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Prologue

          11 years ago

        

      

    

    
      “I hate men!”

      I made the announcement with enough zest that I expected my grandfather to jump out of his seat, salute and immediately join the movement I was about to kick off.

      Instead, he sat in his underwear — tighty-whities, if you must know — and continued reading his newspaper as if he hadn’t heard me. I have a voice that carries (some say like an opera singer, others a cat in heat) and I knew that wasn’t a possibility, so I glared until he finally lifted his eyes to me.

      Here’s the thing about my grandfather: He’s his own person. He doesn’t care what anyone thinks about him. He does only what he wants to do ... and that includes sitting around in his underwear no matter who might enter the house without knocking. He’s loyal and will wage war for his family, but he’s not the type to go out of his way to fight the good fight unless there’s something in it for him.

      I get that from him, which doesn’t make the family happy most days.

      “What are you complaining about now?” Grandpa whined as he shook his newspaper for emphasis. “I’m busy.”

      I rolled my eyes. I knew him better than most and recognized the newspaper shtick as an act. “You had the television turned to The Young and the Restless until you heard me pull up in the driveway. You’re not fooling anybody.”

      Grandpa narrowed his eyes. “I was not. I don’t watch soap operas. That is just ... so ridiculous.”

      “If you don’t watch soap operas, how did you know I was even talking about a soap opera?” I shot back.

      Immediately recognizing his error, Grandpa shifted tactics and sighed. “If you tell anyone I’ll make it so you have to work at the restaurant this weekend instead of going out with your little boyfriend, Avery.”

      That’s me, by the way. Avery Shaw. I have a reputation for making people the world over cry when I don’t get my way. Sometimes it’s out of frustration. Other times it’s out of fear. I’ve often been called a bully, which I don’t like because that’s not how I roll. I don’t go after those weaker than me. I go after those who pretend to be strong and try to subjugate me. There’s a difference.

      Oh, and I never lose. That’s another reason people want to cry when they’re around me. My mother claims it’s because I give her migraines, but I’m pretty sure she’s exaggerating. That goes back to my voice sounding like an opera singer’s. My mother is always exaggerating, which is why I often seek out my grandfather when I’m in a mood.

      He doesn’t always agree with me. Contrary to popular opinion, I don’t want that anyway. He pushes back when necessary. He also jumps in with both feet when I have an idea other people might consider wacky. My grandfather has never met a bad idea he didn’t want to embrace.

      I also get that from him.

      “I can’t work this weekend.” I was firm. There was no way I would allow him to bulldoze me into picking up extra shifts. I hated working at the family restaurant — serving people and pretending to be polite is not one of my strengths — and I had other plans with my boyfriend Jake. Grandpa knew that, which is why he whipped out that particular threat. Only certain people understand how to motivate me, and he’s at the front of that short line.

      “I can make you work,” Grandpa threatened.

      “You and what army?” I opted against backing down though it was a risk. “I’m a month away from going to college. I’ll quit now if you keep pushing me.”

      Grandpa arched a challenging eyebrow. “Are you threatening me?”

      His tone made me nervous, something I’d never admit to. “No. I’m making you a promise. As in, I promise to quit and leave you in the lurch if you don’t stop threatening to screw up my weekend with Jake. I have only a limited amount of time left, for crying out loud.”

      Grandpa’s expression softened, though only marginally. “Is that your problem? You’re leaving for college and suddenly you’re feeling sentimental? No offense, kid, but that’s normal. You’ll be fine. It’s not as if you and Jake won’t see each other. He’ll visit, you’ll visit, blah, blah, blah.” Grandpa moved his eyes back to his newspaper. “I’m sure you’ll be able to make out at different schools if you arrange your schedules properly.”

      His lack of interest in my social life was grating. I had other things to focus on, though. “Don’t you care that I’m having issues?”

      He slowly tracked his eyes back to me. “Am I supposed to care about whatever it is that has turned you into a blathering mess?”

      I extended a warning finger. “Hey! I never blather.”

      “You blather all the time.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do so.”

      “I do not.”

      He made a growling sound in the back of his throat. “You do so ... and knock it off. I’m trying to relax before I have to go back to the restaurant for the dinner rush. I have only so much time to relax and I don’t want to spend it listening to you blather.”

      That did it. He was purposely trying to make my head implode. There could be no other explanation. “Do you want me to set that newspaper on fire?” I threatened.

      “I believe we’ve both been urged to refrain from setting fires since that little brushfire incident you talked me into last fall turned out to be big enough for the fire department to show up.”

      My eyes went wide. It was rich that he would dare blame that on me. “You set the fire!”

      Grandpa slapped his newspaper on his knees. “You’re the one who gave me the idea.”

      “For a little fire. I didn’t tell you that setting a huge one was a good idea. I also didn’t tell you adding lighter fluid was the way to get the wet leaves to burn.”

      “You’re the one who bought the lighter fluid!” he exploded.

      “Only because you told me to.”

      He shifted his eyes to the ceiling and muttered something under his breath that I couldn’t quite make out. It sounded a lot like “kill me now” but I wasn’t sure. “What do you want, Avery?” He changed tactics quickly. “What is it that you want me to say ... or do ... or tell you to say or do?”

      I narrowed my eyes, suddenly suspicious. “What’s with the change of heart?”

      “I want you to shut up,” he replied without hesitation. “The only way to ensure that is to either distract you with a new task or listen and pretend I care about this one. Listening seems to be the easiest route this go-around because it doesn’t require pants.”

      He would change his mind on that one ... and fast. “Fair enough.” I shot him a bright smile that I knew came off more Pennywise the Clown than Doris Day. “So ... you know your buddy Roger Adler?”

      Grandpa furrowed his brow, the newspaper completely forgotten. “First off, I wouldn’t call Roger my friend. You know I don’t like him.”

      “Because he beats you at golf?”

      “One time,” Grandpa snapped, his cheeks flushing red. “He beat me one time ... and I’m convinced he cheated.”

      “I’m still not sure how you cheat at golf, but I’ll take your word for it,” I said dryly. “Anyway ... .”

      “He’s a big, fat cheat,” Grandpa continued, frustration evident as he glared. “I mean ... a total cheat. He’s the sort of cheat that gives cheaters a bad name.”

      “Hey!” I snapped my fingers in his face to get his attention. I was barely an adult, but my lack of respect for elders made me seem older than my eighteen years ... or at least more annoying than a normal adult. “Focus on me. I don’t care about your crazy golf issues. Melt down about them on your own time.”

      Grandpa’s expression turned derogatory. “Either start talking or get out. I’ve had it up to here with you.” He lifted his hand to his chin. “If you say one more thing I don’t give a rat’s ass about it’s going to be up to here.” His hand moved a couple inches above his head. “Capisce?”

      “Oh, I love it when you talk German to me.”

      “That’s Italian.”

      “Whatever.” I made a face that caused Grandpa to roll his eyes. “Anyway, we’re talking about me. I don’t ever want to talk about golf, for the record, so that’s how you can tell when the conversation has started drifting.”

      “Kid, you’re going to make some man very miserable one day. I hope you know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes and planted my hands on my hips. “So, I was at the gas station, and I was wearing a bathing suit under my pool cover-up and a pair of shorts.”

      Disinterest flitted over Grandpa’s features. “Is there a reason you think I care about your fashion commentary?”

      I ignored the question. “Your little buddy was there and he actually pulled out the necklines of my cover-up and looked down my shirt.”

      For the first time since I’d entered the house and interrupted his underwear extravaganza, Grandpa appeared intrigued by the conversation. “He looked down your shirt?”

      I bobbed my head. “Then he said that I was turning into a pretty girl and that he was going to compliment you on it next time he saw you.”

      “That disgusting pervert!” Grandpa swore viciously under his breath. “Okay, I know how we’re going to handle this. You go downstairs and get one of the guns from the cabinet. I hid the key in the bar area.”

      I knew where the gun case key was. I’d stumbled across it numerous times while pilfering whiskey. “Yeah, I don’t think a gun is necessary,” I said.

      “Oh, no.” Grandpa shook his head, grave. “He’s a disgusting piece of filth and he deserves to be shot. You can come with me and kick him in the nuts for good measure when we take him down. Maybe you should grab some golf balls while we’re at it and we’ll shove them down his throat.”

      This conversation was taking a turn I didn’t expect. “I don’t want him dead.”

      “Well, I do.”

      “I’m just annoyed,” I continued. “As if you would be responsible for my good looks. I’m responsible for those. You didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      Grandpa stopped trying to climb out of his chair. The way he was positioned, his legs spread unnaturally, I could see a little more than necessary — seriously, why can’t he wear full shorts? — so I averted my gaze. “Wait ... are you saying you’re angry because he said he was going to compliment me on your good looks?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “I’m responsible for my good looks. You’re only responsible for your underwear situation ... and skid marks are not a fashion statement.”

      Grandpa openly glared. “Those aren’t skid marks. I was eating Doritos.”

      “That doesn’t sound better.”

      Grandpa held up one finger to silence me. “I’m going to kill Roger for sexually harassing you. Why do you want to kill him?”

      “Because he talked to me as if I wasn’t a complete person,” I answered honestly, annoyance coming out to play. “I may be a girl, but I’m still a person ... and he’s a douche nozzle. I think we should pay him back.”

      “Why do you think I told you to get the gun?”

      “We can’t shoot him.”

      “I think you’re wrong. I’m totally capable of shooting him. I’m obviously annoyed by something different, though. You’re a kid. He shouldn’t be talking to you that way.”

      “I’m an adult and I can take care of myself.” I was blasé. “Besides, everyone knows he’s a creepy lurker. The last time he came into the restaurant I rubbed his hamburger bun in my sweaty armpit to pay him back for being a pervert.”

      “That’s gross.” Grandpa jabbed a finger in my face. “Don’t ever get caught doing that. We could get in trouble with the health department.”

      Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. “I won’t ever get caught.”

      “Fair enough.” He returned to his sitting position and reclaimed his discarded newspaper. “What do you want me to do about the sexist stuff? That’s really not my area of expertise.”

      “Because you’re a sexist.”

      “Reformed,” Grandpa barked. “I’m a reformed sexist.” He looked around the house to make sure no one was listening before continuing. “Personally, I happen to think that sexism is okay as long as you’re not trying to hold someone back when you’re being sexist.”

      I wanted to flick him. Somehow I managed to refrain, but it was difficult. “Sexism is never okay. I’m just as capable of doing anything a man can do.”

      Grandpa snorted. “Can you pee standing up?”

      As if that was somehow the benchmark of machismo. “Sure. It would be messy, but doable. Can you change a tampon in an airplane bathroom?”

      The disgusted look that washed over Grandpa’s face was worth the conversation derailment. “Kid, I think we’re done talking for the day. If you don’t want me to shoot Roger for being a pervert, I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “He was being sexist,” I complained. “You had nothing to do with my good looks.”

      “Probably not,” he agreed. “You’re fair, like your grandmother. You look more like her side of the family. You got your looks from them and your mouth from me ... and I don’t want to take credit for the mouth.”

      “That’s neither here nor there.” He obviously didn’t understand why I was so upset. “I still want to punch him in the nuts for thinking that you were somehow in charge of anything that has to do with me. I’m an adult. I’m in charge of everything now.”

      I expected him to agree. Instead, he snickered. “Avery, you’re going to take over the world. I’m slightly worried it’s going to be in a dictator way, but I’m prepared for that should it happen. You don’t need anyone else’s approval to be a loud mouth.”

      “This isn’t about being a loud mouth.”

      “That’s exactly what it’s about. Trust me. I know.”

      “But ... .”

      “No.” Grandpa shook his head and the expression on his face told me I was dismissed. “You’re going to learn that there are differences between men and women. You don’t want to admit it ... or understand it ... but they’re there all the same. The sooner you accept that, the better it will be for everyone.”

      He’d suddenly developed a crack habit if he thought I would accept that. “The world is going to change, and in my lifetime. This sexism crap won’t be allowed in a few years. It’ll be as antiquated as milk bottles by the time I’m done.”

      “Great.” Grandpa shook his newspaper to emphasize the conversation was over. “I look forward to you changing the world.”

      That made two of us. I was definitely going to change the world ... and I was going to take him along for the ride whether he liked it or not.
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          1 One

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      “I really wish you wouldn’t eat so many onions.”

      Eliot Kane, my boyfriend and roommate (although he hates it when I refer to him in that manner), used his napkin to wipe the chili from the corner of my mouth and shook his head.

      We were having lunch at our favorite Coney restaurant, which happened to be less than a block from his pawnshop and just around the corner from the newspaper building I worked out of.

      He said it was romantic to touch base throughout the day, although I had my suspicions regarding his interest. I thought it was a great way to make him pay for a meal so I could buy candy in the afternoon if I felt the need for a sugar rush.

      “I think you’re checking up on me,” I countered, readjusting my Coney hotdog and meeting his steady gaze. In truth, he’s ridiculously attractive ... like criminally so. He makes women go weak in the knees when he talks to them. I’m over that. Mostly. I rarely go weak in the knees anymore unless he allows me to pick the weekend movie. For example, when we went to see The Meg and he purchased three different containers of candy and popcorn I totally went weak in the knees, and I’m not even a little embarrassed to admit it.

      “Why would I be checking up on you?” Eliot didn’t shy from the conversation. He was used to me going off the rails. “You haven’t been poking your nose into anything dangerous, right?”

      And here we go. He was trying to sniff out why I’d been quiet of late. I was trying to sniff that out, too. I didn’t even realize I was being quiet until my boss mentioned it had been three weeks since I’d been threatened with incarceration in the county jail. That was very unlike me.

      “I haven’t,” I confirmed stiffly. “I’ve been a good little girl.”

      Eliot lifted an eyebrow. “You sound sad about that.”

      “I’m not sad.” That was true. I rarely got sad. The only time true sadness overtook me was when PMS and old episodes of Little House on the Prairie collided. It was a phenomenon I couldn’t explain. “I’m simply ... bored.” That seemed a safe word.

      “Bored, huh?” Eliot pushed his chili fries around his plate as he regarded me. “If you’re bored, you could help me decide on art to hang in the upstairs guest room.”

      That sounded like a thrilling adventure. “I’m good.”

      “No, you’re bored.” He leaned back in his seat and pinned me with a serious expression. “You need constant entertainment to make sure you don’t stay bored, right? As your lover, I think the task of keeping you from finding trouble to fill the boredom void falls under my purview.”

      I made a disgusted face. “Did you just refer to yourself as my lover?”

      He turned sheepish. “I heard it the second I said it. There’s no need to comment on it.”

      “No, no, no.” I waved my hand, amusement taking over. “Let’s talk about that. I’m sure that will chase away the boredom.”

      He sighed, annoyance evident. “I dug my own hole on this one. I have no one to blame but myself.”

      “I agree.” I flashed a smile for his benefit. “So, Lover, how did you sleep last night?”

      Eliot narrowed his eyes. “Yup. I’m going to regret using that word.”

      I took pity on him. “Why did you use it?”

      “Because calling myself your boyfriend is so high school. We’re kind of old for that, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged. He got hung up on the oddest of things sometimes, and I never understood it. “I bought Star Wars Underoos last week. Official ones. For adults. I don’t think I can comment on what I’m too old to do.”

      “Fair enough.” He smirked as he shook his head. “Sadly, I find those Underoos sexy. What does that say about me?”

      “That we’re well suited.”

      “True point.” He shoveled a forkful of chili fries into his mouth and watched, thoughtful, as I polished off my Coney. He didn’t speak again for a few minutes. “You haven’t found trouble, right?”

      I knew what he was getting at. We’d come to an agreement of sorts, in which I was allowed to find as much trouble as I wanted so long as I didn’t purposely leave him out of the loop to the detriment of my safety. He got antsy about my potential death, even though I could take care of myself. The thing is, it had been a quiet few weeks. We hadn’t enjoyed a stretch like this — one in which no one threatened to throw me in jail or kill me — since we’d started dating. I understood his suspicious nature.

      “There’s been nothing,” I supplied, wrinkling my nose. “Absolutely nothing. This morning, Fish gave me a human-interest piece on a little girl who makes hats for shelter dogs and told me it was for the front page this weekend.”

      I was morose, which made Eliot grin. “I think a story about hats for dogs sounds nice.”

      “Yeah, but ... that’s for features reporters.” I said the word “features” in the same tone I would’ve reserved for the Kardashians. “I don’t want to be a features reporter.”

      “Ah. Now we’re getting somewhere.” He wiped off his hands and extended his legs under the table, resting the soles of his shoes against mine and grinning. It was early fall, which meant I had to switch from flip-flops to Converse, but my outfit reflected my mood. It included a Star Wars shirt I’d worn at least thirty times and jeans that were starting to get ragged at the edges. My outfit, much like my mind, was drifting.

      “You’re dying for a big story,” Eliot surmised. “It’s been a while since you’ve been on the front page.”

