix-Tucker’s ledger?” 
 
    Leonardi opened his desk drawer and pulled out the infamous ledger and smacked it down on the desk in front of me. “Hix-Tucker was making a decent amount of money,” he said as I opened the book and looked through it. “No, let me rephrase that,” Leonardi said. “He was making a truckload of money. He opted for medium-sized wagers from multiple clients. Kind of smart, actually. With his strategy, he stayed away from the really risky sums and instead settled in the middle range.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” I said. “Smaller accounts mean higher chance the clients pay up when they lose the bet.” I started browsing through the ledger. “Did anything seem unusual?” 
 
    “Nothing popped out, at least not to me,” Leonardi said. “Seems like a regular accounting book.” 
 
    I flipped through the pages and Leonardi was right. It did seem like Hix-Tucker had a steady flow of money coming in. “Did my name pop up?” 
 
    “A couple of times,” Leonardi said. He leaned over and flipped to the first page where my name appeared. “See the date? It started about three weeks ago.” 
 
    Leonardi had put bookmarks where my name appeared. I looked up the entries in the book. The first bet was won. Whoever used my name won eight hundred dollars. I flipped the pages and saw they had placed three more bets under my name. One for one thousand dollars, one for seven hundred, and another one for eight hundred. The person won every time. Then the last entry under my name was five days ago and the person lost. And they owed Hix-Tucker $3,750 now. Whoa. Getting greedy much? 
 
    The name on Hix-Tucker’s paper with the exact-same dollar amount on it made sense now. Hix-Tucker was going to collect the money. 
 
    The question was, did the person who was using my name kill Hix-Tucker because they had lost a bet? A murder for less than four thousand dollars? Then again, people murdered for way less. 
 
    I found the same connection for the other two names on the paper who owed money, Bill Doyle and Wes Brand. I flipped through the pages to see how long these two had been gambling with Hix-Tucker. I flipped and I flipped and I flipped . . . it went back at least twelve months, so I deemed it unnecessary to keep looking. Clearly, those two were long-lasting clients. They would win some and they would lose some, but they always paid up. I assumed Hix-Tucker wouldn’t have had any issues in collecting the money from them. 
 
    But for Piper Harris, that entry was empty. There had been no funds going from that user to Hix-Tucker’s account. 
 
    As I looked at the other names in the ledger, a name popped up that sounded familiar: Greta Burrows. Hmm. That was one of the retirement residents. Edie had talked to her a few times in the dining hall. I frowned. Really? If I remembered correctly, this Greta person didn’t exactly strike me as someone who would place illegal bets with a shady character like Hix-Tucker. But hey, anything was possible I guessed. This wasn’t all bad; maybe I should talk to this Greta. She seemed more accessible than the other two names on the paper, because I already had a connection with her. The retirement complex. 
 
    I flipped another page and there was another name I recognized: Arthur Gretch. I definitely knew Arthur. He played poker with Gran. But did he also place bets with Hix-Tucker? Was he a gambler? Was this a thing at the retirement complex that I completely missed? Arthur didn’t give out that vibe either, despite his enthusiasm over Gran’s poker sessions. I was confused. 
 
    “What did you see?” Leonardi snapped me back to reality. I looked up at him, but I hesitated for just one second. Normally I wouldn’t, but these were the residents of the retirement complex. They were my neighbors. The fact that I still lived there skewed my viewpoint. I didn’t want to get them into trouble. 
 
    Leonardi sensed that I was hesitating. He reminded me that we had made a deal to work together, and hiding information from one another was not part of it. I sighed. I couldn’t keep this away from him. So I told Leonardi about the names, and he was only semi-surprised. 
 
    “So what?” he asked. “You think old people are saints? You don’t strike me as that naïve.” 
 
    He was right. I couldn’t be that naive. Especially since dealing with the previous murders that involved some people from the retirement complex, who turned out to be . . . not exactly saints, as Leonardi put it. 
 
    It was surprisingly refreshing to realize Leonardi was a somewhat hardened character who wouldn’t put bad stuff past anybody. He would have made a great Falcon. 
 
    Still, my gut was telling me something wasn’t right with the idea of the residents betting with Hix-Tucker. 
 
    Just as I was trying to come up with an explanation for it, my eyes moved back to the page in front of me and I did a double take. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The name Lucretia Barnett appeared three times on the page. Someone had to be kidding. This couldn’t have been right. Sourpuss? Placing illegal bets? Sports bets? Come on! 
 
    But the truth was I didn’t know Sourpuss at all. It was all surface-level interaction I had with her. I had zero idea about her life and if she were really capable of such things. 
 
    “Your pupils just got dilated,” Leonardi said and gave out a strong laugh. “What’d you see now?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just another name from the retirement complex.” 
 
    Leonardi stood. “I’m going to make some coffee. Why don’t you browse again through that book and make a list with all the names you recognize.” 
 
    After another half an hour, I had six names including mine. And that was only for the names that I recognized. I didn’t know every single person who lived at the complex. 
 
    I sipped some coffee. “My eyes hurt. But that’s it. This is the list of all the names that I know.” 
 
    Leonardi looked at the list while taking a big gulp of coffee. “You should talk to them. Feel them out.” He leaned back in his massive leather chair. “I would love to work on that with you but I’m aware they’d most likely call the cops on me. They’re not my usual clientele. But you know them, and they have more trust in you. I have a feeling you know your way around getting people to talk, since they won’t just come right out and admit to anything.” 
 
    “But what if somebody is using their names too?” I asked. “Somebody who has access to all the names at the retirement complex, apparently.” 
 
    “That could be true,” Leonardi said, “but what if it’s not? I have seen my fair share of bad things in this world, and they often come from people you expect it from less. It’s the only lead we have so far. We can’t just dismiss it based on an assumption.” 
 
    Ugh. He was so right. The old Piper would have felt exactly the same. Never put anything past anyone. I had gotten soft here in Florida. No wonder I had—what did I expect at one hundred degrees outside? My brain cells were slowly melting away. And that was after thirteen months of being stuck in motel rooms, doing nothing, and feeling my IQ rapidly drop. How was I supposed to make informed decisions now? 
 
    “Fine, I’ll make it happen,” I said. 
 
    Leonardi seemed pleased. “See? It was a good call to work together. You know things that I don’t. It would have taken me a long time to realize those were all residents of that retirement complex. Or I wouldn’t even have found out, because I wouldn’t have thought about looking there in the first place.” 
 
    “You’re right, I am of good use to you,” I said. “What do I get out of our deal?” 
 
    “I have the ledger,” Leonardi said. 
 
    I gave out a snort. “Not really the same, is it now? I would have gotten that ledger at Hix-Tucker’s house if you hadn’t butted in.” 
 
    Leonardi just shrugged but smiled. 
 
    “Since we’re on the subject of work, what’s with your firm’s name?” I asked. “Leonardi and Co.? Who’s the co.? As I understood, you work alone.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” Leonardi said. “That’s just a decoy to sound more . . . welcoming. There’s something about the ‘and company’ that sounds good to people.” 
 
    I studied him for a couple of beats. That was such a big fat lie. He must have caught on, and he put his hands up in defense. “Okay, okay, maybe I have had a few people working here, but they just couldn’t handle the environment.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, you mean you, they couldn’t handle you,” I said, smirking. 
 
    Leonardi slapped his thigh and laughed. “I really like you, kid.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but also had to smile a bit. 
 
    “Okay, moving on. What about Hix-Tucker’s girlfriend?” I asked. “What’s her name? And why aren’t we talking to her?” 
 
    “Nora Hoover,” Leonardi said. “But she didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you said your intuition is telling you she didn’t do it, but as we just discussed, that’s not enough,” I said. “If we assume everybody is clean, there’s no use in even working at this, right?” 
 
    “You know, you’re probably too smart for your own good, but yes, you’re right. That’s why I already inquired about her, and she was working the night shift at the Children’s Hospital across town from Ginny’s. She’s a nurse.” 
 
    Okay, I did not expect that. 
 
    “Why on earth would a nurse, at a Children’s Hospital no less, get involved with someone like Hix-Tucker?” 
 
    Leonardi shrugged. “The heart wants what it wants. And I’m guessing Hix-Tucker sweet-talked her into it. That is until she realized he was not the man he claimed he was and hired me to check him out. You know the rest.” 
 
    “It’s hard to picture him with the sweet talk, but okay,” I said and sipped more coffee. “You said you provided the girlfriend with the infamous video on that same night.” 
 
    “Yeah, I drove to the hospital, and we met in the lobby,” Leonardi said. “I showed her the video, she was instantly finished with him, then I left.” 
 
    “Could she have left the hospital and stabbed him after that?” I asked.   
 
    Leonardi shook his head. “I inquired about that too. She would have had to pass by the reception desk and check out. And she didn’t. I got confirmation from the receptionist.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. This guy was absolutely fascinating. It seemed like he did a very thorough job, but still . . .  
 
    “I’m curious, how did you inquire about that? Did the people at the hospital just voluntarily give you the information?” 
 
    Leonardi grinned and showed me his tooth gap again. “Nah, they wouldn’t talk to me like that.” He paused. “But they would talk like that with a cop.” 
 
    Ha. Classic trick. 
 
    “Oh, so you posed as a cop?” I asked, but it was more a statement. I honestly had no idea if I should treat this person with more caution or respect him that much more. We were more alike than he could imagine. So I just nodded in respect. 
 
    “Interesting,” Leonardi said. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    “Your reaction,” he said and gulped down the rest of his coffee. “You’re not scandalized or anything. You actually appreciate it.” 
 
    I smiled and just left it at that. 
 
    “Did you also ask if there’s a back way out of the hospital?” I asked and somehow hoped I would stump him. Surely, he didn’t inquire about this. 
 
    “There are emergency exits at this hospital, but it would take longer than an hour to drive to Ginny’s from there, and in her job as a nurse she would definitely be missed,” Leonardi said. 
 
    Oh wow, was I wrong. This man did his homework. At least about this. And he was right. It didn’t point to the girlfriend being the killer; thus, it wouldn’t make any sense to focus on her now. 
 
    “What about the bait woman?” I asked. “Are you sure she couldn’t have been the one? You said she had no emotional connection to Hix-Tucker, but still.” 
 
    Leonardi shook his head. “She has no motive. I paid her to hit on him. She would be the ‘and company’ part, if you like.” He paused. “You can spin it any way you want, kid, but the old folks at your retirement center are our only lead right now.” 
 
    I sighed and leaned in my seat. He was right. I tried to think of other suspects, people that were close to Hix-Tucker, at least that I knew about, but Leonardi was right. This list here with the names of the residents was too obvious to ignore. One thing was sure, though: if there was someone using our names to place illegal bets, I would hunt them down and destroy them so that they would wish to have been caught by the cops. And that was putting it mildly. 
 
    I looked at the time and realized I had to be at work in just a few minutes. Luckily, Ginny’s wasn’t all that far. “Thanks for your time, I need to get to work now. We’ll keep in touch and—” I was just closing the ledger when it was only then that my fingers felt something different. What was that? I opened the book again and studied the spine. Oh damn. Some pages were ripped out. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Leonardi asked. 
 
    I studied the ledger some more. I was right. Some pages were missing. I showed my discovery to him and, surprisingly, his reaction was not what I would have expected. Basically, he didn’t react at all. There was even a slight smirk on his face. Like this didn’t come at all as a surprise to him. So either he knew about the ripped pages and didn’t tell me for whatever reason, or he knew because . . .  
 
    And then it dawned on me. “You ripped these pages out, didn’t you?” I asked him. 
 
    Leonardi’s tooth gap made another appearance. “What did I just tell you about being too smart for your own good?” 
 
    I studied him for a couple of beats. “It was your name on those pages, wasn’t it? You placed bets with Hix-Tucker too.” 
 
    Now it made even more sense how he knew so much about the betting business, and had a more personal incentive to solve the murder. I could get on board with that. 
 
    Leonardi put his hands up in defense but chuckled. “Like I said, you shouldn’t put anything past anybody.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes while I turned to head for the door. “Yeah, especially past you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I started my shift at Ginny’s but kept thinking about the residents’ names and if they really had anything to do with it. I mean, Sourpuss? That couldn’t be. Then I thought about it some more. But what if it was? Stranger things had happened. I was living at the retirement complex for only two months. How well did I know the people there? Which made me ponder how to find out what was really going down. It was not like I could walk up to them and straight up ask about Hix-Tucker. Especially with Sourpuss. Not after what Gran, Edie, and I did. But what if . . .  what if there was a way I could trick them? I needed to let that idea sink in. 
 
    It was Saturday, so the bar was more packed than during the week. Paddy, the owner, was working behind the bar with me. Ty, one of the other bartenders, called in sick. But Paddy didn’t believe that for one second. 
 
    “Called in sick?” Paddy said as he was drawing a beer. His glasses were low on his nose but kept in place by the chain around his neck. “What the heck is that? I never called in sick in fifty years. They’re all wusses nowadays.” 
 
    I smiled while I mixed up a gin and tonic for a patron sitting at the bar. 
 
    “I don’t believe for a second he’s sick,” Paddy continued. “He’s just fed up with the environment here.” 
 
    “You mean the murder?” I asked him while lowering my voice. I didn’t want every customer in earshot to hear our conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” Paddy said. “One by one my staff is leaving me. Honestly, I can’t really say I blame them. It’s gotten worse in the last couple of years and I’m kind of sick of it too.” 
 
    A sadness crossed his face and I totally got that. He’d owned this bar for decades and it was kind of like his baby. 
 
    “Are you thinking about calling in sick as well?” I asked, winking at him.  
 
    Paddy smiled at me. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but I am. Maybe it’s time to wrap up here and enjoy my golden years somewhere else. I’m too old to deal with all of this. It was different when I was your age, and I was bursting with energy. But now . . .” A customer from a table in the back held up his hand, and Paddy nodded and continued on, drawing a beer for him. “I’m getting close to sixty-seven, for crying out loud. I’ve hustled and I’ve spent my life grinding here at Ginny’s, and I’m just really, really tired. Not like Ty. He’s still young. No reason to call in sick.” 
 
    I laughed. “Then you’re lucky you still got me.” 
 
    “That I am,” Paddy said. “I still don’t get why the heck you’re working here when you could be doing something more meaningful. You know, than giving out drinks to guys in this neighborhood. But that’s your decision. Ginny and I are probably ready for some R & R. But not here. Maybe in Puerto Rico or the Bahamas.” He let out a laugh. “Only we can’t afford the Bahamas. So Puerto Rico. Definitely not Florida. It’s ironic, isn’t it? Everybody comes here for their retirement, and we want to get out.” 
 
    “You lived here all your life, so it makes sense,” I said. 
 
    “Damn straight it does,” Paddy said and walked over to the table and handed the guy his beer.  
 
    I watched Paddy serve a couple more customers while I was working in the cocktail area. Paddy then moved to the tap-beer station. We made a good team. We made an awesome team, actually. We didn’t have to exchange many words and that was saying something. Usually, coworkers who weren’t accustomed to each other would be stepping on each other’s toes, literally, trying to figure out who was responsible for doing what. But with Paddy and me, everything felt so effortless. I loved it. 
 
    Then I had the thought that Paddy might know something about Hix-Tucker. How much of a regular customer was the guy?  
 
    I waited for a little break to coincide with when everybody had a drink in front of them, and Paddy and I took a deep breath and leaned back against the counter. 
 
    “Say Paddy, did you actually know that guy? The dead guy in the alley? Was he a regular at the bar?” I asked. 
 
    Paddy rolled his eyes. “Oh, that guy? He was a regular all right. Didn’t like him one bit. He was a sports bookie, you know?” 
 
    I shook my head and pretended I didn’t know. 
 
    Paddy continued. “He conducted business here too. I didn’t like that either. Probably everybody here in the bar had already placed bets with him. But ain’t nobody talking to the cops about it.” 
 
    “Did you place any bets with him?” I asked. 
 
    “Hell no. I’m no gambler. Never been. I even went with my wife to Las Vegas once or twice, and even there I never gambled.” Paddy laughed. “Ginny said I wasn’t any fun in Las Vegas. Just watched her gamble but she said it’s no fun if I’m not joining her.” 
 
    I wondered if Ginny placed bets with Hix-Tucker, then. 
 
    “But Ginny didn’t place any bets with him,” Paddy said, as if to answer my question. “She’s tough as nails and will tell you her opinion straight to your face, but she doesn’t have a bad bone in her body.” He paused and seemed to look far away. “She could never hang with someone like that guy.” 
 
    I found it very interesting how Paddy portrayed himself and his wife Ginny. He was in charge of this bar for decades here on Amherst Street, in the shady part of town. And yet he described himself and his wife as . . . well, as good people. Not exactly in sync with the environment they were working in. So either he didn’t see themselves on the same level as their patrons and the area the bar was located in, when in reality they actually were, or he was really one of the decent people around here. 
 
    Either way, I tried to extract more information out of Paddy. I mean, he was right there. At the bar, on Amherst Street. He had to know about stuff that was going on in this part of town. 
 
    “So did you ever have any trouble with the guy?” I asked. 
 
    “Hix-Tucker is his name,” Paddy said. “I mean, was his name. And what a name that was, right?” He laughed, and I laughed with him. “Not trouble per se. But he did get on my nerves. You see, in my position I need people coming to the bar so I can make a living. But at the same time, I can’t accept a lot of the things that are going on in my bar. Like that guy doing business here. But I couldn’t kick him out. I needed the revenue. I couldn’t kick out the others who did business with him either. I need their revenue too. I needed them as customers. It was the balance between paying my bills and laying out the dos and don’ts.” 
 