      “That is not true!” Annoyance flashed hot in the pit of my stomach. “I’ve been on the front page plenty of times. They just weren’t very interesting stories. It’s not my fault. Apparently crime is taking a vacation.”

      Instead of sympathizing with me, Eliot chuckled. “Oh, my poor ... Avery.”

      “You were going to say ‘lover,’ weren’t you?”

      “No. I was going to say ‘baby,’ but that didn’t seem to fit either. The only regular nickname I have for you is Trouble. I wish I could come up with something else. I don’t want to get into a nickname rut.”

      Geez. This would be another example of him worrying about things I couldn’t possibly be bothered with. “You could call me Goddess Divine.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “How about Queen, since I’m the queen of your heart?”

      His lips quirked but he shook his head. “How about Kitten? You have claws.”

      “A lion has claws, too. You can call me Lion.”

      “It doesn’t have the same ring to it. How about Cookie?”

      “I’ll kill you if you try.”

      “I guess we’ll just stick with Trouble, huh?”

      “It’s probably best,” I agreed, my eyes flicking to the large Main Street window of the diner. There, across the street, I couldn’t help noticing that the courtyard in front of the courthouse was rapidly filling with people. “What do you think is going on over there?”

      Eliot followed my gaze. “You’re the reporter. Any big cases starting today?”

      That was a good question. I wasn’t the court reporter. Oh, I handled spillover cases from time to time, but the courts were a dedicated beat. Our court reporter was a nice enough guy, but the boring sort, so I rarely talked to him. “I don’t know. Fish mentioned something at the assignment meeting this morning. I ... .” I trailed off as I tried to remember.

      Eliot tilted his head to the side as he read one of the signs a woman carried while crossing the street. “My clothing does not dictate my worth,” he read out loud. “What do you think that means?”

      That’s when things slipped into place for me. “Bart Savage,” I replied automatically, my mind busy. “His trial starts today ... although I’m fairly positive it’s just motions. They haven’t even seated a jury yet. He won’t see any real time in the court for a few days.”

      “Who’s Bart Savage?”

      “You know. He’s that shock jock on the radio, the one who thinks the ills of the world have been caused by women leaving the kitchen and joining the workforce.”

      “Ah.” Eliot nodded as his smile faded. “I know who you’re talking about. A lot of guys at the gun range think he’s a god. They’ve been talking about him a lot lately.”

      I was instantly suspicious. “You don’t agree with them, do you?”

      Eliot rolled his eyes so hard I was surprised he didn’t tip over. “Really? You think I’m dating you and believe women should be barefoot, pregnant and waiting with dinner when men get home from work? Yeah, that sounds just like me, doesn’t it?”

      I turned sheepish. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just ... you brought it up.”

      Eliot snorted as he grabbed my hand on top of the table and gave it a squeeze. “I happen to like my women mouthy, opinionated and self-sufficient. Of course, I wouldn’t mind if my woman occasionally asked for help before bullets and death were issues, but nobody’s perfect, right?”

      He was obviously trying to bait me. “I don’t know. I happen to think I’m perfect. I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.”

      “I guess so.” He pursed his lips and held my gaze before turning back to the crowd forming in the courtyard. “He’s up on rape charges, right?”

      I nodded, my stomach twisting. “I don’t know the specifics about the women involved because I haven’t been following the pre-trial motions. I believe all three worked for him. He promised career advancement for sexual favors, and when called on why those advancements weren’t happening he apparently decided to take the sexual favors and forego the career help.”

      “He sounds lovely.” Eliot traced his fingers between mine as he stared. “What does that sign say? I don’t think I read it correctly.”

      I knew exactly what sign he meant because I’d seen it, too. “No means yes. Yes means anal.” It took everything I had not to hop out of my seat and throw myself through the window to attack the jerk carrying the sign.

      “I thought that’s what it said.” Eliot’s pallor was paler than normal. “I can’t believe someone would actually carry that sign in public.”

      “They’re part of a group,” I explained, searching my memory of this morning’s assignment meeting. The court reporter informed my editor, Fred Fish, that there would be a lot of activity at the courthouse, but I thought he was exaggerating. For the first time, I sort of wished I’d been listening closer when he spoke. “It’s some fan group that formed to bolster Savage even before he was arrested for rape. They have a goofy name. I can’t remember it.”

      “And they’re here to support him even though he’s on trial for rape?” Eliot’s disgust was obvious. “What kind of person does that?”

      “You’ll have to ask them.” An idea began to form as I shifted on my seat. “Or I could ask them.”

      Eliot read the change in my demeanor before a new idea had fully formed in my busy brain. “Oh, geez! You’re going to get involved in this, aren’t you?”

      “Define involved.”

      “You’re going to stick that cute little nose of yours into a powder keg of a situation,” Eliot responded without hesitation. “This isn’t going to be a short trial, right?” He didn’t wait for me to answer before barreling forward. “It’s going to go on for days, which means the crowd in front of the courthouse will continue to grow. This will make national news.”

      He was absolutely right. I had no idea how I’d missed that. “Hmm.”

      “Oh, that’s only making the story look more attractive to you.” He made a dismissive hand gesture. “You’re not the court reporter. I’m sure he’s going to want to hold onto his own story. This is a big deal for him.”

      “It is,” I agreed, offering up the prettiest smile in my repertoire. “This story is so big, though, that it’ll require multiple angles. The case itself is only one angle. What’s happening outside is another angle.”

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “No. It’s just ... you’re not going to be able to keep your mouth shut with those guys.” Eliot helplessly waved at a sign that read, “Dress like a slut, get treated like one.”

      “I won’t purposely provoke them,” I offered. Even I knew I didn’t mean the words, but it was a way to placate him. “I’ll just watch the two sides clash, interview people and then file a story. I won’t get involved.”

      Eliot was incredulous. “I can’t believe you just said that with a straight face.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “It is not. You might honestly intend to stay out of things — although I don’t believe that either — but you’ll find trouble before the day is out. We both know it. I don’t want you involved in this. It’s been quiet.”

      “It can’t stay quiet forever.” I felt more at peace than I had in almost two weeks as I watched the women and men converge on the courtyard. Some of them already looked to be exchanging words. “Eventually, something is going to happen ... and I think this is that something.” If I was a giddy sort of girl, I would’ve squealed at the way one of the men used his sign to smack one of the female protestor’s rear ends. She, in turn, spun around and used her sign to smack him over the head. “This is definitely going to be it!”

      Eliot watched the same exchange, resigned. “This is going to get ugly.”

      “It definitely is.” I smiled at his frown. “Why are you being so petulant? This is a big deal. Like ... a huge and awesome deal. We’re going to make national news.”

      “I think I pointed that out first,” he said dryly. “Not everyone thinks that’s as wonderful as you do.”

      “Come on. Bart Savage is a boil on the butt of humanity.” I meant that. “I don’t care if someone chooses to be a homemaker and stay home. That’s their right ... and it’s a hard job. I do care if some dude tells women they should stay home and raise children rather than do what they want to do. That’s where I draw the line.”

      “Kitten, you have, like, eight different lines and move them accordingly depending on your mood,” Eliot countered.

      “Don’t call me Kitten. That’s sexist.”

      “I’m going to keep calling you that if you don’t step away from this case,” he warned. “I’m serious. I don’t think it’s good for you to be involved. I mean ... look at that guy.”

      I couldn’t look away from the gentleman he pointed toward. He looked to be about six feet tall. He wore a wife beater tank top that was three sizes too small. He needed a 3X instead of a large so his hairy gut wouldn’t hang out. The flannel he had draped over his shoulders looked to be from the Kurt Cobain grunge years and the bald spot on top of his head reflected the sun. He also carried a sign that made me want to find a car to run him down. It featured an illustration of a famous televangelist.

      “Feminism encourages women to leave their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians,” I read out loud, my temper boiling.

      Eliot chewed his bottom lip as he stared at the man. “You’re going to make him cry, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “As many times as I can.”

      He sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “I’ll help you.”

      “Really?” I brightened considerably. “Are you going to beat him up?”

      “No. You don’t need me for that. You would rather force him to tears on your own. You take pride in your work.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “You’re not going to fight me on this?”

      “Oh, we’re going to fight.” Eliot winked at me before flicking his eyes back to the growing crowd. “I simply know better than to try to get between you and this story. This is going to be like Christmas for you.”

      “I love that you know me well enough to see that.” I grinned at him, an expression he returned. “I need to call Fish to tell him to get an extra photographer down here and then I need to start interviewing the nuts. I don’t think they’re going to like me.”

      “No, Trouble, they’re definitely not going to like you. That’s why I’ll be spending a lot of time in my shop, where I have a clear view of what’s happening across the way.”

      If he thought that would bother me, he was sadly mistaken. “Great. How long do you think it will take you to run across the street if one of those mouth-breathers grabs me?”

      He frowned. “You’re not going to encourage that, right?”

      “No, but sometimes my mouth gets away from me. I can’t always control it.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Eliot muttered as he rubbed his forehead. “It shouldn’t take me more than fifteen seconds to get to you once I see there’s an issue. I can’t watch you twenty-four hours a day, though.”

      “I think we’re both thankful for that.” I patted his hand and beamed. “This is going to be fun, huh?”

      “I can think of a few other words to describe it.”

      I couldn’t. Fun was definitely the word of the day, and I couldn’t wait to start spreading joy and light to the gathering protesters. “Maybe I should borrow a gun from you. Just in case?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I knew you would say that.”
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      Even though I could tell he wasn’t keen on leaving me to mess with the protestors away from his watchful eye, Eliot gave me a quick kiss before heading toward his pawnshop. He split his time these days performing security jobs for various customers and working behind the counter in the shop, so he was always busy. When you combine that with his duties as my protector, I often wondered how he managed to get any sleep.

      “Be good,” he admonished before releasing my hand. “I can tell by the gleam in your eye that you’re not even considering that, are you?”

      I adopted an expression of pure innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m an angel. Hey, there’s a new nickname for me. You can call me ‘Angel.’”

      He snorted. “A nickname is supposed to fit the personality. For example, Trouble fits. If you wanted to call me Hot Stuff Kane, that would fit.”

      “I was thinking more Killjoy Kane.”

      He tweaked the end of my nose. “Ha, ha. Be good.”

      I barely managed to rein in an exaggerated eye roll. “I’ll be good. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “You treat me as if I’m new … which I’m not. If you get in trouble, call me right away. I’ll be close.”

      “I won’t get into trouble.” I meant it. I had no intention of risking myself. Seeing how far I could push the protestors without allowing them to get a swing in was another matter entirely. “It’ll be fine. Trust me.”

      

      I BOUGHT AN ICED TEA from the stand in front of the courthouse. It was basically a coffee cart that sold beverages and bagels to the lawyers throughout the day. Then I positioned myself in the shade and watched the two sides interact.

      “What are you doing?”

      I jolted at a familiar voice, sliding a dark look over my shoulder and frowning when I found Eliot’s clerk, Fawn – no joke, that’s her real name – standing to my right. She’d been in trouble of late given her attitude toward me, and Eliot had put her on probation. Last time I checked, that meant she sat in the corner and glowered during my infrequent visits to the shop. I was so uncomfortable with the situation that I’d taken to meeting Eliot on the sidewalk.

      “What are you doing here?” My greeting wasn’t even remotely friendly. “Don’t you have something evil to plot?”

      Fawn ignored my tone. “I’m here to see the Barracuda.”

      I pursed my lips, confused. “Is that some newfangled sex reference I don’t get?” I asked finally. Fawn was younger than me by a good seven years – barely out of college – and her attitude often made me wonder if she was really a teenager with a fake ID. She also had big, bouncy boobs and hated wearing bras.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised, but no. The Barracuda is only the coolest radio personality ever.”

      It took me a moment to realize who she was referring to. “Are you serious? The Barracuda? And I thought Eliot calling me ‘Kitten’ was annoying.”

      Fawn almost choked on her coffee. “Eliot calls you Kitten?”

      I considered messing with her. The crush she had on Eliot was absolutely ridiculous. I didn’t care about her feelings enough to waste the time. “No. He calls me Goddess Divine.”

      Fawn rolled her eyes. “He does not.”

      “He does. It’s a private name.”

      “I’m going to ask him.”

      “You do that.”

      We lapsed into silence a moment – it was uncomfortable and sort of made me want to punch her in the face simply for existing – but then I remembered the original question. “Bart Savage is known as the Barracuda, huh?”

      “He is.” Fawn bobbed her head, her face flushed with excitement. “He’s my guru.”

      I studied her for a long beat. “I don’t think you understand what that word means.”

      “I do so.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Guru. A spiritual teacher.”

      She was smarter than I thought … which wasn’t saying much. “You’re basically saying you want to follow the guy who thinks women shouldn’t be allowed to hold jobs.”

      “So?”

      “You’re a woman.”

      “So?”

      Good grief. If dried poop stuck to a boot was reincarnated into a person, it would be Fawn. “Why would you possibly want to follow a guy who thinks you’re less than someone else simply because you have breasts?”

      “That’s not what he’s about,” Fawn countered. “He believes that the way to a truly great society is through a nuclear family. That means a mother and a father. The father goes out and earns a living, thus providing for his family financially. The mother stays home and provides for the children spiritually.

      “That’s how things were done before all this feminism crap,” she continued. “And you know what? Families were happier back then. The divorce rate was much lower. Infidelity wasn’t a thing.”

      And she was back to being the world’s stupidest hot air balloon. “You have a job,” I reminded her.

      “It’s fine to have a job before you get married. It’s even okay to have a job before you bring kids into the relationship. It’s not okay to leave children at home.”

      “Because the Barracuda says so?”

      “He’s a genius.” Fawn took on a far-off expression. “He thinks it’s a good idea to pick up men at work so you’ll always have similar interests to talk about.”

      That explained a lot. “Have you told Eliot this theory?”

      Fawn’s lips curved down. “I’m sure Eliot would prefer if you would follow the principles of the Barracuda, too. His codex has completely changed my life.”

      My eyebrows hopped. “He has a codex?”

      “Of course. All smart men do.”

      I definitely wanted to smack her around. “You realize that he’s on trial for rape, right?”

      “That’s all a big misunderstanding.” Fawn batted her eyelashes at a burly man who strolled past us, causing him to slow his pace and wink at her. He had a mustache straight out of a 1980s porn movie and what looked to be enough chest hair to create a William Shatner wig.

      “You know he probably has herpes, right?”

      Fawn made a disgusted face. “Why does your mind always go straight into the gutter?”

      “I was born that way.”

      “Well, it’s unattractive. And, for the record, the women who accused Bart of sexual assault were unattractive. Why would he try to rape someone like that when he has his pick of women all across the state? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Rape isn’t about looks. It’s about power.”

      “If you say so.” Fawn rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I’m here to make my voice heard.” She puffed out her chest so I could read her “Bart the Barracuda for President” shirt. “I want Bart to know that we’re behind him and don’t believe those ugly women for a second.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth and honestly considered whether I could get her in a headlock before anyone noticed. Instead, I merely shook my head and took a step back. “Have fun with your fellow protestors.”

      “Oh, I intend to. We have might and right on our side.”

      “Wow. I see you’ve come prepared.”

      “I have. Bart is a great man. The only reason he’s even here is because people are afraid his message is going to start spreading. When that happens, we’ll be able to turn the tide.”

      “You listen to way too much talk radio. Have you ever considered listening to pop music? I think the mentality you could take on from Justin Bieber music would match your boobs.”

      Confused, she furrowed her brow. “What?”

      There was no way I could explain without losing half the afternoon. “I have to get moving. I’m supposed to interview some of the protestors for tomorrow’s edition of The Monitor.”

      Fawn brightened considerably. “Interview me. I have a lot to say.”

      I could think of fifty million things I would rather do, including watching a Keeping Up With the Kardashians marathon. “I can’t interview anyone I personally know. It’s against the rules.”

      “Really?” Fawn was obviously disappointed. “That’s a total bummer.”

      “Total,” I agreed, taking a big step away from her. “I should get going. I’m on deadline.”

      “Have fun.” Fawn’s smile was bright. “Try learning something. If you expect to hold on to Eliot you need to embrace the Barracuda Codex.”

      “I’ll certainly keep that in mind.”

      

      MY BRAIN FELT POLLUTED when I finally managed to put some distance between Fawn and me. I was anxious to stay away from her for the rest of the afternoon. To ensure that, I decided to talk to the anti-Barracuda demonstrators first.

      “How did you guys know to come here?” I asked as I sidled up to a woman. She looked to be in charge – at least as in charge as was possible when organizing chaos. She was almost six feet tall. She raised an eyebrow when she glanced at me, looked away again, and then returned her gaze quickly.

      “You’re Avery Shaw,” she blurted out, taking me by surprise.

      I glanced down to make sure I hadn’t accidentally put on a shirt with my name on it – Eliot got me one as a gag gift that read “Avery Shaw is kind of a big deal” and I accidentally wore it to cover a murder once, which didn’t go over well. But I was wearing my “Pretty fly for a Jedi” shirt today.

      “You’re Avery Shaw, right?” the woman pressed.

      “I am,” I confirmed after a moment’s contemplation. If I was about to get punched in the face for something I’d written, this woman could do some damage. I didn’t see where I had many options, though.

      “I absolutely love you,” she enthused, a wide smile washing across her features. “You’re my spirit animal.”

      I had no idea what to say to that. “Really? Mine is a shark with lasers.” The words escaped before I thought better of them. “You know, like in Austin Powers.”

      The woman blinked several times in rapid succession. “You’re just as funny as people say. I love it.” She extended her hand. “I’m Julia Jericho. I’m head of the Women Against Stupid People brigade.”

      I shook her hand because I didn’t know what else to do. My curiosity was rampant. “WASP?”

      “We picked that on purpose,” Julia said without hesitation, appropriately reading my expression. “We sting when it comes to getting equal rights for women.”

      “Oh. That’s kind of neat. I can see why you picked that.”

      “It’s much better than their name.” Julia jerked her thumb in the direction of the male protestors. “Men Against Gender Equality.”

      “MAGE,” I said, a chuckle bubbling up. “Because they’re wizards of the world?”

      “They think they’re going to magically turn back time,” Julia replied. “They don’t seem to realize that things really weren’t better back in the ‘old days.’” She used the appropriate air quotes. “Back then it was simply easier to cover up infidelity because there was no Facebook or cell phones to trip people up. There were no DNA tests for the women who found themselves pregnant by sleazy snakes. They simply got scarlet letters emblazoned across their chests while the men got away with it.”

      “I guess I never really thought about it like that,” I admitted. “It’s true, though.”

      “Definitely,” she agreed. “That’s why I like you so much. You don’t take crap from anyone. That includes the sheriff, who has threatened to throw you in jail if you don’t back off a story.”

      “How do you know about that?” I was legitimately curious.

      Julia lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “One of the sheriff’s department secretaries is a member of our group. Don’t tell anyone.”

      Definitely not. If I could figure out who it was, I could totally blackmail her for special privileges down the road. “My lips are sealed.” I flicked my eyes to the men who were gathering across the way. They had their heads bent together so they could whisper without anyone overhearing. That is when they weren’t overtly ogling any woman who dared cross their path. “Do you know any of them?”

      Julia nodded, a scowl moving over her strong face. She had high cheekbones and a square jaw. She reminded me of someone, though I couldn’t remember who. “That’s Dan Crawford.” She pointed at a portly man with a beer belly. His hair was unbelievably thin and looked to be growing forward rather than back. He’s the head of MAGE.”

      “So, he’s the head wizard.” That was good to know. He was definitely high on my list when it came to people I wanted to derange. “What’s his story?”

      “I don’t know much about him,” Julia admitted. “I know he’s divorced and his ex-wife claims he was emotionally abusive. I heard that through the grapevine, though. I’ve never met his ex – at least I don’t think I have – so I don’t know that for fact.”

      I tapped my bottom lip as I studied the man in question. “He looks bad in bed, doesn’t he?”

      Julia snickered. “He does. I think that’s another reason you’re my spirit animal.”

      “I’m not bad in bed,” I said hurriedly. “I’ve been described as a kitten. You know … all claws and purrs.”

      Julia laughed so hard I worried she was going to topple over … or choke. “Oh, you are a riot.” She rested her hand on my arm. “Seriously, I think you should join our group.”

      That sounded like a terrible idea. It’s not that I didn’t agree with them, because I did. I was a big fan of women being powerful, taking life by the horns and basically kicking men in the keisters if they did anything stupid. I wasn’t, however, a joiner. I didn’t even like being a member of my own secret club when I was a kid. It was painful.

      “That’s nice,” I said after a beat. “I don’t really think I can, though.” I decided to use the same excuse on Julia that I did on Fawn. “The newspaper I work for frowns on that, though. I could get fired.”

      “For joining a group?” Julia was incensed. “Do you want us to demonstrate there when we’re done here?”

      I pictured Fish’s face at the prospect and barely managed to hold back a laugh. “I agreed to their terms when I signed my employment contract. I knew what I was getting into.”

      “Still, we can fight for your right to protest.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I licked my lips as I searched for a good conversational shift. Thankfully, one stepped into view at that exact moment.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised to see him. Tad Ludington was the worst excuse for a man I knew. He was my college boyfriend, a man bereft of a soul and an identifiable penis. His ego was bigger than his brain or his balls, and he spent his days overcompensating for his lack of both by being the thumbnail image next to the word “douche” in the urban dictionary.

      He was also in danger of becoming a county commissioner … again … thanks to an election fluke that had seen the two frontrunners for his seat arrested and eliminated from the competition.

      “Well, well, well,” Tad drawled when he caught sight of me, smarminess sliding from his tongue. “If it isn’t Macomb County’s worst witch. I mean … best reporter.”

      I merely stared at him for an extended period, just long enough that he grew uncomfortable and shifted from one foot to the other.

      “Did you hear me?” he asked finally. “I just said that you were a witch.”

      Instead of reacting, I remained focused on Julia. “Tell me about the origins of your group,” I suggested. “I’m fascinated when it comes to stuff like that. Did you come together simply to fight MAGE, or was it more than that?”

      Julia momentarily glanced between us and then collected herself. “Um, we came together about a year ago,” she offered, eyeing Tad with great dislike. “I’m sorry, but you look familiar. Do I know you?”

      “I very much doubt it,” Tad replied. “I don’t hang out with lesbians.”

      My eyes widened at his condescending tone. “What did you just call her?” I challenged, fury overtaking me.

      “I don’t believe I stuttered.” Tad was always a pompous windbag and today was no different. “She’s very obviously a lesbian. Normal women aren’t that big. God doesn’t like lesbians. I’m running on a platform of family values, Avery. I know you don’t know anything about that, but the voters are keen to make me their king.”

      I wanted to puke. “Oh, you’re just … .” The words died on my lips when a hand shot out and grabbed Tad by the throat. The movement was so fast I momentarily thought I was imagining things. He was choking and turning red before I realized it was really happening.

      “What the … ?” I turned, expecting to find Eliot at my side. He’d promised Tad things would get ugly if he ever caught the man in my proximity again. Instead, I realized Julia had Tad by the throat … and she was squeezing hard. “Oh, this is fun,” I enthused, grinning. “Does anyone have a camera? I’ve got a great idea.”
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      I thought maybe I was trapped in a movie ... or a prison television show. The way Tad’s eyes bugged out of his head told me that this was real, and I tried to think on my feet.

      “Um ... you can put him down,” I told Julia, although I didn’t put much effort into the suggestion.

      “He disrespected you,” she gritted out.

      That was true. Tad had made a point of disrespecting me since we’d left college and I started spreading the rumor that his parents had a thimble painted and glued to his body in lieu of the penis he was obviously born without. Still, killing him now would severely cut down on the entertainment I could derive from a lifetime of his idiocy.

      “Yeah, but he can’t help himself,” I said finally, catching Eliot’s gaze from across the street. He’d come outside when he realized something was happening, but now he merely watched with dumbfounded fascination as Julia waved Tad around like a rag doll. “Trust me. He’s not worth going to jail for.”

      Julia heaved out a sigh and reluctantly lowered Tad to the ground. The moment she released her grip on his throat, he gasped as he sucked in mouthfuls of oxygen. His gaze was murderous as he bent at the waist, but he couldn’t yet find his voice. That gave me ideas. Evil ideas.

      I risked another glance at Eliot and found him standing closer to the curb, his arms folded across his chest. He obviously was waiting for Tad to lose his cool so he could race in and protect my honor — most likely with his fists — and I didn’t want Tad’s mouth to take over the current story, so I had to defuse the tension.

      “That will teach you to mouth off to people bigger than you,” I told him.

      Tad glared at me. “I will end you,” he wheezed, rubbing his throat.

      “Look across the street,” I countered, lowering my voice. Smug satisfaction whipped through me when Tad did as instructed. I recognized the exact moment he saw Eliot. “Walk away. You’ll end up looking like an uber-douche if you don’t.”

      He opened his mouth to argue but clearly thought better of it, because instead he took an exaggerated step away from me, still rubbing his throat. “This isn’t over.”

      “It will never be over,” I agreed. “You’ll lose today, though. Is that what you want?”

      “I’ll be back.” Tad lifted his chin and shot Eliot a challenging look before slinking into the crowd.

      This time when I looked back at Eliot I didn’t miss the smirk playing at the corners of his lips. When he realized I was watching, the smile disappeared. He lifted his right hand, extended his index and middle fingers, and pointed them toward his eyes before jabbing them in my direction. His message was clear. He was watching. For some reason I found his reaction amusing and offered him a gay wave as a response. His smile broadened at the gesture before he turned on his heel and returned to the shop.

      “He’s hot, huh?” Julia said as she gazed over my shoulder.

      “He’s definitely hot,” I agreed. “He’s kind of a whiner sometimes, though. He can’t help himself.”

      “Was he going to rush over here and defend your honor?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Then he’s definitely a keeper.”

      I couldn’t agree more.

      

      AFTER INTERVIEWING SOME OF the protesters, I decided to head inside. I wasn’t technically allowed to cover the court proceedings. Fish made that very clear via text when I pitched my idea. He conceded that a second story was warranted and allowed me to deal with the protests, but the court reporter was in charge of the trial. I agreed, even though I wanted control over both. I was learning how to compromise, but I didn’t put much practice into it.

      The courtroom was packed when I entered and I was forced to sit next to James Carlson, who had served as The Monitor’s court reporter for the past five years. Thankfully he was one of the few people at the newspaper who didn’t annoy me – at least not yet. I had a feeling that would change before this case was over.

      “What are you doing here?” James asked, surprised when I slid into the spot next to him. “This is my story.”

      “I know.” I opted to put on an innocent front so he wouldn’t be suspicious. “Fish has me covering the protestors. It’s hot outside. I decided to take a break in the air conditioning and figured I would get a feel for how things are going in here before heading back out to conduct more interviews.”

      “Oh.” James marginally relaxed. “That makes sense. I wasn’t expecting so many people to be outside.”

      “I wasn’t either. I saw them when I was having lunch.” I took the opportunity to scan the room. It was filled with familiar faces. “Why is half the prosecutor’s office here?” I asked after a beat. “Don’t they have cases of their own to try?”

      James followed my gaze. “Yeah, well, I’ve heard some whispers.” He made a big show of stretching as he looked around — probably to mask the fact that he was about to gossip — and then lasered his gaze on me. “I didn’t know this was a thing, but I was thinking of bringing it up to Fish later. It could make a great enterprise story for the election.”

      I waited, feigning patience.

      “Terrence Morgan is worried about the election in November,” James continued. “He’s up along with the rest of the county positions.”

      “I’m well aware. I thought he was going to win in a walkover.”

      “Not since people have started making noise about the financial irregularities in the office,” James replied. “That’s going to be a big item on the agenda during the next county board meeting.”

      That was an interesting tip I filed away for later. “What does that have to do with this case?”

      “It’s garnering a lot of attention. Word is that Morgan wants to make a splash with a high-profile conviction. That’s why he volunteered to try the case himself even though he rarely stands in front of a judge these days.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I couldn’t remember the last time I saw the lead prosecutor take a personal interest in a case. The fact that he was actually arguing this one should’ve been a red flag. I was clearly off my game for not noticing. I would have to rectify that situation ... and fast.

      “He wanted the publicity associated with a celebrity in the courtroom,” I mused, tapping my bottom lip as I ran the scenario through my head. “I guess that makes sense. Do you happen to know how strong the case against Savage is? I mean ... is it a slam dunk or is there wiggle room for him to escape?”

      “I haven’t seen all the evidence yet,” James replied. “I know at least two of the women will be testifying.”

      “What about the third?”

      He shrugged. “She’s on the witness list but she’s not confirmed yet. I thought that was odd, but it occasionally happens. Sometimes witnesses move and they don’t make them come back unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

      That made sense. “Given all the people downstairs, I’m guessing Morgan is going to get his wish. His face will be all over the airwaves tonight.”

      “It will,” James agreed. “The thing is, I heard he’s suddenly worried because he had no idea how many voters in Macomb County actually listen to Savage’s show. Apparently they’ve been getting death threats through the main office’s phone line.”

      And the plot thickens. I shifted to study James’s face. “Basically you’re saying that Morgan took the case because he wanted the attention. Now that he’s getting it and realizes he’s going to alienate some of his male base, he’s starting to wonder if it was a mistake.”

      James nodded once. “Pretty much. I hear things are extremely tense in the prosecutor’s office, which is why all the assistant prosecutors have been ordered to be here as spectators unless they have something pressing going on in another courtroom.”

      “He wants it to appear he has a lot of support,” I mused.

      “Definitely.”

      “Well, this will be interesting to watch then.” I leaned back on the wooden bench seat and extended my legs in front of me. “What’s happening this afternoon?”

      “Just preliminary motions. They’re not even doing jury selection until tomorrow. I have to be here just to be on the safe side, but my story is going to be pretty boring. Thankfully tomorrow we start to get to the meat.”

      “There are a lot of people downstairs,” I offered. “I think that group is only going to grow as this thing gets more television play. The protestors are going to like the idea of appearing on camera.”

      “It could turn into a circus.”

      I grinned. “And who doesn’t love a circus?”

      

      JAMES WAS RIGHT ABOUT the proceedings being boring. Jury selection hadn’t even begun — and that would probably take at least another full day — so the jockeying in the courtroom this afternoon was of the tedious variety.

      Morgan stood in front of the counsel tables and postured, puffing out his chest and mentioning the “good of the people” at least fifty times when it came to the risk Savage presented for the public. I listened for an hour before growing bored and returning to the chaos outside. I was much more interested in the insults and names being lobbed in front of the courthouse than the political games playing out in front of the judge several stories up.

      “They asked for it,” a man screeched as I hit the pavement. He was practically frothing at the mouth as he glared at a young brunette across the way. I noticed the sheriff’s department presence had doubled in my absence, and there looked to be more people jockeying for position as two distinct groups formed. There was a small aisle down the middle, but I knew that would evaporate should things get really tense.

      “How did they ask for it?” Julia bellowed back. She had a good six inches on the man, but he wasn’t backing down.

      “If you dress like a slut, you’re going to be treated like a slut.”

      “Does that mean I can treat you like a moron?” Julia challenged. “You’re dressed like one. I mean ... who picked out that outfit for you? I’m guessing your mother, right?”

      “Don’t you dare say a bad thing about my mother!”

      I snorted in amusement, earning a raised eyebrow from the female deputy standing to my left. I recognized her. She was a recent transfer from Oakland County. Jake Farrell, the sheriff and my former boyfriend, had sent out a news release announcing her arrival about a week ago.

      “Carol Jenkins, right?”

      She nodded, her eyes narrowing. “Do I know you?”

      I shook my head. “No, but you will. I’m Avery Shaw.”

      Jenkins’s expression darkened. “I’ve been warned about you.”

      “Did Jake hold a meeting?”

      “Not Sheriff Farrell. It was someone else.”

      I was instantly alert. “Who?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      Her stiff demeanor told me all I needed to know. Plus, I remembered the contact listed on the news release. There was a new face making strides with personnel decisions in the department, and it was a familiar one. “You’re talking about Derrick. What did he say about me?” In addition to being Jake’s right-hand man, Derrick was my cousin. We were essentially raised as brother and sister thanks to my co-dependent family, but that was a double-edged sword. Essentially it meant we were loyal like siblings. It also meant we fought like siblings. “What did he say to you? I’ll totally make him cry at the next family dinner.”

      Carol averted her gaze. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said evasively. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have a job to do. Mr. Savage is on his way down and he’s expected to make a statement before departing the area. Things could get ugly.”

      Even though I wanted to press her further, I knew better. I had a job to do and whatever nonsense Savage was about to spout was more important than the lies Derrick was spreading through the sheriff’s department. Derrick wasn’t my concern. Not even a little. I just ... . “He’s angry because I didn’t go to his fiancée’s stupid baby shower,” I explained, refusing to let it go. I wouldn’t be the person I am today if I simply let things go. That wasn’t how I operated. “He’s a bitter little man and I’m going to get him back for this. You can’t believe a word he says.”

      “He said you would say that,” Carol noted.

      Of course he did. “Well ... .” Whatever I was going to say died on my lips as the glass doors at the front of the building opened to allow Savage’s exit.

      The man didn’t slow his pace. He wore a black suit that probably cost more than my car and his thinning hair was slicked back to the point it didn’t move despite a breeze. He waved to his supporters when they began to cheer and ignored the gathered women as they started screaming slogans at him.