    I totally got what he was saying. And I wouldn’t have wanted to trade places with him. 
 
    “So did you tell him the don’ts?” I asked Paddy. 
 
    “Heck yeah, I did,” Paddy said. “Then he would leave it alone for a while but then start back up again. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m fully aware where I live in this town and the reputation of this area. Hix-Tucker was also one sly guy. He was a good sports bookie, and the gamblers were pleased with him, at least that’s what I heard. But still, I didn’t like him one iota.” 
 
    “I totally get that,” I said to him. Then I laid out a little test for him. “And now you don’t have to worry about him anymore, right?” I watched him intently to see how he reacted. I wasn’t yet sure if Paddy really was one of the good guys on Amherst Street or if he only acted that way. 
 
    He paused and seemed to gaze out at nothing in particular. Then he snapped right back. “I can’t say I’m not happy he’s dead. But that just means this street is getting an even lousier reputation. And I’m still here.” He looked around the bar then turned to me again. “I guess I’m lucky that people still come here. They’ve already seen worse, so a murder’s not that off-putting. For now it’s just the staff that’s . . . you know . . . sick. But who knows how long until everybody is fed up with it.” 
 
    I nodded then went to draw two beers for one of the tables on the far wall. I totally got what Paddy was saying about his bar, about this environment, about the staff, but still . . . there was something about his demeanor, his reaction to my question, the way he looked at me, that made me think there was something more there. But it could be that it had nothing to do with Hix-Tucker and I was only imagining things. 
 
    A few hours went by while I got super busy working. Paddy was right. It seemed a murder didn’t deter business. Maybe he should reconsider retiring. 
 
    Shortly after ten p.m. I turned my attention to a new patron sitting at the bar, when I was face-to-face with Ryker. 
 
    Oh. I was confused for a second. Ryker in this bar? I didn’t exactly see him as one of the people who would frequent a dive bar like this. 
 
    He smiled at me. “Hey there.” 
 
    I tried to return the smile. But my eyes immediately flew to his skull tattoo peeking from under his black T-shirt. The tattoo that was inked on his super-chiseled bicep. I shook it off. Nope, now was not the time for fantasies like that. So I focused back on his eyes. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was just in the area and thought I’d stop by for a drink,” he said. 
 
    That was such an obvious lie. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “In the area? Are you often in this area?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” he said, still smiling at me. 
 
    “Okey-doke, then,” I said. “What’ll you have?” 
 
    “I’ll have a virgin mojito.” 
 
    I stared at him again. 
 
    “I’m not that much into alcoholic beverages,” he said, by way of explanation. 
 
    I shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    I fixed him the drink and handed it to him. I added a few extra mint leaves and a juicy lemon slice to the rim of the glass. I brushed away some mint leaves and a dried-up lemon slice that had gotten stuck on my shirt. These things came with the territory of being a bartender. 
 
    Then I watched him take a sip. 
 
    “This is really good,” he said. “How come a hairdresser knows how to mix cocktails this good?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Are we on that again? Did you come here to my workplace to harass me about it? It’s kind of getting old.” 
 
    Paddy moved behind me right at that second and stopped short. “Is everything good here?” he asked, looking intently at Ryker. I had to smile. I appreciated the sentiment. “Everything’s fine, Paddy,” I said to him. “Thanks.” 
 
    Paddy kept his gaze on Ryker for a couple of beats longer, then he moved away to fix up some drinks. 
 
    “Great, now he’s going to think I’m harassing you,” Ryker said to me. “He has no idea you can defend yourself, does he?” 
 
    “What are you doing here, Ryker?” I asked again. “If you don’t want anyone to think you’re harassing me, then stop doing it.” 
 
    Ryker assumed a defensive posture and said, “Sorry, you’re right.” He sipped from his cocktail again. “This is really a good drink.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” I said then nodded at another patron who raised his hand, ordering another beer. I turned back to Ryker. “Enjoy your drink.” I moved to the tap-beer station and drew the beer. 
 
    I wondered why Ryker was here. Surely this was not the way he spent his free time and, to my knowledge at least, he didn’t usually frequent a dive bar, so the only explanation was that he was here to grill me. About everything basically. Just like he always did. Did I need to wonder, actually? I got involved with Leonardi and I got Edie involved as well. Edie had told me she didn’t divulge any information to Ryker. Come to think of it, I expected Ryker to want to know what was up with that, especially after how we left things at Gran’s house when Ryker spotted Leonardi there. He must have a lot of unanswered questions. 
 
    Coming to Ginny’s to talk to me was pretty smart; I had to give him that. I was trapped here. I couldn’t get away because I was working. Every time Ryker grilled me at the retirement complex it was easier for me to extract myself. But I couldn’t do that here. I felt a bit cornered, and I didn’t like it at all. Then again, it was nothing I couldn’t handle. I’d handled way worse in my life. 
 
    About half an hour later, Ryker finished his drink, yet displayed no indication of leaving the bar. I moved over to him. “Care for another one?” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “But don’t make this one so strong. I still need to drive.” He flashed me a grin. That joke was so clichéd and so overused that it became funny just through its sheer lameness. I couldn’t resist and burst into genuine laughter. 
 
    “You look very pretty when you light up,” Ryker said then cleared his throat. “I mean, not that you don’t look pretty otherwise . . . um, I mean, you look pretty either way . . .” He let out a grunt and rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Now I really had to laugh. And I mean from the bottom of my heart. Seeing Ryker squirm and trying to compliment me, it was the best thing I’d seen in a long time. 
 
    “Oh my, Ryker, you sure are a ladies’ man, aren’t you?” I said to him. 
 
    Ryker joined me in the laughter. “Oh, yeah sure, I know all the right things to say.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I said and started laughing again. 
 
    “You’re going to hold this against me forever, aren’t you?” he asked and winked at me. 
 
    Something felt really good joking around with Ryker, something I wouldn’t have expected. It was like the dive bar and the retirement complex didn’t exist in that moment; it was just him and me. But when he said the word forever . . . my laugh instantly disappeared. I tried to force it to come back, so he wouldn’t notice anything. The word forever was too harsh for me. Saying forever meant I was really going to be around Bitter End forever? Then I realized my own internal struggle. I was literally taking action so that I wouldn’t end up being relocated with Gran, and at the same time the thought of living in Bitter End forever was absolutely terrifying. 
 
    “I’ll hold it against you . . . at least for the next while,” I said, still trying to smile. Then I paused. “But thank you for the compliment.” 
 
    “I really meant it,” Ryker said. 
 
    We lingered in our mutual eye contact for a few extra heartbeats. I was surprised about myself—by my own reaction and the genuine belief I had in his words. Normally, I was super skeptical about Ryker and his attempts to coax information out of me. I was aware of the usual tactics to go about it: intimidation, guilt, or flattery. 
 
    I thought about it some more. I thought it weird that Ryker was sitting here at the bar for quite some time now and he still hadn’t mentioned anything about Leonardi, and about how we left things with Gran.  
 
    While I was pondering on that, I suddenly sucked in a breath as Ryker leaned closer to me over the counter, smiling at me. What the . . .? What was he doing getting so close to me? Was he about to . . . kiss me? My heart rate skyrocketed, and I momentarily felt paralyzed. It all happened so fast. He leaned in, his face inches away from mine, and without even thinking, I planted a quick peck on his cheek. 
 
    What the hell did I just do? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I was absolutely dumbstruck by my own actions. Did I just basically . . . kiss Ryker? What was wrong with me? 
 
    His facial expression changed from smiling to confused. He wiped away something from my shoulder and said, “You had some mint leaves on your shirt.” 
 
    Oh damn. 
 
    So he didn’t go in for a kiss. 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and was grinning wide. 
 
    Now I’d done it. I’d humiliated myself around Ryker. I felt a burning blush creeping up my cheeks. Apparently, my brain had a short circuit. How could I lose control like that? Especially with Ryker. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I . . . I thought . . . I don’t know what . . .” Awesome, I couldn’t even form words right now. 
 
    Ryker was watching me all smiley and smug. He was probably curious about what I was going to say. I bet he loved to see me squirm for an answer. 
 
    Okay, screw it. It was done now. I shook it off and put my chin high. “I didn’t know you were about to brush something from my shoulder.” 
 
    Still smiling wide, Ryker asked, “Did you think I was going to kiss you?” 
 
    I felt the blush creeping back up. “As a matter of fact, yes; it appeared that way. But since I did not want to kiss you, I wanted to let you down softly; that’s why I just gave you a peck on the cheek.” 
 
    Ryker laughed. “Why, thank you for that. But why would I want to kiss you?” 
 
    Now I was the one who smiled. “Because I’m amazing.” 
 
    “And modest too. That’s a rare combination.” 
 
    I laughed along with him. It was such a stupid situation, what else could I do? 
 
    Paddy came over to me and it was only then that I realized he was working the bar alone. “Piper, if you’re done with the flirting could you maybe start working again?” he asked me. 
 
    “Oh, I apologize, I . . . You’re right, sorry about that.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m the one who has to apologize,” Ryker said to Paddy. “I kept her busy.” Ryker winked at me. 
 
    Oh geez. Ryker would hold this against me forever. Or at least, for the next while. 
 
    I got to working again and Ryker still didn’t leave. What was up with that? I had a hard time believing he was only here for a night out. But hey, if he didn’t come out and say it, then I sure as hell wouldn’t bring it up. 
 
    In the next half an hour I mixed up about twenty cocktails and drew at least that many beers. Paddy wiped a few tables in the back and talked to a few patrons who seemed to be regulars. I finally had a break and leaned against the counter with the good old rag over my shoulder, making sure I didn’t have any mint leaves or lemon slices stuck on my clothes. 
 
    I brushed a rosemary twig off my pants, and when I looked up, Ryker was almost busting out laughing after watching me. I had to smile as well. Now every time I brushed something off my clothes, I would have to think about kissing Ryker on the cheek. Awesome. 
 
    “Can I get you anything else?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” Ryker said. “So how’s the investigation going? Find out something new about Hix-Tucker?” 
 
    And there it was. I had no idea why Ryker had played this game for the last hour and a half, instead of just coming out with it. Did he think he could butter me up first to get me to talk? To get to say to me that I should leave it alone and don’t butt in? He should know by now I put up quite the resistance. 
 
    My smile disappeared. “Why do you assume I know the guy’s name? Why do you even assume I am investigating something?” 
 
    “I know more than you think,” Ryker said. “So come on, let’s not play games.” 
 
    “Games? Let’s not play games? Funny you should say that, considering you’ve played games all evening long.” 
 
    Ryker frowned. “Me? What kind of game did I play tonight?” 
 
    “I really don’t have time for this,” I said. “You coming in here, pretending to just be hanging out, at the exact bar I work at . . . please. Don’t insult my intelligence. I was waiting all along for the bomb to drop.” 
 
    “I am not insulting your intelligence, I know very well what you’re capable of, and I have a feeling I’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg,” he said. “I really enjoyed tonight here at the bar.” His voice grew soft. “Especially since a pretty girl kissed me.” 
 
    The corner of my lips twitched upwards, but I held back. I still didn’t trust his little night out tonight. Which made me think of Gran and how she never let her guard down with Theodore. And me giving her grief about it. Huh. Apparently, it was so much easier to preach than to practice. 
 
    “Now hold on, if you’re building up this narrative of me kissing you, I will hurt you badly,” I said, smiling softly. “It was just a peck on the cheek. Like I would give to my grandmother.” I cringed as soon as that came out of my mouth. 
 
    Ryker burst out laughing. “That was so not like a kiss you would give your relative, but fine, I’ll let it slide.” He paused and looked me in the eye. “Piper, I’m not here to give you grief. I already realized that I could never break through the wall you’ve put up. But my own grandmother is involved in something like this again. So you can understand why I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand, but you do know that your grandmother is the one who wants to be involved, don’t you? You’ve known her longer than I have. There’s no telling Edie to butt out.” 
 
    “I sure as heck know that, that’s why I am trusting that you keep her safe,” Ryker said then paused. “It’s because I want to keep my grandmother safe, and because I know you won’t back off from nosing around, you’re going to get some intel from me.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. “Really? Intel? From you?” 
 
    Ryker nodded. 
 
    “Go on,” I said, intrigued. 
 
    “I’m not sure what exactly your business is with Leonardi, but did you know he and Hix-Tucker did business together?” Ryker said. 
 
    I was taken aback for a second. So this is what it was all about? 
 
    “Um . . . okay . . .” I honestly didn’t know what to say. “Do you care to expand on that?” 
 
    “As you’ve probably already found out, Hix-Tucker was a sports bookie,” Ryker said, making sure nobody was in earshot. “And a couple of years ago, Leonardi was working with him. Leonardi was placing bets for clients and was keeping a commission for himself. I was working on a case back then and that is how I met Leonardi. I had a client who got screwed over by Hix-Tucker and Leonardi. What I found out about them was pretty ugly. As soon as I saw Leonardi at your grandmother’s house, I was sure you and he are nosing around Hix-Tucker’s death.” 
 
    I processed this information. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if Ryker was lying or maybe he didn’t have the right intel, or maybe he was right and Leonardi had been in this business as well. If the latter was true, surprisingly, I wasn’t all that shocked. 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” I asked Ryker. 
 
    “Why would I lie? You just have to trust me.” 
 
    “Pfft, trust you,” I said. 
 
    Two guys from the other side of the bar waved at me and I drew each of them a beer. It seemed all the other patrons were already waited on and Paddy was still talking to the guys at the table. 
 
    I moved back to Ryker. “Okay, let’s say this is all true, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I just told you the guy is into shady business and you’re not one bit scandalized?” Ryker asked. “How come I’m not surprised?” 
 
    “So the guy’s not perfect, big whoop; again, what do you want me to do? Why did you even give me the intel?” 
 
    “To help you,” Ryker said and I almost barfed. I hated it when someone made it look like I was incompetent and needed help. “I know you’re not going to tell me what your business is with Leonardi. If it’s of a shady nature, then by all means, that’s your business. But again, my grandmother is involved so I’m kind of put in the middle here. I’m sure you can understand that.” 
 
    I studied Ryker for a couple of beats. “Yes, I understand. And you know I don’t want anything to happen to Edie either. That’s probably one thing we can agree on.” That was the extent of what Ryker could extract from me. I hoped he didn’t expect me to spill all the information I’d gathered so far, along with the details of my involvement with Leonardi, just because suddenly he put on a friendly act. If so, he was in for a major surprise. 
 
    Ryker waited for a few seconds, then he said, “Would you care to tell me what your own interest is in investigating Hix-Tucker’s death? Did you also place bets with him?” 
 
    I let out a snort. “Yeah right, if I were to enter that business, I would be the bet maker.” 
 
    Ryker grinned. “Because the house always wins, right?” 
 
    I smiled back but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I see you’re not going to tell me anything,” Ryker said. “That’s totally fine. Like I said, I’m only interested in my grandmother’s safety.” 
 
    I knew what he meant by that. He wanted to let me know in a very subtle way that he was not interested in my safety. Which was fine by me, why would he? He meant nothing to me. 
 
    Ryker pulled his wallet out and placed a couple of dollar bills on the counter. “Thanks for the drinks, they were really good. And take care of yourself in this area.” He smiled, stood, and I watched his perfectly-shaped backside walking out the door. 
 
    It took me a moment until I could get back to work. I still didn’t know what to make of the conversation with Ryker. It started with joking around and actually having a good time, then went on to me accidentally kissing his cheek, and then everything just went downhill. 
 
    Then I thought about Leonardi. Even if he used to be in business with Hix-Tucker, that didn’t mean he killed him. That was what Ryker was getting at. He just didn’t say the exact words. Leonardi was a semi-shady character, that was more than obvious; and to be honest, if it turned out he stabbed Hix-Tucker, I probably wouldn’t be that surprised. However, until he’d actually screwed me over, I would still continue working with him. I had other leads now besides him. 
 
    Paddy finished talking with the men and moved back behind the bar. The next few hours I focused on my work and was absolutely glad that it served as a distraction. I found out a lot today, what with visiting Leonardi in his office and now with Ryker. There were pieces of a bigger puzzle that I had yet to put together. There were the residents’ names in Hix-Tucker’s ledger. Plus, Leonardi’s not-so-clean past—and probably also not-so-clean present. What did this all mean and why the heck was my name involved? 
 
    At about 2:00 a.m. I drove back to the retirement complex. My feet throbbed from all the standing and moving around the bar. My back was aching, but it was my mind that felt the most worn out. I crashed onto Gran’s couch in the living room and stared at the ceiling. One question nagged at me: How much longer would I keep doing this job, slinging drinks as a bartender? When I first started working at Choppers, I was a young’un. Now I was still young, but definitely older than when I first stepped foot behind that counter. How did Paddy do it? He had spent his entire life working at the bar. Maybe it was different when you were the owner, but still, there he was, standing alongside me the entire night and he was in his mid-sixties. I had nothing but the utmost respect for him. Meanwhile, here I was at thirty-one, complaining about my aching back. How lame was that? 
 
    I turned to the side and tried to think about something more pleasant to fall asleep . . . Ryker. Ryker’s tattoo. Ryker being at the bar. Me kissing Ryker’s cheek. Ugh. 
 