      A lectern with microphones had been set up in front of the crowd and Savage immediately headed for it. An entourage trailed him and it included at least two burly bodyguards who looked as if they’d been plucked from the offensive line of a professional football team to serve as muscle for Michigan’s favorite misogynistic mouth.

      Crawford, the man Julia pointed out as the leader of the pro-Savage contingent, intercepted the radio personality before he could reach the lectern. Broad smiles were exchanged as they shook hands and clapped each other on the shoulder. They looked as if they were about to make out.

      “Slip him the tongue,” I called out during a momentary lull, smirking when the women started whooping and hollering. The men, however, didn’t think I was funny.

      “That’s a sin!” one of the men screamed. “We are not sinners!”

      “I don’t see how he can say that with a straight face given the shoes he’s wearing,” I supplied, looking to Carol for applause. She merely glared at me. “We’re going to have to work on your sense of humor,” I said as I retrieved my reporter’s notebook from my pocket. “You’re either going to find me funny or miserable. The former is better than the latter. Trust me.”

      “Whatever you say,” Carol drawled.

      “Yup. You suck,” I muttered under my breath as I watched Savage move to his spot in front of the microphones.

      “I want to thank all my supporters for being here,” he announced, the microphones whining as they adjusted to his loudness. “You have no idea how much I appreciate and value each and every one of you.” He offered a little tip of an invisible hat to Fawn, who pressed her hand to the spot above her heart before whispering something to the woman standing beside her.

      “These are trying times for me,” he continued. “At first, I was angry. I’m not going to lie; fury filled my heart and threatened to take over my life. It didn’t last long, though. I knew I would be making a mistake if I let the anger gain a foothold.

      “God doesn’t want us to be angry, my brothers and sisters,” he said. “He wants us to live our best lives. That’s the message I’ve been sending. That’s the message I will continue to send. Even though the Devil sent trials in the form of serpents, women who lied to take me down, I still believe I will prevail. My message will be heard.”

      A cry went out in the crowd as he raised his fist in triumph. The other group, the one made up of mostly women, started screaming insults that I couldn’t quite make out. Thankfully I had a good imagination; I had no doubt what they were saying.

      “I need each and every one of you to continue the fight,” Savage intoned. “I want you to spread my codex, tell the world what it needs to heal itself, and stand true and proud in the face of an agenda that would ruin our families.

      “We cannot let the Devil win,” he bellowed. “This is our chance to make a statement. Make it loud and proud. Never give up. Never surrender. We will survive!”

      “He’s kind of like a fortune cookie,” I muttered to myself as Savage’s followers roared their approval. It was so loud I swear my eardrums were thrumming. Then, another sound filled the air. It took me a moment to realize what I was hearing. It was difficult to make out over the din, and yet it was equally distinctive.

      One of the men behind the lectern jerked, a red splash blossoming on his chest before he listed to the side and tumbled to the pavement.

      Things happened in slow motion after that.

      The noise died as people struggled to grasp what they were seeing.

      Another gunshot rang out, causing a second man behind Savage to fall.

      Then people started screaming and running.

      I was caught, unsure what to do. Finally my instincts kicked in and I dropped to my knees to cover my head. I didn’t know what else to do.

      That’s when another shot rang out and I began to wonder if the tragedy of the day was going to be much different than I’d initially envisioned.
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      The shots ceased at some point. I wasn’t certain when I stopped registering them. The screams continued even after I was certain the shooting had stopped.

      I remained on my knees, shoving my notebook in the back pocket of my pants before surveying the situation. I heard sheriff’s deputies screaming for people to be quiet, but few were listening.

      I tuned them out and focused my attention on the bodies behind the lectern. I was certain they were the individuals targeted, so that’s the direction I crawled.

      The first person I found was one of the burly bodyguards. He was crouched over another figure, one I recognized as Savage. The blustery man who only seconds before had been boasting about being brave in his fight cowered beneath his bodyguard as the man barked out orders.

      “Are you hit?” I asked, my voice cracking.

      Savage didn’t respond, but the guard shook his head. “No. Are you a doctor?”

      “No.” I pushed past them and continued crawling, this time heading for an inert body on the ground. Crawford. He was spread eagle on the pavement, his eyes glazed and staring at the sky. I was almost positive he was dead, but I had to check for myself to be certain.

      I extended two shaking fingers and touched them against his neck, briefly pressing my eyes shut when I didn’t find a pulse. I exhaled heavily, willing myself to get it together so I could start reporting on the scene, but the sensation of hands at my waist yanked me back to reality faster than my brain could manage.

      “Hey! No feeling me up during a shooting!” I swiveled fast, ready to belt someone in the face. Instead I found Eliot, his face pale and drawn. “Oh. You were the one feeling me up. You can keep doing it ... I guess.”

      He didn’t as much as crack a smile. “Are you okay?” He ran his hands over my abdomen and hips. “You weren’t hit, were you?”

      I shook my head as I met his gaze. “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “It was safer for you to stay in your shop.”

      He made a face. “Yeah. That sounds just like me. Shots are fired in the vicinity of my girlfriend and I’m going to stay where it’s safe. Are you slow?”

      I felt slow. “I thought I was your lover.”

      Now he finally did crack a smile, but it was more of a grimace. “You scared the crap out of me. Come here.” He jerked me into his arms, smoothing my hair as he exhaled heavily against my face. “You’re okay, right? You’re not hurt?”

      “I’m okay.” I was thankful for his proximity. Whether he intended to be or not, he was like a safety blanket as I collected myself. “Crawford is dead.”

      Keeping a firm grip on me, Eliot checked Crawford’s pulse for himself. “Yeah. Who is this guy?”

      “He was head of the protest, one of the guys who think women should be seen and not heard.”

      “Well, now he isn’t going to be heard.” On impulse, Eliot wrapped his arm around my waist and stood. “Come on. I’m getting you out of here.”

      “But ... I’m not done.” Slowly I was beginning to return to my normal self. “I have to cover this.”

      “Avery, you’re a part of this story. You can’t cover it.”

      “Oh, I’m going to cover it.” I moved to pull away from him, but his grip was too tight. “In five minutes,” I conceded, giving in and rubbing my cheek against his shirt. “I feel a little shaky.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” He kissed my forehead. “I don’t think I can ever let you out of my sight again. It’s not an ultimatum or anything. I’m just warning you that I plan to handcuff myself to you when you try to leave the house tomorrow morning.”

      “That sounds like a fun argument.”

      “Doesn’t it, though?”

      

      ELIOT AND I TOOK UP POSITION beneath a large willow tree in front of the courthouse, giving the emergency crews room to operate. Within minutes, thirty sheriff’s deputies descended on the courtyard. Their leader, Jake, wasn’t far behind.

      “Are you guys okay?” He made a beeline for us. Even though our relationship wasn’t always easy, we remained close thanks to a bond formed in childhood that simply couldn’t be broken. The romance was gone — we both agreed we would kill each other if we tried to make things work as adults — but the friendship remained.

      “We’re okay,” Eliot replied, his hand busy as he rubbed it over my back. “I wasn’t even here when it happened. She was.” He inclined his head in my direction.

      “You weren’t shot, were you?” Jake hunkered down so we were at eye level.

      I shook my head. “No. I was close, but you didn’t get that lucky.”

      Jake’s eyes darkened. “That is not funny.”

      “She’s been doing the gallows humor thing since I got to her,” Eliot offered. “I think it’s her way of coping. Don’t take it personally.”

      “You know I can hear you, right?” I challenged.

      Eliot smirked. “Why do you think I said it?”

      Jake ignored our banter and turned to the melee in the courtyard. “I don’t suppose you know what happened?”

      “Someone opened fire on Savage’s entourage behind the lectern,” I answered simply.

      “I know that. Wait ... how can you be sure Savage’s entourage was the target?”

      “Because the only people who were shot were in that group,” I replied without hesitation. “Dan Crawford was leading the protest. He and Savage appeared tight. He’s the only one dead. One of Savage’s security people was also shot, but it looked to be a flesh wound on his arm. He was taken away conscious and alert at the time. Those were the only two hit.”

      “Huh.” Jake rubbed his chin as he watched his deputies question witnesses. “None of my people said Savage was the target. They didn’t mention that part.”

      “Maybe they didn’t know,” Eliot suggested, his hands moving to my neck to attack the tension growing there. “It was a fluid situation. I ran out because I knew Avery was here. Otherwise I would’ve waited at least a few minutes. I had to get to her.”

      “How did you even know where I was?” I asked. “I’d been inside only a few minutes before.”

      “I told you I would be watching.” He carefully moved my hair away from my face and traced his fingers over my jaw. “You have a bit of a bruise here.”

      I didn’t even feel it. “I’m fine. Don’t freak out. It’s just a bruise.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the contusion. “You have some scrapes on your elbows and hands, too.”

      “Also not a big deal in the grand scheme of things.”

      “I’ll decide what’s a big deal.” He flicked his eyes to Jake, who was eyeing him with overt curiosity. “What? You have no idea how terrified I was when I heard the shots go off. I thought there was a legitimate chance she finally ticked off the wrong person.

      “She’s a mouthy woman going up against men who believe the female persuasion should be demure,” he continued. “I was terrified. Sue me.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Jake countered, his lips twitching. “I think it’s kind of cute how you’re petting her like a dog.”

      “Kitten,” I automatically corrected. “He’s making up new nicknames for me and decided on Kitten.”

      “I think I’m going with Phoenix,” Eliot countered. “You’re the only person I know who can rise from the ashes regularly and come back even stronger.”

      “It’s really cute how you two have found each other,” Jake deadpanned. “I have a serious situation here, though. Unless you have more information, I’m going to have to leave you to your ... whatever it is that you’re doing.”

      “I do have one bit of interesting information,” I said, my mind busy as I thought through the moments right before the shooting. “Savage thought enough of himself to hire professional bodyguards. Both of the guys were big. Like, ... huge. The one closest to him covered Savage’s body with his own really quickly. I have to wonder if that means Savage was expecting an attempt on his life.”

      His eyes gleaming, Jake arched an eyebrow. “You think he’s been receiving threats?”

      “I think he thrives on threats. I’m guessing he keeps all the threats he gets and trots them out for attention regularly. But I was actually thinking something else.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Jake is often irritated with the way my mind works, so I was surprised that he was taking the time to hear me out now. “Lay it on me.”

      “What if the bodyguards were selected because this was planned from the start?” I suggested. “I’m not talking about the death, but the shooting. I heard at least five shots. Only two seemed to hit home. That’s not a great ratio. What if Crawford’s death was accidental and the shooting was meant to drum up support for Savage?”

      “That seems a bit of a stretch given that we know absolutely nothing right now,” Jake replied. “Why are you contributing a conspiracy theory to something that could be relatively straightforward?”

      That was a good question. “I don’t know. It simply struck me as odd the way the bodyguard was protecting him.”

      “I won’t rule out the possibility, but we need more information first.” He straightened and glanced over his shoulder. “I’ll send a deputy over to get your statements as soon as possible. Then you can get out of here.”

      “I appreciate that,” Eliot acknowledged. “The sooner I can take her home, the better.”

      I was almost fully recovered from the shock, so I shot him a dark look. “Hey. I have things to do. You can’t stop me.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      

      IT TURNED OUT THAT ELIOT didn’t have the power to stop me. James, however, was another story.

      “Fish wants you to turn over your notes to me so I can file two stories,” he announced when he found us on the lawn.

      “Excuse me?” I thought my eyebrows were going to fly off my forehead. “What do you mean? You weren’t down here for the big event.”

      “No, but I explained to Fish how you were almost killed and he thought it best to leave the story to me this go-around.”

      I momentarily imagined Fish’s head on a pike as I waved it around while dancing next to a bonfire on a deserted island. What? I have a very active imagination when it comes to revenge. “But I was a witness.”

      “I know. It must have been frightening.” James patted my head in such a manner that Eliot caught me around the waist before I could launch myself at my co-worker.

      “I think it’s a great idea for you to write the stories,” Eliot offered, ignoring the way I squirmed against him. “You’ll make sure Avery gets a co-byline, right?”

      James shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. “Oh, well, I thought I would add that she contributed to the report at the end.”

      “She interviewed the protestors and was present for the shooting. It seems to me that she did most of the work.” Eliot was firm. “You agree with that, don’t you?” His eyes flashed hot as he pinned James with a threatening look.

      “Of course I agree with you,” James said hurriedly. He wasn’t an idiot and recognized Eliot would make things uncomfortable if he tried to screw me in any way, shape or form. “I see what you mean. I should’ve thought it out better.”

      “You definitely should have,” Eliot agreed. “Avery, give him your notes.”

      That sounded like the last thing I wanted to do. “I’m good.” I made a point of staring at the sky. “In fact, I think I’m going to conduct a few more interviews before I go. Thank you for taking care of me, but I’m fine. We can meet up for dinner in a little bit if you’re interested.”

      Eliot snagged me by the back of the neck before I could wander too far. “Don’t push me, Avery,” he growled. “This is James’s story. You need to let it go ... at least for today.”

      “And why would I want to do that?”

      “Because you shaved ten years off my life. And, whether you want to admit it or not, you’re still shaky. You know how I can tell? You keep having to readjust the way you’re standing because your legs are like jelly.”

      I hated that he had a point. “But ... I don’t want to give my story away.” I recognized how whiny I sounded but didn’t care. “This is the most exciting thing to happen to me in weeks.”

      “I will make sure your night is exciting if you give me this one,” he prodded. “Come on. You’ll be back out here tomorrow. We both know it. Give me tonight. I rarely ask anything like this of you.”

      I hated that he had a point. “Fine.” I retrieved my notebook and slapped it in James’s open hand. “If you screw this up I will find a way to take both stories away from you,” I warned. “That includes the court case and the protestors. Mark my words.”

      James didn’t look worried. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He mock-saluted Eliot with the notebook before heading back toward the crowd. “I think I’ll get a few more quotes before I leave.”

      “You do that,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Thank you.” Eliot kissed the back of my head. “I know that was difficult but it will be better over the long run.”

      I didn’t believe that for a second. “You’re going to owe me a massage tonight.” I was going to get something out of this if it killed me. “Also, I want something greasy for dinner. I expect you to buy it for me.”

      “Consider it done. We just need to give our statements and then we can get out of here. In fact ... well ... I think a deputy is heading in our direction now.”

      I shifted to follow his gaze, scowling when I recognized the figure cutting across the lawn in our direction. It was Derrick, and he wasn’t alone. Tad trailed in his wake, and my cousin looked as frustrated as I felt.

      “I almost died,” Tad snapped as Derrick did his best to ignore him. “I could’ve been killed. I’m a political figure. I think I was the target for the shooting.”

      “Oh, really?” Derrick’s tone told me he thought otherwise. “Why would you be the target?”

      “Because people don’t want me to win,” Tad replied simply. “There are people out there who want to take me down because they know I’m ready to fight for freedom, justice and the American way.”

      “Oh, geez!” Derrick slapped his hand to his forehead. “I can’t deal with you right now. We’re pretty sure that you weren’t the target. But why were you here?”

      I could answer that question. “Wherever douches go to meet, that’s where you’ll find Tad,” I supplied.

      He glowered at me. “Too bad you weren’t a little taller. Perhaps one of those bullets would’ve pierced that rocklike head of yours.”

      “Don’t make me come over there,” Eliot warned. He clearly didn’t even like joking about the prospect. “I’ll make you cry and then call the news cameras over to televise it if you’re not careful.”

      “I think that sounds like a fabulous idea,” Derrick drawled as he came to a stop in front of us. “I hear you were up close and personal for the show.”

      “She was,” Eliot responded. “I was in my shop. I raced to get to her as soon as I could, but I was not present for the big event.”

      “Did you see anything?”

      Eliot shook his head. “No, but the way the noise echoed makes me think that the shooter was on the roof.” He pointed toward the buildings across the street. “I could hear the shots more clearly than the screams. That seems to indicate the shooter was closer to me when it happened.”

      Derrick followed his finger. “That’s a good tip. I’ll get people up there right away.” He turned to me. “Jake told me what you said, about your conspiracy theory.”

      “It’s not a conspiracy theory,” I argued. “It’s simply something I was thinking about.”

      “Well, we’re going to chase that angle even if I do think it’s moronic. Have you thought of anything else since he left?”

      I shook my head. “No. It was too chaotic. I had trouble keeping my wits about me as it was. I don’t even know why I ducked in the first place. It was instinct.”

      “Yes, we’re all sad about that,” Tad drawled.

      “That did it.” Eliot moved away from me and toward him.

      “I was just saying!” Tad, recognizing that Eliot meant business, scampered away from him. “You don’t always have to be such a Neanderthal. Use your words instead of your fists.”

      “I’m going to pound you with both if you’re not careful,” Eliot warned, raising a fist for emphasis.

      Derrick cracked a smile, shaking his head. “It’s a good thing that Tad is always predictable, eh? Otherwise he would totally derail this investigation because he’s determined to be the center of attention.”