    I finally drifted to sleep with the memory of Ryker being close to me and me brushing his skin with my lips.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day, I woke up to a loud bang. I wasn’t sure if it was just a whopping headache, or if somebody was at the door. After two more loud bangs, I decided it had to be the latter. I groaned. I knew exactly who that was. Someone who was way too curious about my conversation with Leonardi yesterday. 
 
    I cracked one eye open and looked at my phone. 8:00 a.m. God, how I longed for the times when I slept until eleven after working a shift at Choppers. The good times. 
 
    “Make her stop or I’ll shoot her,” a loud voice shouted from the bedroom. It was Gran. 
 
    I shuffled to the door, feeling like I’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. 
 
    I yanked the door open just as Edie was about to knock again. She started. 
 
    “If you do that one more time, Gran is coming after you,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m coming after you too.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t we a joy in the morning?” Edie said and walked right past me inside the house. “It’s eight a.m. It’s late. I’ve waited two hours to come over.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples. “Edie, you do know I work a late shift now, don’t you?” 
 
    “Um, yes, but, um . . .” 
 
    “You are just that curious to know what I found out yesterday, aren’t you?” I asked, moving to the coffee corner. 
 
    Edie looked at me sheepishly.  
 
    I let out a breath. “I need coffee first.” 
 
    “Yeah, same here,” Edie said, like she was ordering at a restaurant. 
 
    My phone vibrated from the floor next to the couch. It was a muffled vibration because of the carpeting. I picked it up and looked at the screen. Beatrice was calling. 
 
    “Good morning, Beatrice, how are—” 
 
    “No time for that,” Beatrice said in a hasty voice. “You all gotta come to the dining hall. Now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gran, Edie, and I drove in Gran’s golf cart to the dining hall. As soon as we got there, I already saw a mob of people packed inside the room. Beatrice had tried Edie’s phone first but, since Edie almost never had her phone on her, Beatrice called me. She had said it was urgent and it was about us and something about Sourpuss going after us or something. She didn’t have time to explain; she just said we should hurry and then hung up. 
 
    Edie had rolled her eyes wondering what Sourpuss was up to now. I pointed out that surely we had to see this coming after what we did. Gran only mumbled something about people being wusses if they acted like this because of foot powder. She’d rather have a good old-fashioned duel with Sourpuss and get it over with. Needless to say, I had to frisk Gran again before stepping out of the house. I sensed potential danger at the dining hall. 
 
    The second we stepped inside, a silence fell over the crowd. Every table was taken and there were even people standing against the wall. Their breakfast plates were still half full. Clearly, the show was more exciting. Sourpuss was in the middle of the dining hall, talking to the crowd as if she was their guru. 
 
    She stopped talking the moment we got there and pointed at us with her rigid finger and a vicious look in her eyes. “Those three! Those three are your culprits right there. They meddled with the foot powder, not me. And then”—Sourpuss put on a sad face like she’d been really hurt—“they attacked me with the foot powder!” 
 
    She was showing her rash on her skin as proof. The crowd sucked in their breath. 
 
    “Those three attacked me at my own house and threw foot powder at me,” Sourpuss continued. “She even admitted to it.” Sourpuss pointed at Gran. “She admitted to it right here in the dining hall while I was suffering at home. You all heard it.” 
 
    Gran let out a groan. 
 
    Sourpuss continued. “Who does that? Those three are mean and vindictive humans and just plain evil. Something I would never be.” Then she paused and you could have cut the tension with a knife. Everybody was holding their breath waiting to see what came next out of her mouth. “Then they mocked me by placing . . . ugly and . . . embarrassing gnomes in my yard.” I think I saw her blush. Gee, get a grip. 
 
    “What did they do with my real garden gnomes?” Sourpuss asked. “What they did was trespassing and stealing of private property. And personal injury. I should have them arrested.” 
 
    My jaw dropped on the floor. Was she serious? I wasn’t sure if she was just plain stupid or if I was starting to gain respect for her intelligence. This was an awesome spin to the story. It made her look like the victim and made us look like the evil ones. I just hoped nobody believed her. Interestingly enough, they all seemed to be against her all the time and yet, she managed to turn the situation around and get people to feel for her. 
 
    What was even more interesting was the fact that I felt like I didn’t have energy for childish games like this, and still I took part in them. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Edie shouted at Sourpuss. “You should be ashamed making such accusations. We all know you were the one who meddled with the foot powder. You’re a lousy paintball player and a sore loser. You’ve really got some nerve standing here and claiming you had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Do you have any proof that I did something to your precious foot powder?” Sourpuss asked. 
 
    “Well, we . . . not in that sense . . . but we still know it was you . . .” Edie stuttered. 
 
    Sourpuss was smiling an evil smile. “Exactly, you don’t have any proof because there isn’t any.” 
 
    Edie put her hands on her hips. “Yeah, well, you don’t have any proof of that trespassing and the gnomes.” 
 
    I had another own-life-evaluation moment. Were we really talking about foot powder and gnomes and demanding proof for it? Why not take this issue straight to the Supreme Court? 
 
    Sourpuss’s evil smile was still on. Uh-oh. Did she have evidence against us? 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do have proof,” she said. “I just talked to the saleswoman at The Curio Shop, and she can corroborate that you three went there and bought the ugly-looking gnomes.” 
 
    Whoops. I did not see this coming. How on earth did she do that? How did she know about the shop? The crowd sucked in another breath simultaneously. And I got a little bit peeved about that. Were they serious? One day they were approving and clapping their hands and laughing at the pornographic gnomes, while openly admitting they already figured it was us, and now they acted all surprised and enraged by it? 
 
    I couldn’t hold it in anymore. 
 
    “Are you people kidding me?” I asked them, and instantly all eyes were on me. “Yesterday you were all giddy about those gnomes and now you’re all enraged by them? This only shows you don’t have any backbone. You all let yourselves be manipulated by Sour . . . I mean by Lucretia. If that’s the case, this conversation is over for me.” 
 
    I moved through the crowd of people and took a seat at the table where Beatrice already sat. There were already clean coffee cups on the table, and I took one and poured some coffee into it. I decided I would not let this whatever thing ruin my breakfast. 
 
    “Same here,” Gran shouted and moved to the buffet tables, seemingly not wanting to have anything to do with this gathering. 
 
    “See?” Sourpuss said. “They’re not denying it because they did it. I am here to tell you the truth about them. You should be careful around them because they are bad news.” 
 
    “What nerve!” Edie said, her face all red. She would probably have to up her heart medication dosage every day now. “You are the one who ordered those gift baskets with the foot powder for us, and we all know you tampered with it. You getting a rash is just karma for all of us who suffered because of your meddling.” 
 
    “Like I said, there’s no proof of that but there is proof that you three were trespassing, you foot-powder-attacking broads,” Sourpuss said. Her bun was totally sticking up in the air and didn’t move at all. 
 
    Edie’s nostrils practically flared. I hoped she wouldn’t jump at Sourpuss and strangle her. I tried to focus on my coffee and not get more involved than I already was. But I had to admit, it felt really hard not to jump at Sourpuss and strangle her myself. 
 
    “You’re the evil around here!” Edie said, flailing with her arms around. “You’re just trying to spin this story around so that people have pity on you. You are stooping way low now.” 
 
    Everybody did the ping-pong with their eyes between Edie and Sourpuss. 
 
    “Stooping low?” Sourpuss said. “Weren’t you the one cheering on your neighbor friend to get the last piece of that stupid fudge cake and leave me with none? If that’s not—” 
 
    At that moment Gran tapped Sourpuss on her shoulder. Sourpuss whipped around and frowned. Now I was the one who sucked in a breath as I saw Gran holding a plate with fudge cake on it. No. She wouldn’t dare. 
 
    But she did. 
 
    Gran did a backswing and smushed the fudge cake into Sourpuss’s face, giving her a cake facial. 
 
    The silence was eerie. You could almost hear the no-see-ums outside getting ready to attack. 
 
    Then clapping and laughter erupted. Gran grinned then nonchalantly walked past Sourpuss and took a seat next to me at the table. Beatrice high-fived her and laughed so hard she had tears in her eyes. The combination of her huge eyes behind the coke-bottle glasses with tears was a pretty impressive image. 
 
    I couldn’t resist and laughed with the crowd as well. It was all just so absurd. When had Gran and I stooped so low? We were part of the Falcons, for crying out loud. We meant business. We carried guns and knives. Now we carried fudge cakes and pornographic gnomes. In retrospect, I was glad I made Gran leave her gun at the house. Better to attack with cake than with bullets. 
 
    Sourpuss slowly wiped off cake bits from her face while her eyes spelled pure anger but also embarrassment. She was speechless. With her chin up high that dropped cake crumbs on the floor, she took what was left of her pride and left the dining hall, walking past Edie, who was rolling around on the floor laughing. 
 
    Two men were sitting at the table next to me, Belly Man and Raspy, and they were cackling with laughter. I couldn’t recall their names but it was simpler to remember their physical quirks. 
 
    Raspy leaned over to me and said, “Don’t worry, we never take any of this seriously. Especially her.” He made a movement as if to indicate a bun coming out of his head. 
 
    “But you all seem to be on her side so often,” I said. 
 
    Belly Man waved his hand in dismissal. “Nah, we just go with the flow.” 
 
    Then they both looked at each other and started laughing all over again. 
 
    O-kay. 
 
    Edie joined us at the table, wiping away tears. “It’s too bad Theodore isn’t here. He would crack up. Especially after what you did, Dorothy.” 
 
    Gran shrugged. “I couldn’t help myself. She had it coming.” 
 
    Clearly, there was something about food and seniors that I’d missed. This was not the first time food was the chosen weapon against one another. Maybe I should reprofile. Broccoli instead of knives. 
 
    “So how does she know about that shop you got the gnomes at?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” Edie said, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “Maybe she has an insider, watching our every move. Maybe she followed us there herself. Perhaps there was a spy on the other side of the building—” 
 
    “Stop, please,” Gran said, rubbing her temples. 
 
    Edie sighed. “Fine. Then I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter how she knows; it’s not like we’re going to openly admit to anything, so I would say, case closed.” I got up and added, “I’m going to get some food.” 
 
    An hour later, we were finished with our breakfast, and were still sitting at the table, because Beatrice was telling us a story about how she’d gotten lucky with a singer from a band in her youth. I was glad I finished eating. Her details were way too cringeworthy. 
 
    I could tell Gran and Edie were getting restless. What with the morning commotion with Sourpuss, we hadn’t had a chance to chat in private about all the juicy tidbits I had found out yesterday. So we were trying to wrap up Beatrice’s story and excuse ourselves from the table. 
 
    “So that’s how I got my bad knee,” Beatrice said, pushing her glasses further up her nose. “When he moved over to the—” 
 
    I put my hands over my ears. “Stop! I can’t take it any longer.” 
 
    Beatrice raised an eyebrow, then turned to Gran and Edie confused. 
 
    Edie grinned. “Never mind her, she gets uncomfortable when we, seniors, talk about bodily pleasures.” 
 
    E-yeeew!  
 
    “Yes, it’s true,” I said, shuddering. “So please, no more.” I turned to Beatrice. “I’m glad you got the guy and all, and that it’s a memory you’ll always treasure, but please, my ears are bleeding from too much information.” 
 
    “Huh,” Beatrice said. “I don’t get it. You’re young. You should be talking about stuff like this all the time. We should be the ones cringing about it. How many dates have you gotten since you arrived here?” 
 
    All eyes were on me, including Gran’s, who was laughing under her breath. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, how did this suddenly get to be about me?” I asked. 
 
    Beatrice looked at Edie. “So zero dates.” Then she shook her head. “Piper, what are you doing? You should be out there, living life. Go out with a guy every week. Play the field. Have some fun. Trust us, you’ll be rusty and weary sooner than you think.” 
 
    “I . . . um . . . didn’t plan on . . .” I started, but was absolutely speechless. I’d kind of gotten blindsided and honestly had no answer. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Beatrice, thank you for your concern, but I have no interest in dating a bunch of guys in fast-forward,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you should,” Beatrice said. I waited for a laugh after that, but none came. She really meant it. 
 
    “That’s what I keep telling her,” Edie said. “But she won’t listen to me either. Just like Ryker. He’s just as stubborn.” 
 
    “They should definitely date each other; that’s clear as the blue sky,” Beatrice said to Edie. 
 
    Edie nodded her head vigorously and her white curls bounced with her. “I know! That’s another thing I keep saying. I really don’t know what they’re waiting for. Don’t they realize life goes by so fast and before they know it, they’ll have ear hair and artificial hips?” 
 
    Were they really talking about me like I wasn’t there? Gran could barely hold in her laughter behind her coffee cup. 
 
    “Now wait a minute,” I said to them. “I’m right here. And I think it’s my decision whom I will date and whom I won’t date.” I paused. “Especially since I’m not dating.” 
 
    Beatrice and Edie exchanged glances. 
 
    “See?” Edie said. “Stubborn.” 
 
    How did our little gathering just now turn—again—into a topic about my love life? Didn’t they know I couldn’t think about any potential love life, what with my whole life going up in flames and me just now trying somehow to put the remaining pieces together? But of course they didn’t know about that. And they never would. 
 
    Gran cleared her throat. “Okay ladies, I’m done here. Good breakfast. And Beatrice, there’s a way to avoid the knee problem if you’re ever in a similar situation. What you do is bend over and—” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?!” I jumped up from my chair. 
 
    Gran’s grin was so wide, I saw gums. I almost never saw Gran’s gums. 
 
    Edie and Beatrice were practically rolling on the floor laughing and there was again some high-fiving going on between the three of them. My own grandmother was ganging up on me and siding with the seniors here. Unbelievable. 
 
    Gran stood, and Edie and I stood with her. We said goodbye to Beatrice and left the dining hall. 
 
    “You gotta watch out for Lucretia now,” Edie said to Gran. “She could be hiding around the corner, waiting for you with a piece of cake.” 
 
    “She can try,” Gran said. “But I now know where she lives, and you can’t keep my gun away from me forever.” 
 
    Edie rolled her eyes. “This whole gun-threatening thing is getting old, Dorothy.” 
 
    I put on my sunglasses. “Okay, let’s just forget about cake and guns for a moment and focus on more important stuff.” 
 
    “Oh yes!” Edie said. “Your meeting with that Leo fellow yesterday. How was it? What did you find out?” 
 
    I let out a breath. 
 
    “Oh, that bad?” Edie asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The three of us were sitting at one of the tables outside on the lawn. We watched a group of seniors doing some aerobic moves in the swimming pool. It was like a car wreck. I couldn’t avert my eyes from them.  
 
    Edie had convinced us to stick around and chill outside. She said Gran and I spent too much time inside the house. Well, yeah, there was a reason for that. It started with the not-wanting-to-mingle mindset. 
 
    Luckily, all the tables had umbrellas, but even with that, enduring the heat was a real challenge. Not to mention Gran, rocking her biker outfit in scorching eighty-eight-degree weather. But hey, that was her decision. We had serious stuff to discuss and were glad there were no interruptions. 
 
    I had told Gran and Edie about my visit to Leonardi and me browsing Hix-Tucker’s ledger and finding residents’ names inside. Edie was as shocked about it as I was. Then she almost fell off the chair when I told her Sourpuss’s name was also in it. 
 
    “Lucretia?!” Edie almost burst out laughing. “As if.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m having a hard time picturing that too,” I said. 
 
    Then I told them about Ryker’s visit at Ginny’s. Initially, I hadn’t planned on telling them about it, but seeing as Ryker was Edie’s grandson, I figured she would find out about it anyway. What I didn’t report was Ryker telling me about Leonardi’s supposed business past with Hix-Tucker. To be honest, I wanted to avoid Edie’s lecturing that I shouldn’t get involved with Leonardi now. And Gran would find out soon enough about everything. Well, not everything. That kiss on Ryker’s cheek, I would take that to the grave with me. 
 
    “So why did Ryker visit you at the bar?” Edie asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess he just wanted to feel me out after witnessing the Leonardi scene at Gran’s. Since he couldn’t find out anything from you. You sure you didn’t tell him anything?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. “Nope. He did his usual routine of ‘be careful’ and ‘don’t get involved’ and whatnot, which I actually appreciate, but I’m a grown woman and can do whatever I want.” 
 
    Gran nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Okay, so we can assume Ryker doesn’t know much,” I said. “I mean, he knows we’re snooping around but he doesn’t know the details.” 
 
    “How come he knows we’re snooping around?” Edie asked. 
 
    Uh-oh. Ryker knew we were investigating Hix-Tucker’s death because of Leonardi. Specifically, because Ryker thought Leonardi did business with Hix-Tucker. A fact I was not sharing with Edie. Which put me in a bit of a pickle regarding what to tell Edie. 
 
    “Um . . . Ryker is clever, even if we don’t spell it out for him,” I said. “He told me at the bar that he knows we’re looking into the matter, but he didn’t give me specifics as to how he knows.” 
 
    “Oh,” Edie said. “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Anyway,” I said, steering the conversation away from Ryker, “he’s not the one I’m worried about now.” 
 
    “It’s those names,” Edie said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied, shifting a bit to my right, so that the sun wouldn’t hit me on my forehead. 
 
    We tried to come up with scenarios that would explain the names in Hix-Tucker’s ledger. Sourpuss’s name was a start. 
 
    “Seriously now, you know her better than we do,” I said to Edie. “What do you think? Could it be that she really placed bets with him?” 
 
    Edie let out a snort. “Good one. Lucretia and illegal betting? Puh-lease.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “I mean, how well do you know her? Anybody is capable of anything. There are lots of people who live a whole different life, away from the eyes of the people who know them.” 
 
    “Ahem,” interjected Edie. “You’ve watched some more of those crime shows, have you?” 
 
    “Um . . . sure,” I said. Then I turned to Gran. “What about Arthur?” 
 
    “What about him?” Gran asked. “I don’t know nothing about him.” 
 
    “What do you mean you know nothing about him?” I asked. “You regularly play poker with him. What does your gut tell you?” 
 
    “My gut?” Gran asked. “You wanna know what my gut tells me? My gut tells me none of them here have it in them to go to an illegal sports bookie and place bets. That’s what my gut tells me. So my best guess is somebody was just using your names.” 
 
    That’s what I figured too, and since that was the only lead we had at that point, we had to take action, sooner or later. But who could have been using our names? It could literally be anyone. It could be a staff member, a fellow resident, or even someone who had access to our files. Heck, a savvy hacker could have grabbed our names in no time. The options were endless. 
 
    “You know what?” I said. “I think it’s time I talk to Lucretia.” An evil plan formed in my head. 
 
    Gran and Edie were looking at me confused. 
 
    “You, talk to her?” Edie asked. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re not exactly BFFs.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m not thinking of that kind of talk. I’m thinking I could read her reaction to a potential accusation. And also, we now have something against her that will help with our foot-powder-gnomes situation.” 
 
    Gran and Edie were looking even more confused now. I started to tell them about my plan. I hoped it would help us with our Hix-Tucker case, but I also hoped it would help with our other issue. Screw it, selfish was the way to go. If Sourpuss wanted to play games, then she could bring it on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” Sourpuss asked with a frown when she saw me standing at her door. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” I said. 
 
    Sourpuss raised an eyebrow. “You? You have a proposition for me? Not interested.” She began to close the door, but I put my foot between the door and its frame. 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll want to hear about this,” I said. 
 
    She studied me for a second, then let me inside her house. 
 
    I sucked in a breath as I took it all in. If it were even possible, her house was more stuffed than Edie’s. What was it about this place in Florida? Did the heat make everyone go bonkers? Or was it just the seniors’ peculiar taste? Sourpuss’s house was chock full of an assortment of overstuffed furniture and vintage knickknacks. Every nook and cranny seemed to hold an item from the past. The Victorian chairs and a floral-patterned couch were the icing on the cake, giving the whole joint that packed-to-the-brim vibe. 
 
    One thing that was different from Edie’s house, thank goodness, was the absence of creepy-looking dolls on the couch. As I scanned the room I turned to one corner and almost yelped. Creepy-looking dolls were neatly arranged on a huge armchair. Okay, clearly I was wrong. 
 
    Honestly, the only good thing about Sourpuss’s house were the naughty gnomes outside. 
 
    Sourpuss’s manners obliged her to invite me to take a seat, which I did on her couch. She sat opposite from me on a chair. I took mental inventory of her, since she was way closer to me now than at the dining hall. I did see a funky-looking rash on the side of her neck, on her chest, and on her hands. I almost pitied her. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “So it’s just you?” Sourpuss asked. “Where are the other two?” 
 
    “I thought it was best to talk to you alone,” I said. 
 
    But I’d really had to fight Edie on it. As soon as I laid out my plan, Edie obviously assumed she would be present as well. It took some convincing that it was for the best not to gang up on Sourpuss. For the plan to work out, it made more sense that I talked to her alone. Gran shrugged because she didn’t really care, but Edie pouted like everybody was going to the prom and she was left out. Still, I was convinced this was for the best. 
 
    It was late afternoon when I knocked on Sourpuss’s door, after I had made a call to Leonardi, making a request that was crucial for my plan to fall into place. 
 
    “So what is it that you want to tell me?” Sourpuss asked, her bun not moving an inch. It never moved. It was like an antenna made of steel. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I took a job as a bartender in town,” I started. 
 
    “I believe I heard something to that effect,” Sourpuss said. 
 
    “Then you probably also heard about the murder three days ago,” I continued. And watched her reaction closely. 
 
    “Yes, I heard about a murder on Amherst Street, which doesn’t surprise me at all,” Sourpuss said and crossed her ankles. Even her sitting position was stiff. Then she looked me up and down. “One would have to be really depraved to work in that part of town.” 
 
    Gee, a nice way for Sourpuss to throw shade at me. 
 
    “Yeah, you got me, I’m depraved,” I deadpanned and decided to just let it go. “Do you know something about the murder? About the guy who was murdered?” 
 
    Sourpuss seemed taken aback. “Me? What kind of a sick question is this? What are you insinuating? What does any of this have to do with me?” 
 
    “The thing is, the guy who was killed was a sports bookmaker,” I said and watched her intently again. I decided to only give her bits of the whole story instead of just blabbing it out, to see if she would react to any of it. 
 
    “A sports bookmaker? Yeah, so?” 
 
    Hmm. Up until now she reacted as if she really didn’t know a thing. 
 
    “Did you have any business with the guy?” I asked. “Did you happen to place any bets with him?” 
 
    Sourpuss’s eyes went wide. “Did I what? Are you crazy? What is this, a joke? How dare you come in here and—” 
 
    “Spare me the lecturing, please,” I said. “I have evidence that you were placing bets with him. So I wouldn’t act all innocent if I were you.” I pulled out my cell phone and pulled up the image I’d gotten from Leonardi. I had asked him to take a picture with his phone from the pages in the ledger where the name Lucretia Barnett appeared. 
 
    I moved closer to Sourpuss, who automatically stood back. “Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    I shoved the phone screen in her face. She reached out for her reading glasses from the coffee table and frowned as she was taking in the images. “What the heck is this? What kind of pictures are these? Why is my name on whatever that is?” 
 
    “This is the guy’s accounting book,” I said. “This proves that you were placing bets with him. So stop lying and tell me the truth.” 
 
    “How did you . . . I don’t . . . Is this some kind of twisted prank?” Sourpuss was absolutely confused. “I did no such thing! This is yet just another one of your tries to embarrass me. You faked this and now you are here to what? Threaten me?” 
 
    “I did not fake anything, and yes, I am here to threaten you,” I said. “I want you to tell everybody at the complex that you were wrong, and we did not attack you with foot powder and it was your choice to buy new gnomes, or else I’m going to publish this for the whole retirement complex to find out.” 
 
    Sourpuss’s bun almost fell over, just like the tower of Pisa. 
 
    What a sad turn of events. This is what threatening a person looked like in my life now. I was threatening a little old lady who didn’t have a life and channeled the missing joy in her life onto others, by exposing her with placing illegal bets. Which I kind of knew wasn’t really true. But it was fun. 
 
    Sourpuss jumped up from her chair. “You lying snake! You wouldn’t dare. You’re making up things so that you can threaten me. Now I get why you work on Amherst Street. You are just as criminal and depraved as everybody there. If these are really pictures of the guy’s whatever book, how did you even get your hands on it?” 
 
    “Well, working on Amherst Street has its advantages,” I said. “You’ll find out stuff that usually runs under the radar and the cops have no idea about. Let’s just say, it was brought to my attention what this guy did for a living and who his clients were. And I recognized your name instantly.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you were told, but it’s a lie,” Sourpuss said. “Besides, nobody here at the complex would believe that. It’s just slander.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “Like you did with us back there at the dining hall? You know very well it’s enough to just plant the thought into people’s heads. You’re a pro at that.” 
 
    Sourpuss paused. She knew I was right. 
 
    “And since we’re on the topic, what is your problem, anyway?” I asked out of morbid curiosity. “What did Edie ever do to you?” 
 
    Sourpuss blinked at me and touched her bun as if to make sure it was still as stiff as before. I wouldn’t worry about that if I was her. She cleared her throat. “She’s just . . . um . . . annoying and a nuisance to our complex. She stirs up excessive activity.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “That’s your reason? You’re putting so much energy into making her life harder—not to mention everyone’s life, what with the foot powder and all—because you find her annoying? ’Cause it looks more like pure envy from where I’m sitting.” 
 
    Sourpuss lifted her chin high. “You’re entitled to your own opinion, I guess. But envy is only for the weak.” 
 
    “Finally, we can agree on something,” I said. “Envy is destructive. Unless it serves as a motivation to improve oneself.” I paused. “Which is not the case with you.” 
 
    Sourpuss narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re just as brash as she is. You come here to my home, accusing me of some illegal transactions, then you insult me as well. This complex doesn’t need people like you. You should move out. And take your grandmother and your neighbor with you.” 
 
    Ugh. There was no use. I tried. I really did. I tried to see beyond the surface of Sourpuss. Tried to see if there was some deep and profound reason for her bad personality, but I guess she was just one vindictive, evil person, who couldn’t stand it if someone rubbed her the wrong way. Also, like I was told around here, retirement gave you plenty of time. Too much time, in fact. Time to think and plot and act on your own weak thoughts. 
 
    So be it. 
 
    “Fine, let’s get back to the issue at hand,” I said. “Your name in that guy’s file.” 
 
    Sourpuss pursed her lips. “This can’t be happening. I didn’t do anything. If somebody out there is using my name to do such illegal and criminal things, then I should call the police and report it immediately.” 
 
    “You do know you would have to prove first that it wasn’t you,” I said to her. “If you report this to the cops, you’re probably going to get yourself into trouble.” 
 
    Sourpuss threw her hands up in the air. “Then what are you saying? That I can’t prove it wasn’t me? Well, if you didn’t fake that picture, then somebody has been using my name, so the cops need to prove that. Do you know how easy it is for anybody to use my name? You do know every one of us has a file at the administration building and virtually everybody can get in.” 
 
    Oh. Was she getting somewhere with this? 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that anyone can go in and look at our files and copy our data and do god knows what with it,” she said, looking at my phone screen again. Then she looked back at me with an evil expression. “Edie could have gone into the office and stolen my file. Or even you. Do you know how often I’ve asked to put a video camera up there? But no, they say it’s not necessary for us old folks. As if. I chased away one guy from the office a couple of weeks ago. That’s how safe we are. Anybody can go in and—” 
 
    “Wait? What?” I did a double take. “What guy?” 
 
    Sourpuss stopped ranting and said, “The guy from Gourmet & Cheeses. You know, their delivery guy. He was snooping around the office, and it was just our luck that I happened to be there getting a flyer for the best places to visit in Bitter End and the area, for my grandson who was here—” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Did Sourpuss have absolutely no sense of what truly mattered and what didn’t? I put my hand up. “Lucretia, please focus. So there was a guy looking for something in the office when he was not supposed to be there?” 
 
    Sourpuss nodded. “Of course he had no business in there. He usually drives his truck up to the dining hall for our staff to unload the food. Then he leaves. But I caught him in the office, and he said he was just looking for the restroom. Like I believe that.” 
 
    “What was he doing in the office when you caught him?” I asked her. From experience I knew that we were definitely lacking security; even Edie and I once pretty much broke into the administration building at night and looked through the file drawer. So I knew it was very doable. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Sourpuss said. “He was just standing there like he wanted to search for something. I was kind of sorry I didn’t really catch him in the act. Then I would really have called the cops. But as it was, the guy said he was looking for the restroom and then he left.” 
 
    “Then why the hell didn’t you say anything?” I asked her, knowing that she had no clue about the connection between the residents’ names and Hix-Tucker. 
 
    Sourpuss furrowed her brow. “What, are you deaf? I just told you I didn’t actually witness him in the act; that’s why I didn’t report it. In fact, I haven’t really thought much of the incident since it happened. Not until this very moment when you started accusing me of something completely atrocious.” 
 
    Good god, Sourpuss really had some old-fashioned ethics. At least compared to my life. 
 
    Regarding the Gourmet & Cheeses Guy, I wasn’t sure yet if it was something worth following. 
 
    “What did the guy look like?” I asked Sourpuss, who seemed to have calmed down a bit. 
 
    She plumped back down in the chair. “Haven’t you seen him around? He looks like a normal guy.” 
 
    I sighed in annoyance. No, I had not spotted the delivery guy for Gourmet & Cheeses, because apparently Edie was right. I did spend too much time in Gran’s house. 
 
    “Lucretia, what kind of a description is this? Like a normal guy? Can you give me any specifics like height, skin color, hair color, anything at all?” 
 
    It was tiresome having to deal with regular civilians sometimes. 
 
    “What are you, a detective?” Sourpuss asked sarcastically. Then she thought about it. “I think he’s about five-nine, white man, neither overweight nor skinny. I don’t know the color of his hair because he’s always wearing a black cap.” 
 
    “A black cap?” I asked. “Does it have like a pattern on it? Or is it all black?”  
 
    Sourpuss thought about it for a second. 
 
    “It was a black cap with the company’s logo on it,” she said. “Gourmet &—” 
 
    “Cheeses,” I finished for her, as it finally dawned on me. 
 
    “Yes,” Sourpuss said. “That’s what it says on his cap.” 
 
    I leaned in the soft couch and let out a long breath. “Holy cow.” 
 
    Sourpuss frowned. “What? What is it?” 
 
    I now knew where I’d seen the company’s name before. It was at Ginny’s. I knew who the delivery guy was. It was Cap Guy. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I jumped up from Sourpuss’s couch, snatched my phone from her hand, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait! Where are you going so fast?” Sourpuss asked. “What about that murdered guy and all?” 
 
    I turned to her. “Like I said, you tell everybody we had nothing to do with the gnomes and the foot powder . . . and this”—I pointed to my phone—“doesn’t get out. Got it?” 
 
    I didn’t wait for an answer; I left the house immediately.  
 
    I walked past the gnomes, flashing a rock ’n’ roll sign at the gnome who was doing the same, got into the golf cart, and drove to Gran’s house. I knew Edie would be in her own house, spying through her window when I arrived. So as soon as I cut the engine, Edie was already on her way to Gran’s. 
 
    Inside Gran’s house, I related to her and Edie what I just found out from Sourpuss. 
 
    “The guy that clinked his glass to mine and touched my shoulder?” Edie said with eyes open wide. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said. “I didn’t really pay attention to the name on his cap, but when Sourpuss said it, it just clicked.” 
 
    “I told you the people there are creeps and criminals,” Edie said. Then she gave out a shudder. “And to think he touched me . . . eew.” 
 
    “Do you know the guy, by any chance?” I asked Edie. “Have you seen him around here at the complex?” 
 
    Edie shook her head. 
 
    I had told them that I remembered Cap Guy going to the restroom after he clinked glasses with Edie, and that was just before I went out with the trash and discovered Hix-Tucker. 
 
    I thought about Cap Guy as our killer. What would be his motive? Financial issues, to start with. Maybe he couldn’t settle his debts, so he resorted to stabbing Hix-Tucker. I didn’t know his name, which meant I couldn’t check if he appeared in Hix-Tucker’s ledger. Not right away, anyhow. Leonardi would have possibilities to find out the names of the Gourmet & Cheeses staff, being a PI and all, and probably having access to various search engines. 
 
    But bottom line was, Sourpuss catching someone in the administration office who frequented Ginny’s, was too much of a coincidence to ignore. 
 
    What we needed to do was talk to Cap Guy. The only problem was, it was Sunday, so the company’s office would be closed today. Even if Leonardi found his home address, it would probably take some time and I was getting impatient. What we did know about the guy is that he hung around Ginny’s. He just had that vibe. That I’m a regular in this part of town vibe. He was there at least twice this week while I was working. So that was where we should look for him today. I had no work shift tonight, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    Since I had made the deal with Leonardi to share all new information with him, I called him and reported everything to him, too. He said he would also drive to Ginny’s and we’d meet there. 
 
    It was shortly after 7:00 p.m. when Gran, Edie, and I rolled down Amherst Street. Edie instinctively clutched her purse tighter to her. 
 
    “Edie, I told you, you could have just stayed home,” I said to her as I cut the engine. 
 
    Edie gulped. “What, and miss all the fun?” 
 
    “Fine, suit yourself,” I said. “But could you please just try to relax so you’ll blend in? This vibe you’re giving off is practically visible from outer space and it’s only going to draw more attention to us. That’s the last thing we need right now.” 
 
    Edie tried to relax her shoulders, and the corners of her mouth twitched upwards, but that only made her look more like Chucky the murder doll. 
 
    “This is worse,” Gran said. “Go back to looking scared.” 
 
    We went inside Ginny’s, and we took a couple of seconds to adjust to the darkness inside. Ty was behind the bar. He was clearly not sick anymore. We nodded at each other and the three of us headed to a table in the back corner. I scanned the room but didn’t see Cap Guy. I figured we could hang around here for a while, at least have a drink, and if Cap Guy didn’t show up, then we could go the other route and search out his address. 
 
    “I’m going to get us drinks,” I said to the others and headed for the bar. 
 
    Ty made three apple martinis for us, and I paid with cash. He tipped his chin toward our table and said, “Are you chaperoning the seniors tonight?” 
 
    I smiled and replied, “Something like that.” I gave him a good tip and took our drinks to the table. 
 
    “At least the drinks are good here,” Edie said, taking a sip. 
 