      “Yes, thankfully we pegged him as a douche years ago.” I turned my attention to Eliot. “I’m hungry. You promised me dinner.”

      “And I’m going to buy it for you as soon as we stop in at the old apartment so I can clean those scrapes and bruises ... and don’t bother arguing with me about it. It’s a done deal.”

      “You’re kind of a mother hen. Has anybody ever told you that?”

      “I don’t care. You’re my priority.”

      That was kind of sweet, even if it made me feel a little ridiculous. “Okay. You can baby me and then we’ll eat.”

      “Good plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        

    

    






          5 Five

        

      

    

    
      “Take your shirt off.”

      Eliot wasn’t playing around when we entered the office above his pawnshop. It used to be his apartment before we moved in together – most of the furniture remained from that time – and I was comfortable in the space. I wasn’t, however, comfortable with his demand.

      “That’s real romantic, Eliot,” I said dryly. “Maybe you should try to warm me up first.” When he didn’t immediately respond, I turned to find him watching me with unreadable eyes. “What?”

      “Take off your shirt … please.”

      He didn’t sound remotely flirtatious, and there was an edge to his voice that made me wonder if I’d somehow missed something.

      “Sure,” I said finally, sighing. “I’d love to remove my shirt.”

      I kicked my shoes off first, taking extra time to untuck my top and slowly dragging it over my head. Instead of reacting as he normally would – a lewd comment and promises of cake if I was a good girl – Eliot carefully approached me and ran his hand over my elbow. It was more shredded than I’d realized, and the second I saw the wound I realized it hurt.

      “It’s not so bad,” I lied.

      Anger, quick as a bullet, flashed across his face before he caught himself. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “Of course I am. I was never really in any danger.”

      This time the fury coursing through him was directed at me. “You could’ve easily died. Had you poked your head up at the wrong time … or moved forward … or simply been standing someplace else, you might not be here.”

      He was clearly struggling with some deep feelings. “Eliot … .”

      “Shh.” He pressed his finger to my lips to quiet me. “I get that you need to talk big because you’re … you. You’re unable to stop yourself. Generally I can tolerate that. Right now, away from prying eyes and people who might think your rep is somehow tarnished, I need you to let me take care of you.”

      He almost sounded as if he was going to cry, which truly frightened me. “Okay.”

      “Great.” He heaved out a sigh. “Sit at the kitchen table. I’ll get some peroxide and bandages, and we’ll go from there.”

      While the scrape hurt, it was hardly a serious injury. I wanted to brush it off as I did everything else – I was only a hypochondriac when I caught a cold or the flu – but Eliot obviously had other plans. Before we became involved, I would’ve put my needs before his. But because I was trying to be a better person, I decided to give him what he needed and ignore my inner urges.

      I was trying to grow … but it wasn’t always easy.

      When he exited the bathroom he seemed more together. I didn’t ask the obvious question – mostly because I was afraid of the answer – so I decided to focus on something else. “How do you think the shooter knew how to get on the roof?”

      Eliot shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t know. I don’t think it’s too hard. There are fire escapes on every side of the building.”

      “Yeah, but … do you know how hard those things are to pull down? It’s easy if you’re a few floors up and need to get down. There are release clamps on each level. From the ground, you can’t reach them … so how did someone manage to get up there?”

      Eliot stopped what he was doing long enough to study my face. “How do you know about the fire escapes?”

      “I’ve used the roof to spy on people from time to time,” I admitted. “Usually politicians … occasionally judges … and once I spied on Tad when he was supposed to be having a divorce mediation appointment. I had a great idea to pelt him with water balloons. Judging distance from up there isn’t as easy as it sounds.”

      Eliot pressed his lips together as I tried to decide if he was going to hug or throttle me. When he finally let loose a chuckle I realized I was in no danger of delving into a serious fight. “You’re industrious. I don’t know what else to say about your mind. Sometimes I wish you would take some time off, but you wouldn’t be you if you gave in to my whims.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m guessing right now that you wish I would be anyone but myself.”

      “That’s not true.” Eliot sobered. “I love who you are. I just … you have no idea the fear I felt when I heard those shots today.”

      “I was afraid, too.”

      “I wasn’t watching.” He took on a distant expression. “I should’ve been watching, but I wasn’t. I knew you went inside. I thought there was a chance you were still in there, but when I heard the shots all I could think was that you mouthed off to the wrong person and you were in danger.”

      I cleared my throat to buy time. Finally, I stilled his hand before he could dab the peroxide on my elbow. “I know it’s hard for you to grasp this sometimes because it seems like I’m always in trouble, but I know how to take care of myself.” I meant it. “I survived a long time without you. I’m not going to forget how to take care of myself now that we’re sharing the same bed every night.”

      “I know that.” He cracked a grin. “I was still terrified. This was different than the normal sort of trouble you manage to find. You had no control over it.

      “Usually you have a chance to talk yourself out of trouble because you manage to tick off someone personally,” he continued. “Whoever did the shooting today had no idea who you were. There was no talking anyone out of anything. You could’ve simply been wiped off the Earth in a split second. That’s what scared me.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t really considered that. I released his hand so he could dab my elbow, hissing at the burning sensation. “Ow.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I think I’ll survive.”

      “Yeah? I would really appreciate it if you would make that a priority. I’ve become rather attached to you.”

      “Right back at you.”

      He finally cracked a grin. “I’m going to fix you up. Then I’m going to make you sit on my lap for ten minutes and not say a single word. Then we’ll go to dinner and you can be as loud as you want. How does that sound?”

      I’d had worse offers. “Can we pick up cake on the way home? That bakery by the house has cheesecake that makes me want to roll around naked with a big fork.”

      He snorted. “I’m pretty sure that can be arranged.”

      “Great. Go back to burning me with peroxide.”

      He stared at me for a moment and then leaned in to give me a kiss. “You’re doing really well with the compromise thing.”

      “I know. I’m turning into an adult … even though I hate the idea.”

      “I think you’re better at it than you realize.”

      “That’s kind of a mean thing to say because I was almost shot.”

      “Duly noted.”

      

      TRUE TO HIS WORD, Eliot went over every inch of my arms and hips to make sure there was no possibility an infection would take my legs out from under me. He slapped bandages on both elbows and one hip, kissed me between the eyebrows, and then forced me to lie still on the couch with him wrapped around me for a full ten minutes.

      Then, the second the clock clicked over to the eleventh minute, he released his grip and returned to his usual self.

      “Coneys?”

      “We had them for lunch but I’m fine with a repeat.” I slid into my shoes. “Am I allowed to complain now? I can’t keep up with these new compromise rules.”

      He chuckled. “Yes … unless you’re going to tell me that your life flashed before your eyes and you saw someone other than me in a leading role.”

      I rolled my eyes. “My head was too messed up for anything like that. That’s not what I want to complain about anyway.”

      “Oh.” Eliot was momentarily taken aback. “What’s bothering you?”

      “You gave James my story.” I managed to keep from yelling … but just barely. “That should’ve been my story. I was in the thick of things. I earned the entire space above the fold. Because of you, I lost it.”

      “That’s what you’re angry about?”

      “Yes.”

      He snorted as he slung an arm over my shoulders. “I won’t do it again … unless I feel an overwhelming urge to cover you in bubble wrap to keep you out of trouble for an extended period.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “What do you want?”

      “That really expensive cheesecake with the chocolate sharks on it.”

      “Done.”

      I smiled. “Are you going to give me anything I want tonight because you’re so thankful to have me in your life?”

      He returned the grin. “Maybe. What did you have in mind?”

      I knew what he was thinking. “A Lego Star Wars battle on the Xbox.”

      His smile slipped. “Really? That’s what you want to do?”

      I poked his side. “We can be naked during the competition.”

      “Now we’re talking.”

      

      JAKE AND HIS GIRLFRIEND LAUREN – a woman I personally selected for him because his last attempt at a relationship made me want to run wild through the street burning people with a curling iron – were already in a booth when we entered the diner.

      Without a word, Jake moved from his spot to join Lauren on one side, making room for us on the other.

      “I thought you guys had left,” Jake said once we were settled.

      “Eliot wanted to play naughty doctor, so we went upstairs for a little bit,” I replied, flicking my eyes to the specials menu. “They have fish and chips tonight.”

      “I’m fine with that.” Eliot smoothed my hair and smirked when Jake glared at him. “What?”

      “Why do you let her say things like the ‘naughty doctor’ thing? Do you have any idea how uncomfortable that makes me?”

      “Because you used to want to play naughty soldier in the woods behind my house when we were kids?” I asked.

      Jake held up a hand to quiet me as Lauren snickered. “I’m done with this conversation. I should have known better than to bring it up.”

      “Then why did you?” I was in the mood for a fight, mostly because Eliot gave my story away and wasn’t sorry in the least that he did it.

      “Because I’m a moron.” Jake leaned back in his seat and slipped his arm around Lauren’s shoulders. It was a casual gesture, one that might’ve bothered me a bit if he were still with his ex-girlfriend. For some reason, Lauren put me at ease … probably because she was good for Jake. She could be the things he needed, the things I never could, and manage to do it without making me want to smack her around. To me, that was an amazing feat.

      “How are you feeling, Avery?” Lauren asked, her eyes turning serious. “Jake told me you were in the thick of things when those shots were fired.”

      “I don’t really remember it.” That was a lie. I remembered it all. I didn’t want to dwell on it, however. I worried it would give me nightmares if I did and then Eliot would completely lose his head. “It happened really fast.”

      “It did,” Eliot agreed, resting his hand on my knee under the table. “It happened really fast and yet it seemed as if it took me forever to get across the street.”

      “Oh, you were there, too?” Lauren’s eyes went wide.

      “Not exactly. I was in my shop. I knew she was there. She was excited about messing with the protestors. She has a certain knack for getting under people’s skin, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      Lauren chuckled. “I never would’ve guessed that.”

      “Yeah, well … I couldn’t find her at first. Everyone was scattered and there were still people screaming. One of the deputies was talking into her radio and said people were down by the podium, so that’s where I went.”

      “Is that where you found her?” Jake asked, his eyes serious.

      Eliot nodded. “She was with Dan Crawford, checking his vitals. Even in the middle of everything – shots flying and people dying – she was brave and trying to help. I still wanted to lock her in the trunk of her car to keep her safe.”

      Jake’s chuckle was low and throaty. “I think you should try that for a weekend. It might be fun.”

      Ugh. I was sick of the testosterone twins and their incessant bonding. “Let’s talk about something other than the fact that Eliot wants to lock me in the trunk,” I suggested. “For example, did you check out the roof? Do you think the shooter was up there?”

      “We have reason to believe he was up there,” Jake replied, sobering. “We don’t have proof. We’re checking all the cameras. It might take some time.”

      “Avery brought up a good point when I was bandaging her up,” Eliot supplied. “Those fire escapes are difficult to pull down. You can drop them easily enough if you’re already on the fire escape, but climbing from the ground is difficult by design.”

      Jake cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Avery brought that up? How could she possibly know that?”

      “She spies on people at the courthouse.”

      “Oh.” Jake accepted the answer without complaint. “That makes sense. I hadn’t thought about that. Good tip, Avery.”

      I made a face. “I’ve spied on you up there,” I offered. “You were testifying in a case and I watched you use a lint roller on your pants.” Hmm. Now that I thought about it, the tidbit wasn’t exactly dastardly. “You left the tape things from the lint roller on the street when you were done.”

      “I think she’s saying you’re a litterer,” Eliot offered helpfully, causing Jake to chuckle.

      “I’ll try to refrain from doing that again. Although … .” He tilted his head to the side and regarded me with mistrustful eyes. “Two months ago Tad Ludington filed a report with the department. He was upset because kids were somehow getting on the roof of that building and he didn’t think it was safe.”

      “How did he know kids were getting on the roof?” Lauren asked.

      “Because someone had been throwing water balloons at people on the street from the roof.”

      “Sounds like kids.”

      I magically found something to stare at on the wall. “I think I’m getting the fish and chips,” I volunteered. “It sounds good. You know … comfort food.”

      Jake continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “The thing is, when I went to the roof I didn’t find balloons. I found condoms with messages on them.”

      Lauren, still behind in the conversation, knit her eyebrows. “What kind of condoms have messages on them?”

      “The kind that are meant as gag gifts,” Jake replied. “For example, they said things like ‘small condoms for tiny peckers’ and ‘I will not be your father.’ That one had an illustration of a lightsaber on it.”

      I refused to make eye contact. “I didn’t know they made condoms like that. How fun.”

      “One had people doing lewd things,” Jake continued. “It said, ‘You’re my favorite thing to do.’”

      Lauren snorted. “That is awesome.”

      Jake never moved his eyes from my face. “Then there was the one featuring a skeleton that said, ‘I’d bone you.’”

      “Oh, that one was funny,” I groused, losing my cool. “The one that said, ‘Condoms are easier to change than diapers’ was also a real crowd pleaser.”

      “I knew it.” Jake glowered at me. “Where did you even find those condoms?”

      “The internet. You can find anything on the internet now.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Lauren said, clearly enjoying herself. “Oh, don’t pout. It’s not as if she hurt anyone. And water balloon condoms are kind of funny.”

      I knew there was a reason I liked Lauren. She got my sense of humor … and often told Jake he was a moron when he didn’t. “I think you should listen to your girlfriend,” I suggested. “Let it go.”

      “What if I don’t want to let it go?”

      “Then I’ll tell you about my naked doctor session with Eliot,” I replied, not missing a beat.

      Jake sighed. “Fine. Let’s talk about something else.” He focused on Eliot. “We’re doubling the security presence at the courthouse tomorrow. We don’t know if it will do any good, but we’re expecting twice the crowd.”

      “Why are you telling him?” I asked, confused.

      “Because he knows I’ll be there to keep an eye on you and he doesn’t want me to worry,” Eliot replied.

      Well, crud. That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “I think I’m going to need a double dose of that cheesecake tonight.”

      Eliot squeezed my knee. “I think we’re both going to have a great time with that cheesecake.”

      At least that was something to look forward to.
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      Eliot was in a relatively good mood when we got home. In an effort to keep him that way, I waited until we’d polished off the cheesecake before changing into my Princess Leia Underoos and surprising him in the living room by tossing him one of the condom packages I’d saved during my water condom assault on Tad.

      His reflexes were honed, so he caught it in mid-air. “What’s this?”

      “A gift for you,” I replied, watching his face.

      He read the green package aloud. “Yoda one for me.” He smirked. “There’s an illustration of a green Muppet on this.”

      “There is,” I agreed.

      “Are you trying to bribe me to get me to forget what happened this afternoon?” he asked, his eyes earnest when they snagged mine.

      I shook my head. “You’re allowed to feel what you want to feel. Wasn’t that the compromise we struck? We’re both who we are and there’s no changing that.”

      He chuckled. “I guess it’s good I like who you are ninety-five percent of the time, huh?”

      “Definitely.” I nodded. “Want to see if we can get that up to ninety-seven percent of the time?”

      He clutched the condom. “I could probably be persuaded.”

      “Prove it.”

      He slowly got up from the couch, a faux predatory look washing over his features. “Are you ready to begin your training?”

      Ah, good. He was getting into the fun of the game. “Absolutely. I want to have a lightsaber fight.” I laughed at the expression on his face. “What? Too crass?”

      He shook his head. “You’d better start running now.”

      That’s exactly what I had in mind.

      

      I WOKE WELL-RESTED AND happy to see Eliot sleeping hard. He lightly snored, one arm thrown over his head, and I snuggled closer as I debated my options for the day. There was no way I could give up the story now. Yes, James covered the court beat, but there were ways to turn Fish to my favor. I simply had to settle on the right one.

      “I can hear your mind working from here,” Eliot complained, shifting so he could glance at the clock on the nightstand. “You can sleep for another thirty minutes.”

      “We went to bed early,” I reminded him.

      “That doesn’t mean we went to sleep early.”

      “We kind of did.”

      He sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “I can’t believe you’re up before me.”

      “Yeah, well ... I think you were more emotionally spent than me.” That was the truth. “Once we stopped competing for domination of the galaxy last night — I’m sorry you fell victim to the Empire, by the way — I was out. I’m guessing it took you a little longer to fall asleep.”

      “I was pretty close behind you.” He linked his fingers with mine beneath the covers. “You were snoring so loudly I thought the landscapers were here in the middle of the night, so that delayed me a bit.”

      I recognized what he was doing and decided to let it slide. “I slept hard,” I agreed.

      “No dreams?”

      “I had a weird dream.”

      He squeezed my hand. “Tell me about it.”

      “We were in the zombie apocalypse.”

      “Of course we were.”

      “You wouldn’t let me take all my video games with me when we ran,” I said. “You said it was impractical.”

      “I’m glad to see I’m also smart in your dreams.”

      I smirked. “Later we found out the video games had a special alloy on the discs that turned the zombies back to human.”

      “Oh, you’re making that up.”