    I nodded in agreement and took in the other patrons: mostly men, either sipping their beers solo or paired up. I wondered if they all knew Hix-Tucker. I wondered if they all placed bets with him. I was guessing they were collectively zipping their mouths, lest they incriminate themselves. In areas like this, any involvement with the cops would make you a snitch. Nobody likes that. I would know. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Leonardi showed up. He ordered a beer and joined us. Ty raised an eyebrow looking over at us and I only shrugged. 
 
    So there we were, two members of an illicit motorcycle club, a senior in a polka-dot dress clutching her flowery purse, and a pimp lookalike, all waiting for Cap Guy. 
 
    “Do you know anything about the guy?” I asked Leonardi. 
 
    He touched his slicked-back hair, probably to see if it was still slicked all the way to the back. Edie was staring at his hairy cleavage, and I elbowed her so she would stop. 
 
    “I know who you’re talking about—the guy from Gourmet & Cheeses—but I can’t say that I know him,” Leonardi said, taking a big sip of his beer. “He’s a regular here but he usually keeps to himself, so I haven’t really gotten the chance to dive into a chat with him. He actually made the impression of being relatively harmless, but hey, you never know, right?” He winked at me. 
 
    Edie scrunched up her face in disgust. She shifted in her seat, and I asked her if everything was okay. She leaned over to me and said, “I need to use the restroom.” 
 
    “Then go,” I said. 
 
    She looked around the room, terrified. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid to go to the bathroom. I am not coming with you, so you’re either going alone or you just have to hold it in.” 
 
    After a couple of seconds of shifting, Edie stood and decided she couldn’t hold it in any longer. “If I’m not back in five minutes, you have to come and rescue me.” 
 
    Gran, Leonardi, and I blinked at Edie in a are you serious? kind of look. 
 
    Edie sighed and trudged to the restroom. 
 
    Leonardi watched her, then turned back to us. “I don’t understand how you three are hanging out together. It’s like you’re a dysfunctional little group. On the outside, you don’t go together, but at the same time, you kind of do.” 
 
    Leonardi just hit the nail on the head. I couldn’t have described it better. 
 
    I was just starting to tell him how right he was about us, when a man entered the bar. It was Cap Guy. I kept my cool to not tip him off. Gran and Leonardi spotted him too but also remained composed. I was kind of glad Edie was still in the restroom, because she would have probably squeaked and pointed a finger at him, letting everybody know we were looking for the guy. 
 
    Cap Guy casually strolled to the bar, hopped on the barstool and ordered a beer. He was wearing jeans, a black raggedy T-shirt, and his black cap. Totally inconspicuous. Under normal circumstances, this man wasn’t worth a second glance. 
 
    “So what now?” Gran asked, all business. 
 
    “You’re up, kid,” Leonardi said to me. 
 
    I knew I was up. We probably had a much higher chance of really talking to the guy if I approached him alone. Not Leonardi, who made you scream and run for the hills. 
 
    I took a big gulp of my apple martini, stood, and walked over to him. I slipped in beside him and put my elbow on the bar without sitting down. “Hi there.” 
 
    Cap Guy started for a second but he nodded at me, although still looking confused. “Um . . . hi. Can I help you?” Then he seemed to recognize me. “Aren’t you usually behind the bar and not in front of it?” 
 
    “Yeah I am, I’m just not working today,” I said and tried to smile. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “To me?” Cap Guy frowned again. “About what?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and went for it. “I know about your deal with Hix-Tucker. I know you gave him names of residents at the retirement complex here in Bitter End. One of those names was mine. I . . . live with my grandmother there temporarily. So why don’t you come with me, and we’ll try to clear this up and then we’ll—” 
 
    His eyes went wide and, in a millisecond, he threw his beer right in my face, jumped from his stool, and ran for the door. 
 
    “What the . . .?” I said as I wiped beer out of my eyes. It got into my nose as well, damn it. 
 
    Everything went by so fast after that. I yelled at Leonardi to get him, but Cap Guy was way too fast and had already bolted out the door. Leonardi ran right behind him, and I got moving as well. Gran jumped up from her table and ran for the door, too, but I yelled at her, “No, you have to wait for Edie.” 
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me?” was the last thing I heard from Gran after I ran outside into the darkness, thankful that no other patron had the reflexes to join the chase. 
 
    Outside, I was right behind Leonardi, and we both watched Cap Guy get into his car and speed away. 
 
    “My car’s right here,” Leonardi said and pointed to a rusted older-model Toyota Tacoma truck. “Let’s get him.” 
 
    For a guy liking his beer so much and looking like it too, he was pretty fast. We jumped into his truck, and he dashed off. 
 
    “This is your car?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “It’s a truck,” I said. “How do you maneuver it through the streets here? I’m guessing this is not the only car chase you’ve been involved in.” 
 
    “I have experience handling big guns,” Leonardi grinned, swerving hard. 
 
    “Okay then,” I said, then looked around inside the car. It was like somebody was living in it: chip bags, food remains, soda cans everywhere. 
 
    “Is this your second home?” I asked Leonardi. 
 
    “What’s your problem, nagging Nellie?” Leonardi said in an irritated voice. 
 
    He was right. It was his business. 
 
    We had Cap Guy about fifty yards in front of us. He was speeding through the streets and running red lights. I hoped everybody minded their own business and nobody would call the cops. Leonardi was hot on his tail, swerving left and right like a madman. Meanwhile, I was clutching the armrest for dear life, praying I wouldn’t get launched into orbit with all the wild maneuvers. Turned out, Leonardi didn’t have a safety belt on the passenger side. He must have caught me noticing with disbelief the missing belt, because he hastily said, “No belt. I had to chop it off after an . . . incident.” 
 
    Well, wasn’t that just peachy? 
 
    I so did not want to know what kind of incident that was. So I clung that much tighter to the armrest. For a second, I was worried I would die in this car. Well, at least Gran and Edie would be safe. 
 
    “What the hell is this guy doing?” Leonardi said, sweating and focusing on the road. 
 
    “He’s trying to lose us because he’s obviously hiding something,” I hurriedly said while holding on tighter. “Watch out!” 
 
    Leonardi swerved around a huge dumpster that rolled down the street right after Cap Guy drove past it. “Hold on tight!” Leonardi yelled as the car tipped to the right—and for a brief second, we were only on two wheels—rolling by the dumpster at what felt like the speed of light. 
 
    We got back on four wheels and Leonardi and I cursed at the same time. 
 
    We were still behind Cap Guy when he drove into a more residential neighborhood, but that also looked pretty run down. 
 
    “Where is he going?” Leonardi asked, his eyes bulging out while looking at the road. “He knows we’re right behind him.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a miracle he’s been able to keep his head start in that tiny car of his, while we’re in this truck,” I said and realized the skin on my face was feeling a bit sticky and dry from having the beer splashed on it. I’d rather have beer the old-fashioned way.  
 
    A second later, Cap Guy’s car screeched to a stop in front of a house. Actually, it was more like a barrack than a house, with chain-link fencing around it. 
 
    Leonardi braked abruptly as Cap Guy bolted inside the house. We got out of the car and jumped over the fence, making a beeline for the front door. I was sweating buckets by the time we reached the door, more out of excitement than actual heat. 
 
    The wooden door seemed so flimsy, a gentle breeze could have toppled it. We were ready to knock it down, when we heard loud barking inside. 
 
    Leonardi and I immediately stopped and listened. 
 
    “Is that a dog inside?” I asked Leonardi. 
 
    He shrugged. “Sounds like it. But I don’t care about no dog.” 
 
    He tried the door, and it was unlocked. He pushed it wide open, revealing a massive black German Shepherd charging straight at us. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
     
 
    “Holy crap!” I yelled out as Leonardi hurriedly shut the door. 
 
    It was a miracle it didn’t crumble into pieces. 
 
    “What the heck is that?” He asked me with wild eyes as he was now actually pulling at the doorknob so it wouldn’t open. 
 
    “That’s a dog,” I said, breathing hard, pulling at the doorknob as well. “What, you never seen one before?” 
 
    “He has wild eyes,” Leonardi said. 
 
    We could hear the dog barking loudly from the inside and scratching against the door. Luckily, we realized the dog couldn’t go out, unless he learned how to turn the knob. 
 
    But . . . I mentally spoke too soon, as two seconds later, I found myself holding the doorknob in my hands—having accidentally broken it off. 
 
    The door started to open with a squeak, and the dog sniffed the outside air. 
 
    “Run! Now!” I yelled at Leonardi as the dog dashed outside. Leonardi was right; it had a wild look in its eyes. 
 
    We sprinted for the car when I heard a rumbling engine sound coming from behind the house. It sounded like a moped. Damn it. Cap Guy was getting away. And we were being chased by a dog. 
 
    Leonardi and I slammed the car doors shut, just as Wild Dog jumped on the hood and was now barking at us from outside the windshield. 
 
    “What the hell is the matter with that dog?” Leonardi asked and started the engine. 
 
    “I guess he doesn’t like strangers,” I said, catching my breath. I whipped my head toward Leonardi. “What are you doing? Don’t start the car!” 
 
    Leonardi looked at me like I was talking gibberish. “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll hurt the dog,” I said and pointed at it. “He’ll fall right off the hood.” 
 
    “So? Look at him! It’s eat or be eaten, kid,” Leonardi said. 
 
    I grabbed Leonardi’s arm and hooked it behind his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, what are you, crazy?” Leonardi yelled. 
 
    Here’s the thing. I was probably going to go to hell for all the stuff I did with the Falcons. But under no circumstances would I hurt a dog. 
 
    I wildly scanned the car and my eyes landed on an open bag of bacon-flavored chips. I grabbed it, quickly rolled down the window, and threw the bag a couple of feet away from the car—then just as fast, rolled the window back up. 
 
    The dog didn’t react at all. 
 
    With his arm still awkwardly behind his shoulder, Leonardi stared at me. “That was one hell of a bad decision, now, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I let go of his arm. “The dog licks himself and other dogs in the butt, but it won’t get near your food. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “That this dog doesn’t eat chips?” he replied, then twisted in his seat and rummaged around the floor behind him. 
 
    He came back out with some kind of sandwich in his hand. 
 
    “Eeew, is that mold?” I asked, disgusted. 
 
    Leonardi rolled his eyes. “No, it’s not mold. It’s mustard. And ham. Get it? Ham! For the dog.” 
 
    I was almost compelled to say, “Good boy.” But I didn’t. 
 
    “Awesome, great, now throw it out for him,” I said, while the dog kept barking so wildly at the windshield, on top of the hood, the car almost vibrated. 
 
    Leonardi chucked the sandwich out the window and the dog leaped off the hood and threw himself on it. That was more like it. Leonardi grinned at me and almost patted himself on the shoulder. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    We drove off. But where to? Cap Guy had a good head start on his moped or whatever vehicle he was driving now. With the windows rolled down, we tried to listen for any sound of an engine. The streets in this neighborhood full of barrack houses seemed empty. The only thing pleasant about this area were the half-green, half-brown palm trees scattered along the side of the road. 
 
    We circled a couple of blocks, but nothing. We didn’t even know which direction Cap Guy drove off to, so we were stuck. 
 
    “If you hadn’t given a crap about that damn dog, we would have gotten him,” Leonardi said as he squinted through the windshield in search of Cap Guy. 
 
    “It’s my fault?” I asked. “You don’t hurt a dog. It’s just not . . . done. That dog reacted normally, considering two intruders were about to force themselves into his owner’s house while the owner was clearly distressed.” 
 
    “We also reacted normally when the guy started to run away from us.” Leonardi said and swerved to the left. “You can’t be putting your own life at stake for a—” 
 
    “Look over there!” I said spotting the dog. We were about four blocks away from Cap Guy’s house and the dog had just run down this street. 
 
    “Crazy dog,” Leonardi mumbled. “Now he’s gotten loose around here. God knows what he’ll do.” 
 
    “Follow that dog!” I said to Leonardi. 
 
    He turned to me and raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    “Because that dog is loyal,” I said, keeping my eyes glued on the street. “It will take us to Cap Guy.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Leonardi asked but picked up the dog’s trail. 
 
    “It’s a dog’s behavior,” I said. “You have to read his behavior.” 
 
    “Did you ever have a dog?” Leonardi said and picked up speed. 
 
    “Never,” I said. 
 
    I knew it sounded weird, but it was purely a gut feeling, one I needed to follow. 
 
    Leonardi shook his head and mumbled something about crazy talk, but I guess I convinced him, since he obliged and followed the dog. 
 
    Wild Dog just ran and ran without stopping. Surprisingly, it appeared to have a clear sense of direction, as if it were on a mission rather than aimlessly running about. Leonardi took sharp turns, swiftly navigating the streets, until we found ourselves in a neighborhood even more run down than the one before. What was happening here? Amherst Street seemed like luxury compared to this. Rugged dirt roads, shacks all around the area, and the occasional abandoned car, rusted and overgrown with vegetation. I would never complain about Gran’s couch ever again. Okay, maybe not never, just for the foreseeable future. 
 
    The dog ran past a few derelict shacks and seemed to be slowing down. So did Leonardi. We didn’t want to seem conspicuous to the dog. I was betting this chase was a first for Leonardi. For me too, actually. 
 
    At one of the run-down-looking shacks, the dog stopped, sniffed around as if it had found a juicy bone, and darted inside. 
 
    Bingo! 
 
    Leonardi parked the car a few shacks down the road. We tiptoed back to the one shack the dog had entered. It had a curtain for a door. We flattened ourselves on each side of the thick curtain against the wood paneling. We locked eyes, then Leonardi nodded. 
 
    We stormed inside and I saw Cap Guy on a makeshift bed in a sitting position, petting his dog who was lying on the ground next to him. Cap Guy jumped back, and his dog looked up, ready to pounce. 
 
    “Call your dog off or else it’s over for you,” Leonardi said, although he was weaponless. I hadn’t actually seen a gun on him yet, but I was sure it was tucked somewhere nicely and waiting to be used. 
 
    Cap Guy grabbed the dog by his collar and whispered to him softly, “Good boy, Snuggles. Good boy.” 
 
    Snuggles? Really? 
 
    Cap Guy must have realized he was cornered so he rested his head in his hand and kept stroking Snuggles, who settled his head on his owner’s feet. 
 
    “Start talking,” I said to Cap Guy, putting my hands on my hips. 
 
    He let out a long breath and looked downright devastated. “Do the cops know?” 
 
    Leonardi and I shook our heads. 
 
    “No, but they will,” I said. “I’m not going to cover up murder.” 
 
    Actually, I would, but Cap Guy didn’t need to know that. Neither did Leonardi. 
 
    “Murder?” Cap Guy almost jumped up. “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill Mortimer. I thought you were talking about the names.” 
 
    Leonardi let out a puff. “And we’re supposed to believe that load of crap? You were mixed up in some sketchy dealings with him, and when we tried to confront you, you ran like a scared rabbit. What else are we supposed to think?” 
 
    I studied Cap Guy for a second. Then I said, “Start from the beginning, then.” 
 
    Cap Guy stroked Snuggles gently, then looked back up at us. “I have a problem. A gambling problem. I used up the goodwill I had with Mortimer, and he banned me from betting with him more than three thousand dollars a month. And that was only if I win more than I lose. So I thought I could bypass his rule by—” 
 
    “By betting under different names,” I finished the sentence for him. 
 
    “Exactly,” Cap Guy said. “I knew he needed real names of actual people, and delivering to a retirement complex with a bunch of residents seemed like the perfect solution.” 
 
    Leonardi adopted a more casual stance and let out a low whistle. Which sounded like a horn tooting through his tooth gap, and I almost went deaf. Even Cap Guy flinched for a second. Snuggles’s ears fell downward. “Let me guess; you lost more than you won,” he said. 
 
    I swear Cap Guy almost started crying. “I did! I lost more than I won and this week; I’ve lost a bunch and—” 
 
    “Three thousand, seven hundred and fifty bucks under the name of Piper Harris,” I finished the sentence for him again. 
 
    Cap Guy appeared taken aback as he looked at me. “That is correct again. How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because that’s my name, you doofus,” I said. “I kind of . . . stumbled upon some records that belonged to Hix-Tucker and saw my name in there. I live with my grandmother at the retirement complex. Temporarily.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all Cap Guy could say. 
 
    “Yeah, oh,” I repeated. “Not to mention the names of the seniors who could have gotten into a whole lot of trouble if you didn’t pay up.” 
 
    Cap Guy whimpered and Snuggles whimpered with him. “I know, I know, I’m an awful human being. I just . . . I just needed to bet again.” 
 
    Leonardi let out a breath. “As much as I hate saying this, I totally get where he's coming from. This man has a real problem.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “Still, it was my name he meddled with and the names of the seniors.” I looked down at Cap Guy, who looked as if he would fall apart any minute now. I know I vowed to hunt down whoever used my name and hurt them really bad. But now, watching this man suffer as he was aware of his actions and the cause of them—which was not pure evil, but a sickness basically—I realized he would already be tormented enough by his own gambling addiction. It made me wonder how much softer I had become since leaving my life with the Falcons behind. Old Piper wouldn’t have given a damn about this man’s problem. 
 
    “Okay, I kind of feel like we’re in a rut here,” I said. “That doesn’t mean I believe you didn’t stab Hix-Tucker.” 
 
    “But I didn’t!” Cap Guy said. “I swear! I just didn’t say anything because I know how it would look. I didn’t figure anybody would find out about the names.” He shifted on his bed. “The cops probably won’t be all over this. He was a sports bookie, and they knew it. One less headache for them, actually.” 
 
    I had to agree with him there. And against all odds, my instincts were telling me that this man was being honest. Judging by the expression on Leonardi’s face, he believed him too. 
 
    “I remember you going to the restroom shortly before Hix-Tucker was found murdered,” I said to Cap Guy. “You could have easily gone out the back to kill him.” That was only if Hix-Tucker came back, because he’d left the bar hours before, after I threatened him with the knife. 
 
    Cap Guy shook his head. “I did not kill him! You have to believe me! I just went out for a smoke and talked to him a bit and that’s it.” 
 
    Leonardi and me stared at him. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Leonardi asked. 
 
    “What?” Cap Guy looked confused. 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Did you say you were outside in the alley? And talked to him before he was stabbed?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I keep telling you,” Cap Guy said. “I couldn’t tell this to the cops. Nobody on Amherst Street talks to cops either way.” 
 
    So Hix-Tucker did come back that evening. After I threatened him with the knife, he bolted out of the bar, and it was a few hours until other patrons showed up, including Cap Guy. Hix-Tucker came back but didn’t make it past the alley. Why did he come back? That was the question. 
 
    “I am losing patience,” Leonardi said. “How about we just whup him?” 
 
    Cap Guy’s eyes went wide as saucers, and he backed away on his bed. “Wh . . . what? Please, don’t! I am begging you!”  
 
    Snuggles whimpered as well but took a stance in front of his owner. 
 
    “Good god, nobody is going to whup anybody,” I said, putting my hands up. “The info that you were actually in the alley is pretty important. Did you see something? Something that could lead us to the killer?” 
 
    Cap Guy thought for a second. “Hmm . . . I don’t think so. I just went outside, lit up my cig and Mortimer was already there in the alley. We made chitchat. I was kind of feeling guilty about the names, and even thought for a second to come clean to him, but he seemed like he was far away. Distracted even.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Leonardi asked. 
 
    “I mean he seemed like he didn’t even want to talk to me. Like I caught him doing something I shouldn’t. Like he was there in the dark alley, and he kept looking behind him, as if waiting for someone to show up.” 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. I hoped. 
 
    “What else?” I asked. “Did someone show up?” 
 
    Cap Guy shook his head. “No, nobody did. After I put out my cig, I went back inside the bar. And then it was business as usual.” 
 
    I groaned. “This is really dissatisfying. You can’t tell us anything else? Did he say anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t think of anything specific,” Cap Guy whimpered again. “He didn’t say anything unusual. Just that he’d had it with Ginny’s, and the staff there had gotten really unfriendly. He looked at his hand while he said this; which was weird. Like he was checking if his fingers were still attached.” 
 
    Leonardi stifled a laugh and I just rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Why are you so interested in Mortimer’s death, anyway?” Cap Guy asked. 
 
    That question was more charged than I had expected. He was right. Why did I care? All I cared about was finding the person who was using my name. I found that person, so why inquire further? I knew Leonardi had an itch about it that needed to be scratched, but I could walk away right now. I’d accomplished what I set out to do. And yet . . . feeling so close to finding out who stabbed Hix-Tucker, my curiosity was piqued. I’d already formed an emotional involvement with the man’s death. I couldn’t back away now. 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Leonardi barked. 
 
    Cap Guy’s shoulders slouched. “Okay.” 
 
    “What else?” I asked, impatience rising. 
 
    “There’s nothing else,” Cap Guy said. “At least, not that I know of. I went outside and Mortimer was in the alley, leaning against the wall, spinning some kind of golden chain in his fingers and staring off into space.”  
 
    “A golden chain?” I asked. I didn’t remember Hix-Tucker sporting any chain when he was at the bar before. “What kind of chain?” 
 
    Cap Guy rubbed the back of his neck. “I thought it was a chain, but turns out it was a necklace. I saw it when I approached him. He was fiddling with it. The light from the street shone on it for two seconds and I caught a glimpse of some initials hanging from it.” 
 
    Leonardi and I exchanged confused glances.  
 
    “What initials?” I asked. 
 
    Cap Guy seemed to think about it. “I don’t exactly remember . . .” 
 
    I moved closer to him but stopped in my tracks when Snuggles raised his head. 
 
    “Was it his own initials?” I asked. 
 
    Cap Guy shook his head. “No, they were others. Um . . . I think there was a G.” 
 
    “A G?” I repeated, as if that would help in any way. But I think it did. A lightbulb went on in my head. “Were the initials by any chance GS?” 
 
    Cap Guy took a second before he said, “Yes! Those were the initials: G and S.” 
 
    “On a gold necklace,” I said again. 
 
    Cap Guy seemed really proud of this discovery. “Yes, exactly! GS on a gold necklace. Does that mean anything?” 
 
    Unfortunately, I think it did. 
 
    “What am I missing?” Leonardi asked me. 
 
    “Come on,” I said and turned for the exit. “We need to move. I’ll tell you all about it in the car.” 
 
    “But . . . wait,” Cap Guy said, his demeanor like a balloon that was slowly losing air. “What about me? What do I do now?” 
 
    I turned back to face him. He was slouched on that makeshift bed, with Snuggles by his side, probably the only joy in his life. And to think I planned on taking this man down. He was already down, and out. I took pity on him. 
 
    “You’re going to get help with your gambling problem,” I said and pointed my finger at him. “Or else I’m coming for you.” 
 
    Cap Guy’s eyes widened, and he nodded vehemently. Snuggles let out a low whimper, like that would ensure his owner stayed on the right path. Or at least that was what I imagined him thinking. 
 
    “What’s your name, anyway?” I asked him. 
 
    “Peter,” he said. “Peter Irwin.” 
 
    I nodded, then Leonardi and I left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We were back in the car on our way to Ginny’s. 
 
    “Fill me in,” Leonardi said. 
 
    I told him about the gold necklace I had seen hanging from Ginny Snyder’s neck. With GS. 
 
    “Whoa, holy cow,” Leonardi said. “Could it have been a different necklace?” 
 
    “You really believe in that much of a coincidence?” I asked, holding tight to the armrest. The car chase was over, but Leonardi sped on to Ginny’s. The bar and the person. 
 
    He let out a loud laugh. “Nah, you’re right. I don’t.” 
 
    “I mean, we just found out Hix-Tucker had a gold necklace with those initials on him when he was still alive, and after he was murdered, he didn’t,” I said. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I remember,” Leonardi said. “You searched him.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. And I didn’t find any necklace on him after recovering the matchbook and that piece of paper. “Then the cops came and dragged Paddy and Ginny to the crime scene, and that’s when I noticed the GS necklace on her neck. I hadn’t seen it the first time I met Ginny, but even if she had it all along, it’s still a weird connection.” 
 
    “So what does this mean?” Leonardi asked while he stopped at a light. “Ginny killed Hix-Tucker?” 
 
    “You tell me,” I said. “What do you know about Ginny?” 
 
    “She’s tough, that’s for sure,” he said. “Tougher than Paddy if you ask me. I got a feeling she’s running the show there at the bar, not Paddy. Paddy is just working himself to death. Literally.” 
 
    I thought about Paddy still working behind the bar at his age and I kind of felt for him. 
 
    Leonardi and I speculated about Ginny’s connection to Hix-Tucker. Were they having an affair? Or was there any financial involvement going on? Was Ginny placing bets with him? A gold necklace with her initials on it spoke of a romantic involvement, but eew. The guy had the nurse as a girlfriend, then took the bait—Marla from the pink house—and now Ginny too? Had the guy been a stud and I’d just missed it? 
 
    We arrived back at Ginny’s, and I spotted my car while Leonardi parked his. So Gran and Edie were still there. 
 
    “You still in, kid?” Leonardi asked as he stopped the car. 
 
    I knew what he meant. My part of the deal was done. I found out who had been using my name for the bets. And it wasn’t Hix-Tucker’s murderer, if Cap Guy was telling us the truth. I could very well end my involvement with this whole story right here and now. Leonardi still had a bit of work to do: he wanted to snag the killer. 
 
    I smiled. “I couldn’t leave you in the lurch now, could I?” 
 
    Leonardi treated me to the sight of that charming tooth gap of his. “Just as I thought.” 
 
    “So how do you wanna do this?” Leonardi asked and peeked through the windshield at the upstairs apartment over Ginny’s. “I’m thinking we’re going upstairs and corner Ginny alone. Then we’ll see what she’s telling us about that necklace.” 
 
    “My plan exactly,” I said, and we both got out of the car. “But Paddy’s probably going to be there too.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Leonardi said and adjusted his shirt so that his usual cleavage was even more plunging. “Let’s just play it by ear, then.” 
 
    I nodded. Especially since we didn’t have a plan in case Ginny was the killer. What then? Call the cops? We didn’t call the cops so far, a fact I liked about Leonardi. But even if we did, Peter Irwin would never officially confess he was in the alley with Hix-Tucker, thus spotting the necklace, and Ginny would laugh in their faces rather than confess to anything. So I was with Leonardi on this one. We would go with the flow. 
 
    The apartment building had a separate entrance from Ginny’s. I pondered for a second if I should go inside the bar first and let Gran and Edie know I was back, but that would mean they’d want to hear the whole story, or come upstairs with us. Or Ty could be wanting something, and I didn’t have time for any of those things. 
 
    Leonardi pressed on the doorbell labeled “Snyder.” Paddy’s voice sounded through the intercom system. Leonardi motioned for me to talk.  
 
    “Hey, Paddy . . . um, can you let me in?” I said. “I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Uh, up here?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s kind of private. And time sensitive.” 
 
    “Okay, sure thing, Piper,” he said then buzzed me in. 
 
    I hadn’t been to Paddy’s apartment, so I was glad the door on the second floor was open when Leonardi and I trudged upstairs. 
 
    Paddy was standing in the doorway, his glasses perched low on his nose, and he eyed Leonardi. “What’s going on here, Piper?” 
 
    Okay, this was the play-it-by-ear part. 
 
    “Paddy, I’m sorry to ambush you like this, but we kind of need to talk to Ginny,” I said, taking the last step on the old wooden stairway. 
 
    He frowned. “What do you need from Ginny? Is something wrong? Why can’t you talk to me?” 
 
    I was glad Leonardi stood behind me and held back. He knew we wouldn’t get our way with his brute methods of communication. 
 
    “Paddy,” I said in a soft voice, “we’ll fill you in shortly. We just need to talk to her first.” 
 
    If Ginny was indeed having an affair with Hix-Tucker and murdered him too, I felt sorry for Paddy. He had dreams of moving to Puerto Rico and leaving this life behind him. We would crush his dreams. 
 
    Paddy rubbed his forehead. “Um . . . okay, I guess that’s fine. She’s downstairs in the office.” 
 
    I nodded my head as a thank-you and, just as Leonardi and I turned around, Paddy said, “Piper, wait. As long as you’re here, can I go over the shift plans with you for next week? I have a feeling Ty is going to be sick again.” He smiled softly at me. 
 
    “I . . . um . . . can’t now . . .” I was torn between helping out Paddy and talking to Ginny immediately. 
 
    Then Paddy went in for the killing strike. “Please, Piper?” 
 
    I sighed and turned to Leonardi. “Can you please go downstairs and wait for me?” I looked at him intently. “Really wait for me? I won’t be long.” Meaning, don’t talk to Ginny until I get there. 
 
    I knew Leonardi got it. He nodded and went downstairs. 
 
    I went inside Paddy’s apartment where he invited me to sit at a desk in the living room. The place looked cozy and modern, not at all what I had expected in the heart of Amherst Street. It was a one-bedroom apartment with an open-concept kitchen. The furniture had soft colors. The appliances were modern and there was even a small kitchen island. The windows overlooked the street, and it appeared the bedroom faced onto the alley. 
 
    Paddy had some notebooks and papers out on his desk. 
 
    “Do you want something to drink?” Paddy asked and moved to the kitchen area.  
 
    “No, thank you,” I said and wondered if he didn’t get that I was in a hurry. “Let’s look over the plans.” 
 
    Paddy opened one of the cupboards. “Does the reason you want to talk to Ginny have anything to do with Hix-Tucker’s death?” he asked in a calm voice. 
 
    I frowned. Was I not being vague enough? 
 
    “Um . . . could be,” I said, feeling a bit blindsided. Then again, he probably felt the same way. “It’s . . . complicated. Look, Paddy, as soon as I know more, I’ll—” 
 
    But I didn’t get a chance to end my sentence, because Paddy pulled out a gun from the cupboard and aimed it at me. 
 
    He cocked the gun. “You already know too much.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    For a second, I was confused. Paddy? Paddy was aiming a gun at me? 
 
    “What are you . . . Paddy, what are you doing?” I asked while slowly getting up from the chair. 
 
    “Sit back down!” Paddy barked. “Piper, I’m sorry I have to do this but this is what you get for nosing around.” 
 
    I sat back down, and my mind was racing at full throttle. So it was not Ginny? It was Paddy all along? How could we miss this? I was so blindsided I wasn’t sure what I felt. Did I feel anger that I didn’t see this coming? Was I disappointed that it got to this point? Was I feeling stupid for sending Leonardi away? I guess it was a little bit of everything. 
 
    “Paddy, is this about Hix-Tucker? Did you have anything to do with his death?” It was hard to wrap my mind around it. 
 
    Paddy smirked. He was standing behind the small kitchen island and all of a sudden he didn’t look so fragile anymore. “What do you think, smarty-pants? That guy had it coming. Thought he could screw with me? Think again . . . bastard.” 
 
    I blinked twice. “You killed Hix-Tucker?” I was still having a hard time believing it. 
 
    “Sure as hell I did,” Paddy said. “He thought he could get away with all the dough when we had a deal. Then he wanted to get my wife too. What a scumbag.” 
 
    “He did what?” I asked, my brain in overdrive. Dough? Deal? His wife? What was he talking about? 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Paddy said. “You don’t have to rack your brain about it. You’re not going to be alive to tell it.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. The anger part of me feeling everything at the moment made its way to the surface. “I don’t like it when I’m threatened,” I said very calmly. 
 
    God, how I wished I had my knife with me. Or any knife, for that matter. I quickly scanned the kitchen and spotted a wooden knife holder on the counter behind Paddy. That sucked. I couldn’t teleport myself there. So I guess I had to keep him talking and stall for time. Maybe Leonardi chose not to listen to me and come back upstairs. Why did I send him away? Ugh. Because I didn’t think Paddy was a loose cannon and Hix-Tucker’s killer, that’s why. 
 
    Paddy smirked again. “Tough luck, you’re not in a position to bargain.” 
 
    Where was the Paddy I’d met the last week? This was a whole different person in front of me. Just goes to show, you can’t really trust anybody. 
 
    I thought about the conversation I had with Paddy, when I had asked him what he knew about Hix-Tucker. I remember I had the feeling there was something in his demeanor that felt like he was hiding something. I totally ignored that feeling. I so didn’t want it to be Paddy. 
 
    “I’m having a hard time understanding what’s going on,” I said and truly meant it. “Did you just assume I knew something about Hix-Tucker’s murder? Why did you pull the gun out?” 
 
    “I have decades of experience reading people,” Paddy said. “When I saw you just now with that Leo fellow, wanting to talk to Ginny, I knew the gig was up. You were going to find out what really happened, and I can’t allow that.” 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “Then what’s your plan? Kill me too? Here? In your apartment? Ginny is going to be here soon.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that reminds me,” Paddy said and pulled out his phone from his jeans. With his head slightly lowered, he peered at the screen through the glasses that rested low on his nose, all the while keeping the gun pointed directly at me. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was about twenty feet of distance between us so I couldn’t tackle him fast enough. I couldn’t throw anything at him either. He would shoot. I glanced over at the couch and studied its position in the room. Nope. Jumping behind it wouldn’t work either. The back of the couch was toward Paddy. There was no other furniture piece I could get behind. Even if there were, what then? I still didn’t have any weapons. The living room window was too far and too small to just jump through it. And land on the street, breaking a leg. Then having Paddy shoot me from the window. That would be a lousy way to die. 
 
    I hated this. I hated not being in control in a holding-someone-at-gunpoint situation. I was the one with the threats, usually. 
 
    I turned my gaze back to Paddy as he was typing something in his phone. What now? 
 
    I asked myself how long Leonardi would wait before finding it suspicious I didn’t come downstairs. Or maybe he was having shots with Gran and Edie at the bar and forgot all about me. 
 
    I leaned back in the chair and crossed my legs. What else was there to do? 
 
    “You seem pretty relaxed for someone who is about to die,” Paddy said and slipped his phone back into his jeans. 
 
    I shrugged. “Would panicking help?” 
 
    Paddy frowned and, probably unconsciously, relaxed his arms a little, lowering the gun a couple of inches. I knew I threw him with my attitude. This was not the normal reaction of someone who was “about to die,” as he put it. 
 
    I smiled at him, but only I knew the smile was forced. Inside, I was an erupting volcano. Did he think he could defeat me? I was going to take him down. He had no idea who he was dealing with. 
 
    Paddy’s eyebrows were still furrowed, when a person burst inside the apartment, startling both of us. For a second, I had hope. Hope that Leonardi had come, guns blazing. 
 
    But it was not Leonardi. Nor Gran or Edie. 
 
    It was Ginny. 
 
    She shut the door and stopped short when she took in the scene. 
 