      I did dream about the zombie apocalypse and video games. The video games became a hindrance to carry around, but I didn’t want him to know that. “No, it’s true. I saved humanity.”

      He rolled so he was pressed against me and kissed my neck. I could feel his lips curving. “I would totally want you on my team during the zombie apocalypse. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      We rested like that for a long time because I thought there was a chance he might need it. I mean ... a long time. Two whole minutes. Then my busy brain got the better of me. “I have an idea on how to turn Fish to my way of thinking.”

      His breath was hot against my neck as he started to laugh. “I’m sure you do.”

      “No, hear me out.” I rolled so we faced each other, his morning stubble occasionally scrubbing my cheek. “I’m a woman.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows hopped. “You don’t say. I’m shocked by that insight.”

      I squealed when I felt his hands wander. “Hey! I’m trying to have a serious conversation. That means you have to listen and not ogle.”

      “I’m a great multi-tasker.”

      “Eliot!”

      “Fine.” He sighed and moved his hands to my waist. “You have exactly two minutes to start talking about something I care about before we go back to exploring the fact that you’re a woman.”

      The look I shot him was withering. “You are ... a pain in the butt.”

      “I am,” he agreed.

      “All I meant with the ‘I’m a woman’ comment is that we’re dealing with a case that essentially pits women against men,” I explained. “Now there are other people on each side, don’t get me wrong. In fact, there were quite a few men there walking with the WASP protesters.”

      “I’m sure most of those men were there because they thought it would be prime hunting ground for dates.”

      I stilled. “That is a very cynical outlook.”

      “It is.”

      “I was kind of thinking the same thing, though. I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks the worst of people.”

      “That would be tragic,” he agreed, his lips brushing the ridge of my ear. He was clearly serious about picking up this morning where we left off last night.

      “The thing is, this is a battle of the sexes.” My eyes crossed when he breathed into my ear. “Fish is going to give me the story simply because I’m a woman. If he doesn’t, I’ll explain to the protesters what’s going on and they’ll demonstrate in front of The Monitor.”

      Eliot stilled. “You’re going to blackmail your boss?”

      “It’s not as if it’s the first time. Besides, this story should’ve been mine from the start. It has all the hallmarks of an Avery Shaw spectacular.”

      “Oh, geez! I can’t believe you’ve named the phenomenon.” He leaned back and dragged a hand through his shaggy hair. He was due for a haircut, although I liked it long so I never minded when it got a bit out of control. “Are you sure you want to take this route? You could just tell him you think it’s necessary for two reporters to be there every day. After the shooting, he’ll probably agree on principle alone.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But I don’t know that I want to gamble on Fish doing the right thing.”

      “If you’re not careful he’ll send another reporter just to teach you a lesson.”

      “Ah, see, that’s where things get interesting.” I beamed at his suspicious face. “I’m the only female reporter with the skills set to handle this story. The other females are all features reporters.”

      “That’s sexist.”

      “I agree ... but it’s true. There are only four female reporters. The other three handle features stories. I’m the only one who can handle something this big.”

      Eliot remained unconvinced. “Is that true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “That you’re the only female news reporter.”

      “It’s most definitely true.”

      He sighed. “Well ... I think you’re probably going to be able to manipulate Fish to your way of thinking.”

      I beamed. “Thank you.”

      “That’s not a compliment. You’re simply diabolical when you want to be.”

      “How is that not a compliment?”

      He chuckled. “I’m going to take a tour of all the downtown buildings this morning with Jake. We set it up when you were in the bathroom last night. We’re going to make sure all those fire escape ladders are working correctly so no one who doesn’t belong there can get on those roofs.”

      “Do you really think whoever it was will come back a second time?”

      “I guess that depends. Do you think he got who he was aiming for?”

      That was a very good question. “I guess we both have work to do.”

      “We do.” He leaned closer. “I’m not done exploring the galaxy yet.”

      “That’s because you’re a Jedi who believes any job worth doing should be done right.”

      “That’s a nice way to put it.”

      “I thought so.”

      

      I WAS COMMITTED TO MY plan of action when I entered the newspaper offices two hours later. I was only five minutes late — which was somewhat miraculous for me — and as a peace offering I wore a new Star Wars shirt that wasn’t even remotely offensive.

      I dropped my purse and notebook at my desk and booted my computer before leaning back in my chair and giving my editor a sidelong look. The Monitor’s newsroom was divided into blocks of cubicles. In the main area, where the layout people and editors worked, the cubicle walls were lower because they could be trusted to work without unnecessary conversation derailing their days. Reporter row was different. We had tall walls because we were a chatty bunch and Fish got tired of yelling, “This isn’t a talking party” at us when we forgot we were on deadline.

      Fish was intent on his computer screen, almost as if he was actually working. I was still two mugs of coffee away from properly functioning, so I figured he was putting on an act.

      As if sensing my gaze, he slowly tracked his eyes to me. He didn’t say anything, his face impassive, but I could almost feel the resignation wafting off of him. Now was the time to strike.

      I slid back into my cubicle, stood, and smoothed my Han Solo “Never Tell Me the Odds” shirt before heading toward his desk. He was back to staring at his screen, but I knew he was aware of my impending presence.

      “Hey, Avery!” My friend Erin bubbled when she caught sight of me. She was the special sections editor — basically she did the advertorial inserts that made it into the newspaper every weekend — and she was a lot of fun to gossip with. “I heard you were almost shot yesterday. That must have been terrifying.”

      “It wasn’t as bad as you’d expect,” I replied truthfully. “There are worse things in the world. Like ... did you know there are women who actually date Duncan of their own free will? That’s so much worse than being shot at.”

      I let loose the snarky tidbit at the perfect time because the man in question, Duncan Marlow — aka, the office tool — happened to be striding behind me on the way to his desk. He slowed his pace and pinned me with a harsh glare.

      “Too bad that bullet didn’t hit you in the head yesterday.”

      “Hey!” Fish’s temper, rarely on display, came out in full. “I won’t put up with any of that.” He was firm. “It’s one thing to mess with one another because ... well ... you’re easy to mess with, Duncan. It’s not okay to wish death on anyone. If you say anything like that again I’ll have you sent to Human Resources.”

      Duncan briefly narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe I wished she was dead.”

      “He’s right,” I said calmly. “He said he wished I was shot in the head. That’s not the same as dying.”

      “Enough!” Fish barked.

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. He’s a tool. Let it go.” I leaned over the railing of Fish’s cubicle and snagged an orange slice from the baggie he had on his desk. His wife always sent him to work with healthy snacks — something he hated — and it wasn’t out of the ordinary to see him munching on yogurt when the rest of us were inhaling Twix bars.

      “So, I had an idea,” I started.

      “Oh, well, good. I’m glad to see that your near-death experience didn’t result in behavior modification. I would’ve hated that.”

      His tone told me he meant the exact opposite. “I’m fine. I wasn’t all that close. In fact, I could’ve filed my own story yesterday.”

      “That’s not what James said. He insinuated you were in the thick of things, right next to the deceased when it happened.”

      “How would he even know?” I challenged, frustration bubbling up. “He was hiding inside when it occurred. I was out there.”

      “He said you were close to the guy who was shot and that some guy with long hair was serving as your bodyguard for the rest of the day. I’m assuming that’s Eliot. James was under the impression that Eliot was in charge.”

      Oh, well, now I wanted to hurt James even more than when this situation first spun out of control. “Eliot is not in charge. I’m in charge.”

      Fish cocked a dubious eyebrow. “James said that Eliot kept a firm hold on you for the duration of the afternoon and forced you to stick close to him.”

      Oh, well, crud on a cracker. My formerly badass rep had taken a hit and I didn’t even realize it. That couldn’t stand. “Eliot was upset because shots were fired. He’s a security expert,” I offered. “He is not in charge, though. We’re equally in charge.”

      Fish eyed me for a long beat. “What happened yesterday was stressful for all involved. It was right for you to take some time off. Believe it or not, that’s normal.”

      “It was my story.”

      He sighed as he ran a hand over his thinning hair. He wore enough jewelry to make 1970s Burt Reynolds jealous, and the bad lighting in the newsroom reflected off the bald spot on his head, creating an odd halo effect. “You’re the only person I know who would be angry about being forced to go home early and regroup after a shooting.”

      “I didn’t go home that early. Eliot patched up my scrapes and then we went to dinner.” I left out the lightsaber duels because I figured Fish would turn furious if I pushed him on that particular point. “I was fine. There was no need to take my story away.”

      He shifted in his chair as he ran his tongue over his teeth and regarded me. “I didn’t take it away from you. I made sure you got a co-byline even though James wanted to add your name in at the end of the story instead.”

      My lips curved down. “He was warned about that at the courthouse yesterday.”

      “Yes, well, I’m guessing he doesn’t like sharing bylines,” Fish noted. “I said something to him about it, so it won’t happen again.”

      It most definitely wouldn’t. “I know how to ensure it won’t happen again.”

      Fish was instantly suspicious. “I don’t want to hear any of your harebrained ideas.”

      “How do you know it’s harebrained? I haven’t even laid it out for you yet.”

      “No. Not happening. No way. No how. I refuse to listen.” He stopped just short of putting his hands over his ears and screeching, “La, la, la.”

      “I was almost shot yesterday,” I reminded him. “You owe me.”

      “You can’t say nothing happened in one breath and then use your narrow escape to get what you want in another.”

      “I think I can.”

      “Well ... .” He broke off and shook his head. “What’s your idea?”

      “James can handle the court proceedings.” For now, I silently added. I would be going after those eventually, too. Now was not the time to get greedy, though. “I’ll handle everything outside the court proceedings. The shooting is technically a different story now, and it ties to the protests.”

      Fish opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut, his mind clearly busy.

      “You know it’s true,” I prodded. “You let me cover the protesters on my own yesterday because you recognized it was a big deal. Now it’s an even a bigger deal.

      “James can’t handle both the court case and the murder investigation,” I continued. “The sheriff’s department will hold news conferences, and probably at the same time James is in court. This situation requires two dedicated reporters.”

      Fish pursed his lips. “It does. I’m thinking I should assign someone else, though. Perhaps Marvin ... or even Duncan.”

      Over my dead body would he assign Duncan to my story. “You need a female.”

      “Why?”

      “Because half those protesters are female and they believe the patriarchal system is holding them down. That Julia woman I met yesterday mentioned protesting here due to our lack of female reporters. Do you want to become the news instead of covering it?”

      Fish was appalled. “How did she know about the female reporters?”

      That was a very good question. It was time to lie. “Apparently she’s been researching our operation for years. She said how progressive it was of you to send me to cover the protests. She knew who I was right away and was thankful that you were open-minded enough not to send a man.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Fish was caught. We both knew it. “I guess we can do things your way.”

      It took everything I had not to do a victory dance. “I think that’s probably best.”

      “Great. I’m glad you’re happy.” Fish narrowed his eyes and lowered his voice. “Don’t think I’m not aware of what you just did here. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Of course not. You’re the best boss in the world.”

      “No need for overkill.” He shook his head. “I’ll take care of informing James because you’ll do it in an aggressive manner.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “You get out there and find out why Dan Crawford was shot. I’m guessing it was a mistake and the shooter was aiming for Savage. It’s your job to find out.”

      “That’s the plan.” I mock saluted. “Thank you for being the best boss ever.”

      His face was blank. “Do you have any idea how annoying you are?”

      “I have an inkling.”

      “Double it.”

      “Good to know.”
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      My first order of business was tracking down information on Dan Crawford. I knew absolutely nothing about the guy — other than he was apparently an uber-douche — and James did little to no checking on his background the previous day. That meant I had a lot of legwork in front of me.

      I stopped in Eliot’s shop because I needed a favor. Googling Crawford’s address got me nowhere because it was a common name. He had better search engines on his computer for his security business, so I was hoping he would be eager to help given the several bouts of intergalactic battles we’d played over the past twelve hours. Unfortunately for me, he wasn’t alone in the shop when I entered.

      “It was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” Fawn complained, her tone whiny. “I had to hide in the bushes for an hour.”

      Eliot made sympathetic noises and turned his eyes toward the door when the overhead bell rang. He broke into a smile when he realized who was darkening his door. “Miss me already?”

      There was so much flirt emanating from him that he would’ve had hearts bulging from his eyes had he been a cartoon character.

      “Every moment without you is a personal torment,” I drawled, stepping into the shop. “I need a favor.”

      He didn’t as much as blink. “Am I going to like this favor?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      Fawn cleared her throat and shot me a pointed look. “I was in the middle of a story.”

      “Yes, it sounded terrifying,” I said. “You hid in the bushes for an hour even though shots were fired for less than a minute. That sounds like a great way to spend your time.”

      She scowled. “Why do you always have to be such a jerk?”

      I shrugged. “I have a gift.” I kept my eyes on Eliot. “It’s not a difficult favor.”

      He pursed his lips. “See, the fact that you needed to make that distinction worries me. I can’t agree to do you a favor unless I know what it is.”

      “I prefer it when you blindly agree and then get irritated after the fact.”

      “I know, but we’re trying this new compromise thing and I want to stick to it.”

      I heaved a sigh. “Fine. I need you to find Dan Crawford’s address.”

      He waited for me to continue, but there was really nothing else to say. “That’s it?”

      I nodded. “Fish agreed that my plan to cover the trial and the protests separately was for the best. That means I need to track down Crawford’s family and go from there.”

      “I can manage that.”

      I beamed. “Thank you, Admiral Kane.”

      He smirked as Fawn furrowed her brow.

      “Why are you tracking down the dead guy?” she asked, confused. “What does he have to do with anything?”

      Honestly, there are times I wonder how she doesn’t fall down when she’s trying to walk. That’s how slow she is. “Because he’s dead and I need to find out why.”

      “Isn’t that a job for the police?”

      “Yes, but I’m a helpful soul.”

      Eliot snorted as he gestured for me to move closer. “It shouldn’t take long to track him down.”

      “Do you know how common the name Dan Crawford is?”

      “Still, he had ties to Savage, right? I’m betting it’s easier than you imagine.”

      “Poor Mr. Savage.” Fawn made a tsking sound. “I feel so bad for him.”

      “You feel bad for him?” My fingers itched to give her hair a good tug. “Why on earth would you feel bad for him?”

      “Because he’s being railroaded.”

      “Is that what he says on his radio show?”

      Fawn nodded solemnly. “He’s a great man and people are jealous of great men. It’s not fair that he’s a target simply for having an opinion.”

      “If I had lima beans in my stomach, this is where I would throw them up,” I muttered.

      “What do lima beans have to do with it?” Eliot asked.

      “They taste like ass.”

      “Good to know.” He pushed open the door to his office. “Come on. I’ll get you that address before this conversation devolves into a hissing contest. I know my Kitten would win, but I don’t want to have to deal with the fallout.”

      I glowered at him. “I thought you were dropping the Kitten thing.”

      “My whims come and go. You should understand that because you’re the same way.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I shuffled toward the door. “I’ll let you get back to doing whatever you were doing, Fawn. If you need something shiny to stare at, may I suggest the coins in the middle of the road. You might get hit by a car ... but those are the breaks.”

      “Avery.” Eliot was stern as he motioned for me to enter the office. He was such a killjoy sometimes.

      “I’m coming.”

      He waited until we were safely ensconced in his office, the door shut, to give me a kiss. “You need to stop baiting her.”

      “You’re the one who changed his mind about firing her,” I reminded him. “You kicked her to the curb and then brought her back on probation.”

      “I brought her back because I was worried she would sue,” he admitted, causing me to sober. “I need to document everything she does for the next few weeks before I can cut her loose without worrying about repercussions.”

      I was surprised. “I didn’t realize that. Are you really worried she’ll sue you?”

      “She seems the type, doesn’t she?”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Well ... what can I do to help?”

      His eyebrows hopped as he pressed a hand to the small of my back. “Just be you. She’ll do something stupid relatively quickly if you keep to your normal patterns. That’s what I want.”

      “Fair enough.” I watched as he sat at his desk and started typing, momentarily marveling at how lucky I’d gotten when we’d connected. He was handsome and helpful. He also didn’t give me too much grief when I dug into a story and refused to loosen my claws. That was essentially all I could ask for, and yet he somehow always managed to be more.

      “Why are you staring at me with that goofy look on your face?” Eliot asked, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

      My smile slipped. “Maybe I was thinking that you’re a good guy and I’m happy to have you in my life. Have you ever considered that?”

      “Is that what you were thinking?”

      “I’m not telling you now.”

      He chuckled. “I’m happy you’re in my life, too. I need you to be quiet, though. You were right about there being numerous Dan Crawfords. I need to find the right one.”

      “Yes, sir.” I clicked my heels together and threw myself in the chair across from his desk. “Do you have anything to snack on?”

      “There are lima beans in the cupboard.”

      “Ha, ha. You’re a funny guy.”

      “I do my best.”