    I straightened my back and almost said, “Get out of here! He has a gun!” But I didn’t get a chance to, because Ginny walked to Paddy and positioned herself next to him, so that it was clear she belonged with him. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and studied me. “What did she do?” she asked Paddy. 
 
    “She almost found out,” Paddy said. “Was on her way to talk to you. That Leo guy was with her.” 
 
    Ginny nodded and patted her blonde beehive. “Yeah, I know. I saw him downstairs just now. Slipped by him. Don’t think he saw me.” Then she asked nonchalantly, “So are we doing it here or are we driving somewhere?” 
 
    Oh. Why of course. Why wouldn’t she use a casual tone when asking her husband where to kill me? 
 
    Ugh. There went the hope that Ginny could help me. 
 
    “So you’re in this too?” I asked her.  
 
    Her hair bounced and her eyes had this resilient look in them. I spotted a shiny gold necklace peeking out from under her crisp white shirt. 
 
    She ignored me and turned to her husband. “How much does she know?” 
 
    “Not much,” Paddy said. “But she’s been asking questions.” 
 
    Okay, I realized what with Ginny being in this too, they could very well shoot me now and wrap my body in a carpet to get me out of the building. I wasn’t feeling that relaxed anymore. The only weapon I had right now was stalling for time to think up a plan. 
 
    “Of course I’ve been asking questions,” I said. “This is all too fascinating. I mean, I’m not sorry for the guy, he seemed like a dirtbag. You know he tried to get me to bet through him while I was working behind the bar? The nerve of that guy!” 
 
    I figured a tiny fib would get them chatting. And since Paddy brought up dough and a deal, I decided to roll with the whole betting scenario, hoping that my words would trigger him. 
 
    Paddy let out a snort. “See? He was a bastard. He didn’t even tell us about it. Where would our cut be, then?” 
 
    Oh. I think I finally got it. Their cut. 
 
    “So you were getting a cut from Hix-Tucker?” I asked. “From his bets?” 
 
    I could sense Paddy trying to hold it in, but he wanted to get it out so, so badly. 
 
    “Of course I did,” Paddy said and shifted on his feet. “I mean, we did. You think we’d let that income get away from us? We let the guy recruit new clients and practically run his business from my bar. That doesn’t come for free, you know?” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said. “That’s a nice deal you had. Minimal work, but a passive, steady income. Clever. I like it.” Solely from a business and economical point of view, it was really clever. Gran would have loved it. 
 
    Ginny and Paddy were both frowning now. 
 
    Ginny said to Paddy, “Are you sure she’s not on our team?” 
 
    She had no idea how much we were indeed on the same team. But as it was, having that gun pointed at my face changed the team rules. 
 
    “What happened then?” I asked. “Hix-Tucker screwed you over?” They were both still behind the kitchen island and, unfortunately, I was still sitting in front of the desk with no real weapon. Plan A was getting them to talk as long as I could, then maybe Leonardi would show up. Plan B was closing the distance between us, but we needed to adjust our positions for that. I needed to get closer to them, so I could take action. That is, if they didn’t shoot me in the head while I was still sitting here. 
 
    Paddy’s expression grew darker, and his grip on the gun tightened. Okay, sensitive question. 
 
    “Damn right he did, that jerk,” Paddy said. “And he was so brazen about it too. Said his clients loved him and he didn’t find it necessary to give me my cut anymore.” 
 
    Ginny turned and frowned at her husband. “You mean our cut?” 
 
    Oh, busted! 
 
    Paddy nodded his head. “Right, right, our cut, of course.” I thought I flashed on Paddy rolling his eyes, but maybe I was wrong. 
 
    So there was the rub. I went right in and hoped I would poke the tender spot. 
 
    “Was Hix-Tucker having an affair with you?” I asked Ginny. 
 
    Her jaw almost dropped. Paddy’s too. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know about the necklace,” I said and tipped my chin at it. “A gold necklace with the initials GS dangling from it. You’re wearing it. Hix-Tucker was in possession of the necklace before he died.” 
 
    Ginny’s eyes went wide. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “From a source,” I said. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. The necklace was the connection. So did Paddy know about it?” 
 
    Paddy smiled slyly. “I know what you’re trying to do. You think I didn’t know about anything. What if I tell you it was all planned out?” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said and thought about it. “So Hix-Tucker refuses to give you your cut, so your wife tries to smooth things over and get him back into the game with . . . um . . . romantic favors?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Paddy said. “Ginny knows what she’s doing, and she did it well. Hix-Tucker totally fell for her.” 
 
    I watched Ginny. For a second, she let go of her tough exterior and a sadness crossed her face. 
 
    “I have a feeling Ginny felt more for him than you think,” I said. 
 
    “What? That’s idiotic,” Paddy said and turned to her. “She would never—” 
 
    Paddy saw her sadness as well. “Ginny . . . what . . .?” 
 
    Ginny looked at him furiously and the dam burst. “You moron! He paid attention to me! He listened to me! He really saw me! You know, saw me!” She pointed frantically at herself. “While you were sobbing about your poor little life and your moving to goddamn Puerto Rico or wherever.” 
 
    Paddy looked at Ginny in disbelief. “I’m . . . I can’t . . . we’ll talk about this later.” Then he turned back to me. 
 
    “Sure, talk about it later, run from the problem, like always,” Ginny mumbled, then moved over to the counter and poured herself a shot of something. I gazed her way, wishing I had a shot of something too. 
 
    “That’s gotta sting,” I said to Paddy. “Knowing that a dirtball like Hix-Tucker could get your wife more excited than you, her own husband.” 
 
    Paddy’s hands quivered on the grip of the gun. Oops. This could easily backfire. 
 
    “You know I’m going to shoot you either way,” Paddy said. “I won’t give you the satisfaction of manipulating me.” 
 
    “I’m just pointing out the obvious,” I said, but indeed backtracked a bit. I didn’t know where Paddy’s tipping point was, and I really, really, didn’t want to die. Where the hell was Leonardi when you needed him? 
 
    Ginny downed her shot in one gulp and poured herself another one. She went in record time from appearing tough to displaying a tinge of sadness, and now, her disheveled state added another layer. I wasn’t sure which one of these two, Paddy or Ginny, was more unstable now. 
 
    “If I’m going to get shot either way, why don’t you tell me what happened that evening in that alley?” I asked. “I’m really curious. Did you both kill Hix-Tucker, and then Ginny decided to take that necklace for her?” 
 
    “It’s my necklace,” Ginny said from behind Paddy, but it sounded more like she was talking to herself. 
 
    Paddy gave her an annoyed sideways glance then turned to me again. “The scumbag was supposed to meet her there.” He said the word her in a disgusted way. “I was here in the apartment. After she came back upstairs, I saw that necklace on her. I knew it was from him. I was so sure he’d got smitten with her. But then, Ginny tells me the scum still won’t fork over my money, um, our money.” Ginny rolled her eyes and took the third shot, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    Paddy continued. “So I went downstairs and he was still in the alley. I talked to him and got in his face, I was so mad. He just stood there with a wide grin on his face, like he was the winner, and I was the loser. He thought I didn’t know about him and Ginny. He thought he was so sly, keeping my cut for him and my wife too!” Paddy shook his head, and I could tell he was reliving the scene. 
 
    “So then you stabbed him,” I said. 
 
    Paddy nodded. “I couldn’t take it anymore. I still see that grin of his. I still see him and Ginny canoodling.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Right.” I gazed toward the bedroom, that faced the alley. “You saw them through the window.” 
 
    Ginny cringed for a second. She probably remembered her messing around with Hix-Tucker and now she was picturing her husband watching from the second-floor window. 
 
    Paddy turned to Ginny but still kept the gun trained on me. “Yeah, I saw them.” Ginny poured her fourth shot. Sheesh. Maybe Paddy should worry about her, not me. 
 
    I gazed over at the bedroom again. The door was ajar, and I realized the fire escape went down there. That would be one way out of here. Unfortunately, if I ran for the bedroom, Paddy would have the opportunity to shoot me fifty times. 
 
    “Okay, so in a fit of anger, you stabbed Hix-Tucker,” I continued, my brain still trying to come up with an escape plan. “What did you use? You didn’t plan on killing him, did you?” 
 
    “I had my pocketknife with me,” Paddy said. “As I always do.” He tapped his hand on the front pocket of his jeans, indicating that it was always there. 
 
    I resisted the urge to inform him that he was carrying damning evidence around with him. Even if he wiped the blade clean of blood, the crime investigators could use luminol to find any traces of it. Paddy should have gone to a foundry or a steel-melting plant and gotten rid of that pocketknife. 
 
    “Then after you stabbed Hix-Tucker, you came back to your apartment, and Ginny must have spotted the blood splatters on your clothes,” I said, knowing that you didn’t come out clean after you’d just stabbed someone from close distance. “And clearly, she hasn’t turned you in.” 
 
    “Maybe I should have,” Ginny mumbled like a drunk with the bottle of alcohol in her hands. 
 
    I would have bet Paddy still had the bloody clothes in his apartment somewhere. All it would take was the cops to suspect Paddy or Ginny or both, get a warrant, and search the place. Then it would be a jackpot for the cops. 
 
    Paddy rolled his eyes and said, “Ginny and I are in this together. Nobody is turning anybody in.” 
 
    Ginny downed her fourth shot. 
 
    I kind of understood now why she kept the necklace. I mean, from her point of view. She kept it because she had real feelings for Hix-Tucker. Eew again. But actually, with her own initials dangling from the chain, nobody would ever suspect she got it from the murder victim. She could have bought that necklace herself. Nobody would connect Ginny’s necklace with Hix-Tucker. If it weren’t for Peter Irwin, aka Cap Guy, who had seen the necklace in Hix-Tucker’s possession first, we wouldn’t be in this situation, and I wouldn’t have suspected Ginny at all. Which reminded me of Marla from the pink house and the nurse girlfriend. 
 
    Hix-Tucker paraded Marla inside Ginny’s—the bar—while Ginny the person was literally upstairs. He met with Ginny in the alley by the bar after he’d smooched with Marla inside, only a few hours earlier. Wow. Now that took guts. 
 
    I was just about to ask Ginny if she knew about Marla, the bait woman, when she seemed to sober up a bit and shook her whole body, saying, “Let’s get this over with. I wanna take a bath today.” 
 
    Paddy straightened his shoulders. “I’m driving. Go get your gun too.” 
 
    “It’s in my nightstand,” Ginny said, half stumbling to the bedroom. 
 
    I shifted into a more alert position. Okay, so they were not going to do the deed here. I still had time. 
 
    Paddy motioned with the gun at me. “Get up. Slowly.” 
 
    I did as I was told and moved a few feet toward the door, closing the distance between Paddy and me a bit. 
 
    Then we heard a yelp coming from the bedroom. 
 
    A second later, Ginny came out with a gun to her head. Leonardi was holding the gun.  
 
    I smiled. Now that was more like it. Leonardi must have climbed the fire escape and come in through the bedroom window. Well done. 
 
    Ginny’s eyes were bulging out. I could tell she was sorry she didn’t guzzle down the whole bottle. 
 
    Paddy went white as a ghost. “What the . . .?” 
 
    Leonardi flashed him his tooth gap. “I didn’t really count on her coming in, but I can improvise.” He turned to me. “How are you, kid?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m holding up.” 
 
    Paddy’s hands trembled around the gun again. “Everybody shut up! I need to think.” 
 
    “What’s there to think about?” Leonardi said. “You shoot her, and I’ll shoot your wife. So how about you put your gun down?” 
 
    Silence filled the air. I could practically hear Ginny gulping and Paddy sweating. He was probably weighing his options. Go to jail or have his wife killed? It all came down to how much he cared about her. 
 
    “Patrick!” Ginny said but it was more a whisper. “What are you doing? Put the gun down.” 
 
    With his gun still trained on me, Paddy turned to Ginny. “Let me think for a second! You never let me think. It’s always your way or no way. If I put my gun down, it’s over for us. Don’t you get it?” 
 
    Ginny’s eyes were filled with sadness again. “You killed him. It’s more over for you than it is for me. I don’t care what happens anymore.” 
 
    Leonardi, who stood behind Ginny and used her as a human shield, looked at her confused. I could tell he expected her to put up more resistance. Or any resistance. 
 
    Paddy’s face went red. “More over for me than for you? I stabbed him because of you! This is all your fault!” 
 
    Oh, good. I could use this. “She had feelings for him, Paddy,” I said. “You know there’s no stopping that. I mean, clearly, she wasn’t happy with you. And if Hix-Tucker offered her a more intense emotional connection, if he made her feel truly alive, then—” 
 
    “Screw that and screw him!” Paddy spat, then swung around toward Ginny, and discharged his gun. 
 
    “Now!” Leonardi yelled. 
 
    I sprang into action and tackled Paddy, my hands gripping his gun-holding arm, taking us both down with a loud thud. For a sixty-six-year-old, he was pretty feisty. But no match for me. 
 
    I pinned him down and pressed his wrist against the floor. With a quick glance behind me I saw Ginny down on her knees, blood seeping from the side of her body. Leonardi pressed his hands against her. For a moment, I was distracted by that image, and Paddy must have sensed it. He freed his unarmed arm and punched me in the face. 
 
    Ouch. Goddammit! 
 
    My hands instinctively flew to my face which meant Paddy had freed his other arm too. The one with the gun. I was still pinning down his lower body, but he managed to extend his arm, and all I saw inches from my eyes was the barrel of the gun. 
 
    I was just about to snap his hand away when, out of nowhere, I got pushed hard to the side next to Paddy, so when he took a shot, it went straight up into the ceiling. 
 
    “Wha . . .?” was all I could get out, as I saw Gran getting up off me like a ninja. She put her biker-booted foot over Paddy’s arm, who screamed in pain. Then she shoved her gun barrel into his face and said, “Save it, pops. Your tab’s closed.” 
 
    I looked behind Gran and saw the front door to the apartment was busted open. I hadn’t even heard that. How the heck did she do that? 
 
    Then Edie peeked her head in from the building hallway. 
 
    “Um . . . is it okay to call the cops now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been happier than just now,” Edie said, still smiling broadly. 
 
    “Surely there were other moments in your life that gave you more satisfaction,” I said. 
 
    “You mean like when we’re doing pot here at the complex?” Edie asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Edie, not when you’re doing pot.” 
 
    “You know,” Gran said. “I keep hearing mentions of pot and weed, but I’ve never actually seen you or anybody else here doing it.” 
 
    “We’re trying to behave around you,” Edie said, smiling. 
 
    “You’re just a tease,” Gran said. 
 
    Edie was awfully chipper, considering what we went through not too long ago. But then again, she was only there for the curtain falling. 
 
    “Anyhow,” I said, pointedly, “I meant something like your wedding, or the birth of your daughter, or Ryker, to name a few life circumstances that could have given you more happiness.” 
 
    Edie waved those away. “Yeah sure, whatever; those too. But the moment just now was . . . priceless.” 
 
    Gran, Edie, and I were in the golf cart, driving from the dining hall where we just had lunch, back to our houses. We had a little surprise at the dining hall. Sourpuss made an announcement. With pursed lips and her antenna-like bun, she stood in the middle of the room and stated that she was mistaken. We three did not attack her with foot powder. She thought she had seen us there at her house, but it wasn’t us. Must have been some rowdy kids. And regarding the gnomes, it was her decision to buy the new ones and switch them up. There was a section about garden gnomes in one of Marie Kondo’s blog articles. So she thought she’d mix it up. 
 
    People were looking at her like she was crazy, since they knew very well it was us who switched her gnomes. But that didn’t matter to us. Edie and I had to stifle laughs the whole time. Even Gran twitched the corners of her mouth upward. 
 
    When Sourpuss was done with her speech, that I bet she’d learned by heart, she walked past our table and gave me a pointed look. I took that to mean she had done her part of the deal, like I requested. I nodded slightly at her. Which in turn meant that I wouldn’t publish the pictures containing her name in Hix-Tucker’s ledger. Which I wasn’t going to make public anyway. But Sourpuss didn’t need to know that. 
 
    It was two days since the episode with Paddy and Ginny and I was so glad my current issues were, yet again, foot powder and gnomes. It kind of felt refreshing. Nobody would die from foot powder and gnomes. At least I hoped not. 
 
    After we’d apprehended Paddy and Ginny, the cops came and took over. The adrenaline in my body wore off quickly and my system almost crashed. But I held it in. I needed to get past the statements and the explanations, hoping no cop would look further into my identity. Or Gran’s identity. This was the third murder in three months I’d somehow been involved with, and the concern about the cops finding out who we really were rose exponentially. 
 
    The paramedics looked me over and insisted I go to the hospital to get checked out, but little did they know I was no wuss. They confirmed no bones were broken, and that was enough reassurance for me. I knew my body was going to be covered in bruises, particularly on my side where I took the impact when Gran slammed into me. 
 
    Even now, I sported a lovely greenish and purplish eye, courtesy of Paddy. 
 
    But he got his. 
 
    The cops took him away and Ginny would follow him soon, after being hospitalized. Paddy’s bullet sliced through Ginny’s waist, but miraculously, it didn’t penetrate her body. I found out later on that Ginny spilled the beans on everything: their deal with Hix-Tucker, Paddy stabbing him, her true feelings toward Hix-Tucker. Not that the cops cared about that, but maybe the jury would. Although if I were her, I would take whatever deal the prosecution offered me. The jury still might not be that empathetic to her situation. 
 
    I wondered what would become of Ginny’s, the bar. For now it was closed and, as I found out from Leonardi, nobody put in a bid to buy it. So here I was, jobless again. Edie was the only one satisfied with that. She said better to have no job than that job on Amherst Street. When I had told her what had been going on inside the Snyders’s apartment when I was held at gunpoint, and what had been really going on between Hix-Tucker and Ginny and Paddy, Edie shook her head so much, her white curls almost fell off. Then I thought about what Sourpuss had said, that only the depraved worked on Amherst Street. Huh. She must have been right. 
 
    The only Amherst Street regular who got some leniency from Edie was Leonardi. She had seen what lengths he went to, to get me out of trouble. I wondered myself why the guy put his own life on the line. He could have waited for Paddy and Ginny to carry out whatever plans they had for me and then bust them. But I figured that by teaming up, there was an unspoken bond between us, and beneath all that chest hair and tough-guy attitude straight out of Brooklyn, he wasn’t such a bad guy at heart. 
 
    I suspected Leonardi was more than pleased we caught the real killers. I was pretty sure the main reason he took on this investigation was to clear his name, in case anyone would point a finger at him. He had said he was just curious, and it was in his nature as a PI to snoop around, but since he did business with Hix-Tucker, it only made sense he wanted to protect himself. I knew very well he had ripped out the pages with his name from Hix-Tucker’s ledger. I would have done the same thing to get rid of evidence. 
 
    It was amusing how my impression of Leonardi began, when he was sitting at the table in the back at Ginny’s—with his tooth gap and his hairy cleavage, taking big gulps of his beer—and how it ended. Me thanking him for saving my life. Well, kind of. I would have saved my own life somehow, if he hadn’t snuck inside the apartment, but I admitted, it had been easier this way. 
 
    Gran also got a nice bruise on her right arm, the one she used to bust the door open. She was Superman in my opinion. While Leonardi climbed the fire escape, she and Edie were in the building hallway, ears glued to the Snyders’s apartment door, only hearing muffled sounds. But her cue was the gunshot. 
 
    After Leonardi went downstairs to the bar to wait for me so we could talk to Ginny together, he was spotted by Gran and Edie, who were waiting for us at the bar. Edie was worried sick after she found out Cap Guy ran away from us and we ran after him. She was half-glad she was in the restroom when that happened and half-sorry that she missed the action. I was two-halfs glad she missed the action. 
 
    Leonardi had joined Gran and Edie at their table and was waiting for me, when he spotted Ginny coming out of the small office downstairs and sneaking out. He knew something was up, so he went back upstairs—only this time, Gran and Edie refused to stay put. Especially after Leonardi told them what happened with Peter Irwin and Snuggles. 
 
    Leonardi was impressed Gran was packing and not surprised at all that Edie wasn’t. I was only impressed by the plan they devised. One would climb the fire-escape ladder and one would burst through the door. I wasn’t sure if Gran would have been better off with the other part. She tended to excel in the unconventional roles, usually. Just as she had now. 
 
    We spent all day yesterday at Gran’s house, with the AC cranked up, drinking rum and relishing the fact we were still alive. Well, more myself than Gran and Edie, but I appreciated the support. 
 
    Ryker had showed up at Edie’s house, checking up on her. I wasn’t in the mood to face him and to hear another lecture—even if I was keeping his grandmother safe—and I guessed he figured just that, since he never even came by. 
 
    News travelled fast at the retirement complex, and it was early morning yesterday when Gran’s and my phone started ringing. Every resident wanted to hear the story. The “juicy story,” as they put it. The story was that I almost died. How was that for juicy? Finally, we shut off our phones and Gran made sure she locked the door. 
 
    Even today we skipped breakfast at the dining hall, opting to eat at the house. When we finally left the house today and went to have lunch, the dining hall was packed and everyone hung off our every word. I spotted Gran’s darting eyes, and I knew she was looking for Theodore, wondering if he'd come back from his trip. There was no Theodore, though. And Gran would never admit to thinking about him. 
 
    The residents got so much action at lunchtime today, they’d be talking about it for weeks. After Gran and I had finished our story, with our audience staring at my black eye, Sourpuss was up. The mood changed from Amherst Street and guns to foot powder and gnomes. 
 
    “Man, it’s hot,” I said as I parked the golf cart in Gran’s driveway. 
 
    “We should hit the beach,” Edie said. “Or at least the pool.” 
 
    The beach? The pool? I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. In my mind, I was still driving my Harley in the mountains and breathing in the crisp air. Could be that I’d go ballistic if my life now meant splashing around in a pool in a flowery-patterned bikini. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said to Edie as we all got out of the cart. “Say, Edie, what are we going to do with Lucretia’s gnomes? Her real ones, I mean.” After planting the naughty-looking ones in her yard, we’d stashed her real ones at Edie’s house. But we hadn’t thought further than that. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s a good question,” Edie said, cringing. “I want them out of my house. I have a feeling it’s a bad omen having them there. Gives me the creeps.” 
 
    It gave her the creeps? But the creepy-looking dolls on her couch were okay? 
 
    “Well, we can’t leave the lewd gnomes sit in Lucretia’s yard forever,” I said. “She’d probably burn them. I say we switch them back.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do with them?” Edie asked. “With the naughty ones?” 
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    Edie and I looked at Gran. 
 
    “No way,” she said. “Nuh-uh. Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “But your front yard is totally empty,” Edie said, looking around. “It looks depressing, and it needs some color.” 
 
    “Then I’ll paint the grass purple,” Gran said. 
 
    “You are incorrigible,” Edie said. 
 
    “That’s my middle name,” Gran retorted. 
 
    I looked around Gran’s yard. It did look kind of deserted. The lawn wasn’t even mowed, there were no flower beds and definitely no décor items. It looked just as oppressive as the inside of the house. Then again, the favorite paint color around here—pastel whatever—wasn’t exactly up Gran’s alley. Regular gnomes even less. So come to think of it, the lewd ones could be more Gran’s thing. Maybe she’d budge once we switched the gnomes back. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” Edie said. “I know how Lucretia found out where we got the gnomes from.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    Edie sighed. “The name of the shop is on a sticker that’s glued to the bottom of each gnome. The Curio Shop. She called there and talked to the saleswoman. Her description of us was dead on.” 
 
    I blinked twice and Gran burst out laughing. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I said. “That easy?” 
 
    Edie nodded then turned to Gran. “Why do you think this is so funny?” 
 
    Gran wiped away tears. “It’s so stupid. You went to such length to torture that woman with those gnomes and didn’t even think to check those things first.” 
 
    Edie and I crossed our arms. 
 
    “You were with us and didn’t think to check,” Edie said. 
 
    “I was with you because you dragged me there,” Gran said and pushed her Aviators further up her nose. “I wasn’t as invested in that outing as you were.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “You were only invested in throwing poisoned foot powder at her.” 
 
    Now Edie and I burst out laughing and Gran pursed her lips. 
 
    “Do you still have that nasty stuff at your house?” Edie asked. “I don’t remember seeing any around anymore.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” I said. “We still have more than a few containers laying around in those spa gift baskets, but we threw a blanket over them, so now we can at least pretend there isn’t any.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just throw it away?” Edie asked. 
 
    “Good question,” I said. “Because we’re lazy? The other stuff in the baskets, like the shampoo and stuff, are still good. Or I hope so. Taking out the foot powder would mean really getting into cleaning out the baskets and I really don’t want to deal with that. Plus, that foot powder probably is considered hazardous waste, which means we’d need to find designated containers to throw it away in or arrange for a hazmat team to handle it.” 
 
    “Besides, you never know when they’ll come in handy,” Gran said. “They’re gift baskets. Meaning you gift them to someone. Maybe someone you don’t like that much.” 
 
    Edie’s eyes widened. “You mean like if you make enemies?” 
 
    I stifled a laugh and Gran just glared at her. 
 
    “Yes, Edie,” she deadpanned. “Like when you make enemies.” She fanned herself. “Now can we get inside, please?” 
 
    We were almost at Gran’s door, when we heard a loud rumbling down the street. 
 
    I knew that sound by now. It was Ryker’s Harley. 
 
    I tried not to drool at the sight of it. 
 
    “Edie, see you later,” I said. “I’m not in the mood for Ryker right now.” 
 
    Gran and I quickly got into the house, leaving Edie with her grandson. I spied on them from behind the window curtain as they entered Edie’s house. Ryker glanced over just before he got in and I quickly pulled away. 
 
    “Damn it, I think he saw me,” I said, more to myself. 
 
    Gran was on the couch, grinning. “Well, it’s not the first time you’re watching him from that spot.” 
 
    I had no argument there. 
 
    I plopped on the couch next to Gran while she was zipping through TV channels. 
 
    This was it again? This was my life now? Daytime TV and day-drinking? 
 
    I felt a pang of nostalgia again. Not because daytime TV reminded me of home; it was exactly the opposite. I missed my life. My life in Oregon, where I could ride my bike and be who I was without having to hide. 
 
    Would I ever be able to return to that life? 
 
    The King of Queens was running on TV, and I gradually napped away with thoughts of bikes, mountains, and rum, combined with gnomes and sticky slices of lemons. 
 
    I was awakened by a loud sound. I grunted and opened one eye. Was that a knock on the door? That was usually the loud sound around here. 
 
    I lifted my head and saw Gran in the kitchen area near the fridge. She had some beer bottles in her hand that got knocked together. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, yawning. “Are you rearranging the fridge?” 
 
    Gran shrugged and stuck her head back in there. 
 
    Wow, she really must be bored out of her mind. 
 
    I looked at the time: 5:00 p.m. Good god. We were sleeping our lives away. 
 
    I got up and stretched. Out of curiosity, I went over to the window facing Edie’s house and peeked again around the curtain. Ryker’s bike was still parked at the curb. I was sure he was there to check up on her today as well. 
 
    Just as I was pulling away, the front door at Edie’s opened and Ryker stepped out. He gave Edie a warm hug, but then, instead of heading over to his bike, he was headed over . . . here, to Gran’s house? 
 
    Crap. 
 
    He was. He was on his way over. Okay, I decided to not run away from the conversation with Ryker that I knew would happen eventually. 
 
    I fluffed my hair and pulled my T-shirt down. I must look great after napping on the couch in my street clothes. But then again, why would that matter to Ryker? 
 
    I caught Gran watching me with a gleeful expression. 
 
    “Don’t even say it,” I said to her. 
 
    Gran lifted her hands up. “I’m not saying anything.” Then she let out a laugh. 
 
    I walked over to the door and opened it wide, watching Ryker heading over. He definitely noticed me waiting for him in the doorway. 
 
    My eyes were glued on his left bicep, where his skull tattoo was bulging out. Then my eyes took in his whole body. Absolute perfection. Then I snapped out of it. 
 
    As he made his way along the pathway, a truck pulled up to the curb behind him. I recognized that truck. It was a truck with no seat belt on the passenger side. A truck bearing the remnants of scratches on the armrest. Those scratches were the testament to me holding on for dear life not too long ago. 
 
    It was Leonardi. 
 
    He parked the truck with a loud screech and got out of the car. 
 
    Which made me wonder where he’d parked his truck the first time he was at Gran’s, when he just showed up on her doorstep. Probably around the corner, so as not to arouse suspicion. 
 
    Ryker turned around and let out a sigh. Leonardi flashed his tooth gap when Ryker saw him. They nodded slightly at each other, and both were coming up the pathway now. Oh, goody. What was this? A testosterone contest? 
 
    Ryker had on blue jeans and a black T-shirt, and Leonardi was in his usual pimp outfit with the hairy cleavage and slicked-back hair. They couldn’t have looked more different as they both walked over to me.  
 
    For a moment I thought about just shutting the door and going back to the couch. 
 
    “What’s going on there?” Gran hollered from inside. “Why are you still standing in the doorway?” 
 
    She came over to me and saw the two men walking our way. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Have fun.” Then she went back inside. 
 
    “Well, hello guys,” I said when they got on the porch. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    There was a pause. Nobody said anything. Ryker and Leonardi looked at each other confused. Finally, Ryker cleared his throat and said, “I just wanted to come by and thank you for somehow keeping my grandmother safe.” He squinted at my black eye. “I can’t say the same for you, though.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m alive, aren’t I?” I said. 
 
    Ryker smiled. “Yes, you are.” He glanced at Leonardi, who was just standing there, watching our interaction, probably purposely not moving away, and not caring what Ryker thought of him. 
 
    After a few moments of awkwardness, Ryker finally said, “Well, clearly, you’re busy. I’ll see you around, then.” 
 
    He turned to leave, and I almost didn’t want him to. It was like we had unspoken stuff—but Leonardi was there, hindering any opportunity to address it directly.  
 
    Maybe next time, then. 
 
    “Thank god he’s gone,” Leonardi said to me and laughed. 
 
    I shook my head at him. He wasn’t oblivious to the situation. He knew he was a disturbing factor right now, but he absolutely didn’t care. 
 
    I looked behind his shoulder, watching Ryker’s perfectly shaped butt walk away. In that second, Ryker turned back around, smiled at me, and patted his cheek. The cheek my lips touched. I felt a blush creeping up my neck. Ryker winked at me and got on his bike and drove away. 
 
    I pushed that blush back down and focused on Leonardi. Clearly, he wasn’t going away and, he either didn’t have a sense of proper social conventions, or he did, but chose to ignore them. I was betting on the latter. 
 
    “What’s up?” I said, still standing in the doorway. 
 
    Leonardi watched me intently. “It’s going to heal soon. Your eye.” 
 
    I nodded. “I know that.” 
 
    “You did good, kid,” Leonardi said and slipped his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You too. Do you want me to thank you again?” 
 
    Leonardi let out a laugh and I involuntarily stared at his tooth gap again. It kind of suited him. 
 
    “Nah, I already know I saved the day,” he said. 
 
    “Oh my, how modest of you,” I said but had to smile. 
 
    “Listen, kid, I’m not so big on chitchat, so here’s the deal,” Leonardi said. “My office still has the Leonardi & Company sign. I need someone for that ‘and company’ part. And I think you’re it. I’ve seen what you can do. Clearly, you are not a hairdresser and you’ve never been one. Now, I don’t care how you got the skills you have, but you have them. And they’re going to waste if all you do is sit here around the house.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. It was like he had opened a door to my soul and was peeking in. While having popcorn, just for amusement. 
 
    I opened my mouth but nothing came out. 
 
    “If you’re running from the cops or if you’re wanted in another state or another country, then we can decide together on how to deal with the paperwork,” he continued and I almost fainted. “No woman in her thirties would ever voluntarily live here.” He looked around, a bit disgusted. 
 
    “Wha . . . but how . . . it’s not entirely . . . um . . .” was all that came out of my mouth.  
 
    I’d rarely felt so blindsided. 
 
    “Yeah, exactly,” Leonardi laughed and wiped some sweat off his forehead. “I know you need a job now, so there has to be some kind of money exchange from my firm to you as a person. You could be a consultant and get cases from me. How you solve them is your business. I don’t need a goody-goody law-follower anyway. Can’t work with that. Too many constraints. That’s why a regular employer-employee relationship is not my way to work. And I’m almost sure it’s not yours either. I don’t see you as an employee, taking orders from some lame boss.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You’re right about that last statement. But other than that, I was a hairdresser and of course I’m here by my own choice. I’m having the time of my life.” Wow, that came out so passive, I automatically cringed. But I had to keep up appearances. Under no circumstances could I ever admit to what Leonardi just said. Assuming is not knowing. And my life depended on keeping my identity hidden, no matter what anyone else thought. 
 
    Leonardi grinned wide. “Sure, the time of your life.” He looked at his watch. “Look, I have to go. But I know you’ll think about what I offered you. Unless you have a job interview at one of the hair salons here in town.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “So, you know where to find me.” 
 
    He turned and left. And also left me dumbstruck standing in the doorway. 
 
    I was still processing. I would probably be processing for a while. 
 
    I closed the door, and leaned against it, letting out a long breath. Ouch. The bruise on my side hurt. 
 
    Who knew how many more bruises I would get if I took Leonardi’s offer. 
 
    Gran was back sitting on the couch, flipping through channels. 
 
    “Did you hear everything?” I asked her. 
 
    “Pretty much,” she said, without taking her eyes off the screen. 
 
    “And what do you think?” I asked. 
 
    Gran looked at me but didn’t say anything. I knew what she thought; she didn’t need to spell it out. She turned her attention back to the TV. 
 
    I looked around the room and thought of my old home versus this house. I thought of my old life versus my new life. I thought of how I used to ride my bike whenever I wanted to versus now, when I napped whenever I wanted to. What a sad turn of events. 
 
    But maybe there was a way I could get one piece of my old life back. With Leonardi. 
 
    That is, if I chose to accept his offer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Between couples costume night, gator-infested golf courses, and inflatable mishaps, Piper’s plate is fuller than the early bird buffet. And let’s not forget Ryker, the hot PI who’s got Piper’s heart doing wheelies. 
 
    Who knew trading choppers for walkers could be this dangerous . . . or hilarious? It’s a wild ride through retirement paradise—if Piper and Gran can survive it! 
 
    Click here to read The Piper Harris Mysteries: Volumes 4-6! 
 
      
 
    For notifications on new releases and special discounts, sign up for my newsletter by clicking here. I also have a free novella for you. Just click here and get your copy of A Sweet Chunk of Madness! 
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