      

      DAN CRAWFORD LIVED IN A NONDESCRIPT two-story house in Clinton Township. It wasn’t in a rich neighborhood, but it wasn’t in a poor one either. It was basically a normal house on a normal street in a normal southeast Michigan suburb. The only thing that set his house apart were the vitriolic signs on his front lawn.

      They spouted phrases like “Feminism is just another word for man-hater” and “Women belong in the home not the government.” All I could think was that he was lucky I didn’t live in his neighborhood because I would’ve handled the sign issue a long time ago, probably with some well-placed lighter fluid and a match.

      I was halfway up the sidewalk that led to the front door when it opened. The man who stood there appeared to be in his early twenties, and the look of confusion on his face caused me to slow my pace.

      “May I help you?” he asked.

      “Um ... .”

      “I’m not in the mood for solicitors. Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying.”

      That was insulting. I squared my shoulders. “My name is Avery Shaw. I’m a reporter with The Monitor. I was at the courthouse yesterday when shots were fired. My understanding is that this is Dan Crawford’s house.”

      The man was taken aback. “Oh, I ... yeah. I should’ve recognized you.” His voice softened. “I saw you on television. You were with some guy with long hair and he was taking care of you.”

      Hmm. I hadn’t realized I’d made the evening news. “Was Mr. Crawford your father?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’m Doug Crawford.” He extended his hand when I stopped in front of him and I shook it. “I suppose you want to talk about my father.”

      “That’s the plan,” I agreed. “But if you’re not feeling up to it … .”

      “No. It’s okay.” Doug shook his head, as if dislodging a bad memory, and then pushed open the door so I could enter. “I was about to make some tea. Is that okay?”

      “Sure.” I followed him into the house, paying special attention to the decorating as he led me toward the kitchen. The walls were littered with odd paintings and what looked to be a copy of the U.S. Constitution. “Your father had interesting hobbies.”

      Doug flicked a look over his shoulder as he filled a kettle with water. “My father was ... a difficult man.”

      I wasn’t expecting this reaction. I thought for sure the family would hold Dan up as some sort of martyr who died for a just cause. “You didn’t get along?”

      “We ... had issues,” Doug replied calmly, gesturing toward the table after he placed the kettle on the stove. “My father wasn’t a bad man. I’m not sure if you met him before it happened, but you probably formed some opinions if you did.”

      “We didn’t really talk,” I admitted. “I saw him there. I was interviewing others. I planned to get to him but it didn’t quite happen.”

      “Because of the shooting.”

      “Because Bart Savage exited the courthouse sooner than I thought and he kind of took over,” I replied, opting for honesty. “He stood in front of everyone and made a little speech. They must have been expecting it because they had a lectern and microphone set up.”

      “That sounds about right.” Weary, Doug lowered himself to a chair and rubbed his forehead. “Is this the part where I’m supposed to say great things about my father? If so, I think you’re going to be disappointed.”

      “You’re not supposed to feel anything you don’t feel,” I supplied, leaning back in my chair. “I guess the question is: What are you feeling?”

      “I’m sad. He was my father and he’s gone. That makes me sad.”

      I waited for him to continue. I knew he was nowhere near done.

      “But, my father was ... obnoxious,” he volunteered, his expression rueful. “He was always something of a jerk. I think that’s why he went through three wives.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “He married three times?”

      Doug nodded. “My mother was the first. She lasted the longest. I don’t think he was as bad when they first started dating. His belief system sort of evolved after that. My mother was a nurse, for example, and he was happy with the money she brought home.”

      “I’m guessing that didn’t last?”

      “No. He found this strange group. I’m still not sure where he found them. I think someone at the Elks Lodge told him about the group. They were basically dedicated to family values. That’s what he told us, anyway. It became apparent relatively quickly that they were interested in something other than family values.”

      The statement was pointed, but I wasn’t sure where he was going with it. “What do you mean?”

      “Basically my father wanted to go back in time,” Doug explained. “He wanted to go back to the 1950s because he thought that life was perfect. He watched television shows and enjoyed how the man was considered the breadwinner and the wives seemed perfectly happy washing windows and making huge feasts for dinner every night. That’s what he wanted, what he expected.

      “The reality was different,” he continued. “My mother had two kids — me and my sister — and then she was done. She didn’t want more. She kept her nursing degree current by working a couple of shifts a month and took care of us until we were in school full time. Then she went back to work.”

      That sounded reasonable. In fact, the thought of staying home with kids at all gave me the heebie-jeebies. I would’ve hired a nanny the day I got home from the hospital and called it a day. “Your father didn’t want her to go back to work?”

      “No. He said she should stay home and take care of the house. He liked things a certain way, you see. He wanted all the laundry done ... and counters wiped down ... and toilets cleaned. He wanted that done every single day.”

      My dislike for the guy was growing by leaps and bounds. “If he wanted it done, why didn’t he do it himself?”

      “Because that was women’s work.”

      “Of course it was.” I watched as Doug returned to the stove to reclaim the kettle. “Is that why your parents divorced?”

      “Eventually,” he confirmed. “My mother tried to hold the marriage together for several years, but by the time my sister was twelve and he started going off about the clothes she was wearing and how it wasn’t necessary for her to know math because she wouldn’t need it as a homemaker she’d had enough.”

      “I give your mother credit,” I offered as he slipped a mug of tea in front of me. “That had to be difficult. I think she made the right decision.”

      “Oh, she definitely made the right decision,” Doug agreed. “We moved to Sterling Heights. My father saw us on alternating weekends. My mother was always worried he would say things to my sister — which he did — but she explained he was crazy and my sister learned to ignore him.

      “He was married again within a year,” he continued. “The new wife was ten years younger than my mother. Her name was Jenny, and she really wasn’t that bad. I think my father focused on her because she was fresh out of culinary school and naive. He liked the idea that she could cook and was convinced he could mold her to his way of thinking.”

      “How did that go?”

      “Not well. Jenny learned to cook because she had big dreams of owning her own restaurant one day. She does now. She has a place over on Walnut Street, close to Macomb Place. It’s Italian food and very popular. I’ve eaten there with my sister Vanessa a few times.”

      Well, that answered that question. “Your father had another kid?”

      “Oh, yeah. He believed in sowing his seed wherever he could. I honestly think Jenny thought she was lucky to find him at the start. My father could be charming and hide his more annoying impulses, at least for a little while.”

      “Was your mother upset when he remarried?”

      “No. It was a relief. That meant she didn’t have to listen to him go on and on about how she destroyed our family any longer. He was focused on Jenny, which allowed her to do her own thing. She remarried, too, and her new husband treated her well and never gave her an ounce of grief. They moved to Florida a while back because they wanted to get away from the Michigan winters. They’re still happy.”

      “That’s good.” I meant it. “How long did the marriage to Jenny last?”

      “Five years. She got fed up quickly and waited for my father to leave for work one day. Then she packed up her stuff and moved out. She was prepared and already had an apartment waiting.”

      “Did your father melt down about that?”

      “Oh, you have no idea. He was furious.” Doug’s expression turned sour as he returned to the table with his own mug of tea. “He was convinced that feminists were targeting him, seducing him, and having children by him because they wanted to discredit him. By this point he was extremely into his ‘women should be seen and not heard’ groups, and I thought he was a little off his rocker.”

      “Did you see him much?”

      “Once a month or so. I was heading into college and the last thing I wanted was for him to fill my head with nonsense. Once my mother explained how I would never get a date if I followed his advice I was happy to keep him at a distance.”

      “Did he see Vanessa?”

      “Not much. Jenny worked as a chef at several restaurants before she opened her own. Vanessa has a stepfather who is kind and helps her with her homework. She’s honestly better off.”

      “It still had to be hard on your father.”

      “Oh, it definitely was,” Doug intoned. “It didn’t help that my grandfather — he’s still alive and a real piece of work — kept telling him everything he did wrong. My grandfather only married once and my grandmother was so meek and mild she did everything he wanted. She never offered up an ounce of lip and waited on him hand and foot. That’s what my father wanted ... and could never seem to find.”

      “Times were different then,” I noted. “I’m sure there are a large number of people out there who want to be homemakers. I think that’s a noble decision. The choice shouldn’t be forced on them, though. The decision should be completely up to them.”

      “That’s basically how I feel,” Doug agreed.

      “Tell me about the third wife,” I prodded. “I’m guessing things didn’t go much better with her.”

      “Oh, that’s a story and a half.” Doug grinned as a specific memory took root in his head. “My father’s wives kept getting younger. That wasn’t good because they were more apt to believe that women could do anything men could.”

      “I already like the sound of this story.”

      “I think you’re going to love it.”
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      Doug’s story was indeed interesting, more laugh-out-loud than anything else. Unlike his first stepmother, though, he had no idea where the second one ended up. I’d need help to track her down, which meant promising Eliot special favors in exchange for information … again.

      The second ex-wife was easy to find. She was at her restaurant, preparing for the lunch rush, and she willingly let me in when I knocked.

      “I expected a reporter to track me down,” she admitted as she placed an iced tea in front of me and sat in the chair across from me. “I thought it would be at least another day. May I ask how you found me?”

      “Doug,” I replied simply. “He was at his father’s house when I stopped by.”

      “Ah.” She nodded sagely. “Doug. He was always a good boy. How is he?”

      I saw no reason to lie. “Conflicted. He didn’t agree with his father’s nonsense, but Dan was still his father so … he grieves. He probably doesn’t grieve like someone who was close to a parent, though.”

      “Dan was a terrible father.” Jenny said it in such a manner that it couldn’t be construed as anything other than the truth. “I didn’t see it when we first married. I believed what he told me.”

      “Let me guess; he blamed it all on the first wife, didn’t he?”

      “Fiona.” Jenny’s lips curved. “He kept me away from her at first. He told me she was crazy, that she purposely told lies about him to get custody of the children. He painted a terrible picture of parental estrangement, and I was dumb enough to believe him.”

      That made sense. Jenny seemed pragmatic, logical to a fault. She was young when she’d met Dan. He would’ve seemed wise due to his age. “How did you meet?”

      “On campus. He was a professor at the time. History.”

      “A professor?” I wrinkled my forehead. “I thought he was in marketing.”

      “He is now. Er, at least that’s what I heard. He lost his job as a professor about three years after we were married.”

      Something occurred to me. “He wasn’t your professor, was he?”

      She let loose a half smile that made me feel sorry for her. “I know what you’re thinking. I was an idiot. It’s okay to think it.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that. It’s more that I was wondering if he took advantage of his position to seduce you.”

      “I don’t know that ‘seduce’ is the right word,” she countered, thoughtful. “He was my professor. I met with him a few times because I was having trouble with my coursework.”

      “And what sort of professor was he? Doug didn’t mention anything about him being a professor.”

      “Yes, well, he wasn’t a professor for very long. He was a high school history teacher before that and apparently lucked out when there was an opening at the community college. He was there about six months before I came along.

      “I didn’t really care about the basic classes, you see, but I needed to pass them,” she continued. “I’ve never had a good memory for things like facts. I have, however, been good at remembering things like recipe ingredients. I’m one of those chefs who cooks on instinct for the most part, but I could remember recipes. History was another matter.”

      “When did he make his first move on you?” I asked.

      “It was the third time I was in his office. He suggested we meet at a private location so he could better explain things, away from the school so we wouldn’t constantly be interrupted.”

      I saw where this was going. “He took advantage of you.”

      “No. I knew what I was doing. I was an idiot, but I knew. I’m not going to pretend it wasn’t a mistake, but if I hadn’t been with him I wouldn’t have my daughter. I wouldn’t have learned and picked better the second time around. I’m not sorry.”

      I nodded, understanding. “Doug said the marriage didn’t last because Dan tried to control you.”

      “I think that’s a mild word for what he wanted,” Jenny replied. “Our marriage lasted five years, the entire relationship six. During that time he changed … like, a lot. I know that much of what he put forth when we first met was mostly an act, but he wasn’t a horrible man then. Eventually, he wasn’t anything other than horrible.”

      “When did you know you needed to get out?”

      “A year before I escaped. I had to plan for a clean getaway, make sure I had a home and a way to take care of Vanessa. I knew Dan would fight me for custody even though he didn’t really want it. He only ever wanted to be a father for show. When it came to the hard stuff – actually listening to his children and sacrificing himself – he wasn’t capable.”

      “Did he see Vanessa after the divorce?”

      “Very rarely. Most of the time he would try to trot her out for some event … especially after he joined Bart Savage’s team.”

      She opened the door for the obvious question, so I stepped through it. “How did he hook up with Savage?”

      “I’m not a hundred percent sure,” she replied, turning thoughtful. “He was fired from the college a few years after we married. It wasn’t for a sex scandal or anything – I know what you’re thinking – but he started adding a certain twist to lectures.”

      That sounded interesting. “What kind of twist?”

      “Well, for starters, he painted Susan B. Anthony as an enemy of the state because she fought for the right to vote for women, thought Amelia Earhart got what was coming to her because women shouldn’t fly, and thought Rosa Parks was rude and uncouth.”

      Even though Jenny was flippant when delivering the information, it annoyed me. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but … what a jerk.”

      “Yeah. He was a horrible individual, and he got worse the older he got.”

      “So, he was fired for adding editorial comments to his lectures.”

      “Exactly.” She nodded. “He was angry after it happened and he spent days ranting and raving about how he was being persecuted, saying that there was a cabal of women trying to keep men down. It was a bunch of conspiracy theory nuttiness, but he honestly believed it. It was my job as a chef that saved us the next few months, which made him bitter.”

      “He didn’t join Savage’s team until after your divorce?”

      “That’s right. My understanding is that he got extremely … rigid … once he found Savage. He started treating the man as some sort of messiah. It was distressing. That’s when I put my foot down about his visitation with Vanessa. He wasn’t thrilled with my decision, but he let it go because he found something else to focus on.”

      “What about Vanessa?” I asked. “How does she feel about her father now?”

      “She’s in high school. She lives in a world of boys and makeup. She also likes books. She’s never really expressed a yen to see Dan. If she misses him, she doesn’t say. My husband has been a proper stepfather to her, gives her everything she needs. He’s a good man and he’s so much more than Dan could ever be.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead,” she continued. “It seems somehow gauche to do that given the circumstances. Although, for the record, Dan would be thrilled at the way he went out. Now he’s a martyr for the cause. He’ll be forever remembered as a fallen soldier. To him, that would be the ideal death.

      “I don’t think Dan ever had a chance,” she said. “His father warped him from the start. His mother was too weak to fight the effort. John knew what he was creating when he molded Dan … and it worked.”

      “Doug mentioned his grandfather is still alive,” I said. “He’s my next stop. What should I know about him?”

      Jenny smirked. “I don’t think it matters. He’ll hate you regardless.”

      “Because I’m a woman who works?”

      Jenny snorted. “You’re a woman who works … wears jeans … doesn’t put her hair up … and I’m going to guess you don’t regularly see the inside of a kitchen.”

      “That’s not true. I use the microwave all the time.”

      Jenny was obviously amused. “He’s going to hate you. I promise that. He’s worse than Dan, which is saying something.”

      “Well, I guess it’s good that I know how to deal with people who hate me.”

      “How do you deal with them?”

      “Immaturity and sarcasm.”

      “That will only further enrage him.”

      “Great. I look forward to meeting him.”

      

      JOHN CRAWFORD LIVED IN A RUNDOWN house in Eastpointe. It was a small ranch, the trim broken in at least eight different places, and the yard overgrown.

      I found the man I was looking for sitting in a lawn chair in his driveway. The weather was still warm enough that he didn’t need a coat, but I had no doubt the beer he was drinking warmed him more than the sun did.

      “If you’re selling Tupperware, I ain’t buying,” he called out. “I have more than I need.”

      I slowed my pace as I regarded him. He wore a ragged shirt that looked as if it had seen better days and an eerie grin that made my skin crawl.

      “I don’t think anyone sells Tupperware anymore,” I offered. “It’s not the 1950s.”

      “Fine. Mary Kay then.”

      “Do I look like I sell cosmetics?”

      “You look like a boy masquerading as a girl.”

      Well, that was insulting. I glanced down at my outfit. “Is it my hips? I’ve been told these jeans make me look as if I have boy hips.”

      He snorted. “Women should wear skirts, young lady.”

      Oh, geez. “I don’t like skirts.” I moved closer to him, which was a mistake because he smelled of stale beer and stagnant nicotine. “I hate wearing underwear, so if I have a skirt on everyone can see all the goods. It’s something of a tradeoff.”

      His eyes gleamed with amusement. “I don’t believe that. I think I’m going to need you to prove it.”

      He was hardly the first old pervert I’d come across. I knew exactly how to handle him. “Dude, if you even try to touch me I’ll kick you so hard in the nads that you won’t be able to swallow for a week. That includes beer.”

      He frowned. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “If that’s what you need to tell yourself.” I took the empty chair next to him and crossed my legs. “My name is Avery Shaw. I’m a reporter with The Monitor.”

      “Reporters are men.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “Oh, let me rephrase that,” he said dryly. “Good reporters are men.”

      “Dude, you’re sitting in your driveway drinking beer before noon,” I pointed out. “You’re not a good anything.”

      “You’ve got a mouth on you.” John swigged his beer. “I hate mouthy women. I don’t know if you’re aware, but women are supposed to be the fairer sex. You may be cute, but you’re obnoxious. That cancels out the cute.”

      “You’re breaking my heart.” I tilted my head, considering. “I’m sorry for your loss, by the way. Usually I would open with that, but you distracted me.”

      “My loss?”

      “Your son.”

      “Oh, him.” John made a face. “Yeah. The boy had potential he never lived up to. It’s a travesty what happened to him. Do you want to know what his true weakness was?”

      “Patriarchal genes?”

      “Ha, ha. You’re funny. Wait … you’re not.” He jabbed his middle finger in the air. “What do you think about that?”

      “You flip people off like a girl,” I replied without hesitation. “Men flip each other off by bending their fingers and holding them parallel. Women flip people off by putting their thumb over the bent fingers. That’s what you just did. You’re a total chick.”

      The look he shot me was withering. “Do you think you’re funny?”

      “I have it on good authority that I’m hilarious.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Pretty much everyone.”

      “You must surround yourself with a lot of liars.”

      “And I think you like to hear yourself talk,” I shot back. “I’m not here to talk about me. I’m here to talk about your son.”

      “What about him? I already told you the boy was a walking travesty.”

      “I heard he tried to walk the walk you taught him,” I said. “Word is you were the one who made him think women were put on this Earth to serve men.”

      “I didn’t put that in his head. The Bible did.”

      “Oh, geez.” I pinched the bridge of my nose to ward off an oncoming headache. “Listen, you’re all kinds of nuts. I see no reason to lie because I think you already realize you’re nuts. Believe it or not, though, I’m here to talk about your son. Not everything is about you.”

      “You said I was responsible for his belief system.”

      “Fair enough,” I acknowledged. “I’ve heard from multiple people that you taught your son to be a douche.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting your wife to stay home and fulfill her role as homemaker.”

      “I agree. I have nothing against homemakers … as long as that’s what the woman wants to do. If she wants to do something else, she has that right.”

      “No.” John vehemently shook his head. “Nature gave us our roles for a reason. Men are strong. They need to be treated a certain way. Women are weak. They need to be taken care of.”

      The mere fact that he could spout that ridiculous tripe with a straight face was enough to have me looking for a lawnmower to run him over with. “How many times have you been punched in your life?” I asked out of nowhere. “Seriously, just give me a ballpark.”

      “Never. I do the punching.”

      “Is that your thing? Did you smack your wife and son around?”

      “I was a good provider.”

      He was a moron. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t provide useful information. “I’m writing an article on your son’s death,” I announced. “I was there yesterday when everything went down. I was close to him.”

      “Really?” John straightened. “You were there? Did he say anything?”

      I shook my head. “It happened really fast. I don’t think he realized that he was dying. I’m pretty sure he was gone before he could register the sound, let alone the pain.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t,” I agreed. “If it’s any consolation, I think he was really happy in the minutes before it happened. He was hanging around Bart Savage and they were doing that stiff-armed man-hug thing. He was smiling.”

      “And now he’s dead.”

      “He is. Can you think of anyone who wanted to kill him?”

      John shook his head, adopting a far-off expression. “No. He was a good boy. The only people who didn’t like him were the women in his life, and I’m convinced that someone planted those women in his path to mess with him.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense.” I wasn’t about to kowtow to his moronic rationalizations. “Your son was an idiot. You helped him be an idiot. That doesn’t mean he deserved to die. I’m trying to find out who did this.”

      “You’re not a cop.” He leaned closer. “For the record, women shouldn’t be cops either.”

      “All I hear when you open your mouth is blah, blah, blah.” I arranged my hands in the shape of a mouth and flapped my fingers. “Don’t you want to say something good about your son for the article I’m going to write?”

      “He was a patriot,” John replied, serious. “He wanted what was best for this country. People didn’t give him credit for it, but I respect the hell out of him. In fact, I respected him so much I’m going to take up the cause.”

      That didn’t sound good. “And how are you going to do that?”

      “I’m joining the movement.” He took another swig of beer. “When those people descend on the courthouse again this afternoon, I’ll be with them. Heck, more than that, I’ll be leading them.”

      I had my doubts. “Do you even know Bart Savage?”

      “I listen to him on the radio. I introduced my son to his program. Trust me, I know the Barracuda better than most people know their own brothers.”

      “Well, that’s something to be proud of.” I absently scratched an invisible itch on the side of my nose. “So … you have no idea who would want to kill your son, right?”

      “You’re assuming he was the intended target. Have you considered that Bart was the target and my son merely got in the way?”

      I had considered that. There was a lot of hate going around, which meant there was more than enough to share. “Anything else you want to say about your son?”

      “Just that he had the right idea. Women were put on this Earth to serve. He was trying to save our future. I plan to honor him by bolstering the cause.”

      “Then I guess I’ll see you soon?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      That made one of us.
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      I decided to surprise Eliot with lunch ... and by that I mean I picked up Chinese and his favorite soda so I could ask him for another favor without feeling guilty. He was behind the counter, Fawn steadily yammering away, when I entered.

      “You’re back?” Fawn turned whiny when she saw me. “Why are you back?”

      I shot her a sunny smile that I knew would irritate her far more than any mean words I could muster. “I’m here to spend time with my boo,” I replied, shooting a fond look toward Eliot. “I’m going through withdrawal. My fingers itch to take hold of him. I cannot make it another second if he’s not with me.”

      Fawn frowned and Eliot lifted his eyebrows in amusement.

      “You’re laying it on a bit thick,” Eliot calmly noted.

      I lifted the takeout bag. “I brought your favorite chicken and mixed vegetables. I also brought a Faygo orange soda.”

      His eyes instantly narrowed in suspicion. “What did you do?”

      Well, that was no way to greet the woman he loved. “I didn’t do anything. However, I know what I’m not going to be doing — namely you — if you don’t change that tone.”

      Instead of backing down, Eliot folded his arms over his chest and pinned me with a serious look. “What did you do?” he repeated.

      “If I were a normal woman that tone would totally break my heart,” I informed him. “I would cry ... and carry on ... and become as annoying as Fawn.”

      “I am not annoying,” Fawn barked.

      I ignored her. “I brought lunch because I knew you’d be hungry and I don’t have a lot of time. I thought we could spend what little time I have together because that’s what couples do.”

      Still suspicious, Eliot relaxed his frame. “That’s nice of you.”

      “Don’t take the candy, Eliot,” Fawn hissed, lowering her voice. “She’s trying to make you get in her van.”

      I turned haughty. “If I had a van, Eliot would totally want to get in it. That’s not what this is, though, so mind your own business.”

      “I’m looking out for him,” Fawn argued. “In fact ... .”

      Eliot cut her off with throat clearing. “Fawn, watch the shop. You can take your lunch when I’m finished eating with Avery. We’ll be in my office.”

      The pout that overtook Fawn’s face was straight out of the movie Mean Girls. “But ... I thought you said we could order sandwiches together.”

      Eliot merely shrugged. “Plans change. Come on, Avery. I want that soda.”

      I figured as much. I was feeling pretty good about myself when I followed Eliot into his office, stopping long enough to cast a triumphant look in Fawn’s direction as she pouted at her station. “Have a lovely afternoon,” I drawled.

      “Don’t push it,” Eliot warned, grabbing my arm and giving it a tug so he could drag me inside and close the door. The second we were out of earshot, he pinned me with an accusatory look. “The cops aren’t right behind you, are they?”

      I bit back a sigh. “Not everything I do results in police interference.”

      He remained rigid for a beat and then relaxed. “You usually only bring me lunch when you’re in trouble.” He took the bag from me and inhaled the scent. “You went to our favorite place. That means you went out of your way because you were in Clinton Township.”

      “I’ve been multiple places this morning,” I countered, taking the seat across from his desk and grabbing the Diet Coke I purchased for myself from the bag. “I’ve learned some interesting things.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Eliot sat at his desk and pulled out his entree. “How did things go at Crawford’s house?”

      “I met his son. Doug is ... a relatively nice man who had a douche for a father. He seemed happy to talk about his father, but I get the feeling that it was therapy more than anything else.” I accepted the container Eliot handed me. “I think Crawford terrorized pretty much everyone in his family. They all seem relieved that he’s gone. Even his father was more about himself than Crawford.”

      “You met his father, too?”

      “And his second ex-wife.”

      “Wow!” Eliot grabbed several packets of soy sauce, thoughtful. “Wait ... how many ex-wives does he have?”

      “Three. I need you to help me track down the third, by the way. She’s local, but Doug wasn’t tight with her so he has no idea where she disappeared to after the divorce. His father was only married to her for two years.”

      “That’s not a very long marriage.”

      “Definitely not,” I agreed. “Each marriage was to a significantly younger woman and the duration was less than half the previous union. Dan the Man had problems.”

      “You’ve definitely been busy,” Eliot said. “Tell me.”

      I did. Eliot was a terrific sounding board. He understood things normal people couldn’t without huge mounds of exposition, and he was patient and waited until the end to ask questions.

      “Are you looking at any of these people as suspects?”

      That was a good question. “I don’t know,” I replied after a beat. “Technically, a lot of them could have motive. Crawford was a terrible husband. From what Jenny told me, he was also exploitive and that’s how they ended up together in the first place, although she wouldn’t come right out and call him predatory.”

      “That’s probably because she has a daughter by the man,” Eliot noted. “Even though she’s thankful that she managed to raise her daughter relatively unscathed in this situation, that’s still the girl’s father. It might be detrimental for Vanessa if it were to come out that her father was sexually inappropriate with her mother.”

      Honestly, that hadn’t even occurred to me. That’s another reason I liked bouncing ideas off Eliot. “She seemed pretty together,” I admitted. “Sometimes I get a vibe off people. Like Crawford’s father? Total douchebag. But I didn’t sense anything from her. She seemed straightforward.

      “I think she realizes she made a mistake as a young woman, and even though it’s not something she can take back it is something she can move on from,” I continued. “She mentioned being young and dumb. And she owns the errors in judgment. Even Doug had nothing but nice things to say about her.”

      “What about him?” Eliot queried. “Do you suspect him?”

      “I don’t think so. He seemed ... lost. I almost felt bad for him.”

      “Lost how?”

      “He’s the only boy,” I replied. “He has two sisters, but he was the one who was expected to carry on his father’s legacy. The thing is, his father was an idiot. His mother was strong, taught him right from wrong, and molded him into a stand-up man despite his father’s influence.

      “He told me he didn’t agree with his father’s position on things,” I continued. “His mother was a nurse who has since remarried and moved to Florida. She always wanted to be a nurse and she brought in a good income, especially given the fact that Crawford bounced around from job to job.

      “She got fed up with his attitude and divorced him. It sounds like Crawford might’ve mildly stalked her for a bit after that,” I said. “Apparently it was a relief when he moved on to Jenny because that allowed his first wife to breathe.”

      “How do you mildly stalk someone?” Eliot asked.

      “You keep up on their life without crawling in the bushes to spy on them through windows at night. Kind of like how I mildly stalk Tad.”

      “You’ve crawled through the bushes to spy on him,” Eliot countered. “Don’t you remember the incident with the rat dog?”

      “I still maintain that was an actual rat and not a rat dog, but that was different. I thought he was doing something nefarious that might require police intervention. I was protecting the public with my actions, not spying.”

      Eliot rolled his eyes. “If that’s your story.”

      “It is.” I decided to change the subject because the rat dog anecdote didn’t make me look good. “I do find Crawford’s father interesting,” I offered. “I’m not sure I believe he killed his son — there isn’t a motive there that I can see, at least right now — but he’s soulless and disgusting.”

      “Did he hit on you?”

      “A little; nothing that I couldn’t handle. He’s a terrible human being, though. I can tell why Dan ended up the way he did. Apparently John will be at the protest this afternoon, which I think is going to add an element of slime that we didn’t previously have.”

      “Joy.” Eliot bit into his eggroll and chewed as he regarded me. “You’re going to be careful this afternoon, right?” he asked finally.

      I nodded. “Believe it or not, I don’t want to die ... or be hurt ... or leave you. I think it’s doubtful anyone will come back and take shots two days in a row. That said, the sheriff’s department is beefing up patrols. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m still going to check on you.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Honestly, if he wandered across the street a few times it wouldn’t be the worst thing. He was a big, muscular man. If those idiots with the signs gave me too much trouble I could always dangle Eliot’s fighting skills over them as a threat. “I look forward to your participation in my investigation.”

      Eliot smirked. “You’re up to something. I don’t know what, but you are. But you’re being so agreeable I’m fine with it. Now, give me the name you need run. Let’s see if we can find who you’re looking for.”

      “Lily Paddington,” I offered. “And, yes, I asked if that was her real name. The frog jokes she must’ve lived with during high school had to have been traumatic. She’s twenty-one ... now.”

      Eliot tilted his head to the side. “Now? How long have they been divorced?”

      “Less than six months.”

      “How old was she when they got married?”

      “Nineteen.”

      “Ugh.” He made a disgusted face. “I know it’s wrong to speak ill of the dead, but I’m starting to wonder if this guy had it coming.”

      “Yeah. I’ve already entertained those dark thoughts. He was definitely a douche.”

      “He was worse than that.”

      On that particular opinion, we agreed.

      

      CRAWFORD’S THIRD WIFE, LILY, TURNED out to be exactly what I expected.

      She was young, wore icepick heels and a tiny skirt, and sold furniture in a local store to make her way. Her boobs were on display as much as the room ensembles when I walked into the display area, and her smile was wide as she greeted me with a sweeping arm.

      “Welcome to Whedon Home Furnishings. How may I assist you today?”

      If she was hoping for a commission, she was about to be disappointed. “I’m here to talk to you about your dead ex-husband.”

      Lily frowned. “I ... what?”

      “Dan,” I pressed, refusing to back down. “He’s dead and I want to talk to you about him.”

      Lily spared a glance at the salesman loitering in the media center area before lowering her voice and stepping closer to me. “Now is not the time.”

      “I can always talk louder and ask your co-workers if you ever mentioned your ex-husband,” I offered with a faux sweet smile.

      She scowled. “Fine. Come with me to the mattress section. We can talk there.”

      Things were looking up. “Great.” I was quiet as I trailed her through the store, waiting until she pointed at the mattresses, silently instructing me to pick one so it wouldn’t be obvious that we were having a conversation rather than sharing a potentially lucrative shopping experience. “Do you prefer a soft or firm mattress?”

      “I don’t know. We have one that has one of those cool tops on it and I absolutely love that because I’m a hot sleeper. My boyfriend picked it out, but I’m a big fan.”

      “I ... .” Lily broke off, furrowing her brow as she glanced around. “Are you really here to shop?” She looked hopeful.

      I bit back a sigh. She obviously wasn’t the brightest crayon in the carton. I’d expected as much at first glance, yet remained hopeful that she was merely dressed to impress because it helped with commissions.

      “I’m here to talk about Dan,” I clarified, rolling to my side to retrieve my notebook from my back pocket and smiling. “How did you meet?”

      Lily scowled. “Does that really matter? I don’t think it’s important.”

      “I do. You were nineteen when you got married. How old were you when you met?”

      “I was an adult, if that’s what you’re worried about,” she hissed.

      “So ... eighteen.” I took a moment to look her up and down. “Dan was obviously already working for Bart when you guys met. Wasn’t that a red flag for you?”

      “No.” Lily shook her head. “I’m a big fan of Bart’s. I went to the radio station on a field trip and that’s how I met Dan.”

      “Wait.” I held up my hand, my stomach threatening to revolt. “You were on a field trip? That’s a high school thing.”

      “I was less than a month from graduating,” Lily replied dryly. “It’s not as if I was a child. Besides, I was there because I was interested in an internship. I always wanted to be on the radio ... until I realized there were no cameras.”

      I pursed my lips. That statement pretty much confirmed it: I was dealing with an idiot. Still, she was essentially a child when she met Dan. I didn’t want to think of the tricks he used to get her to date him. “Did he ask you out that day?”

      “No. He asked me to come back for an interview and then he asked me out.”

      “Did you get the internship?”

      “I did.” She looked happy at the memory.

      “Did you get the internship after you agreed to go out with him?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      Oh, geez. She was going to be a real pain in the behind. I could already tell. “Your marriage lasted less than two years,” I supplied, changing course. “Why is that?”

      Lily’s expression turned dark. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

      “Fair enough.” I forced a smile. “I’ll track down everyone who knew you during the period you were married and ask them. It’s fine.”

      “They won’t necessarily know the truth,” Lily protested. “They’ll make things up to make me look bad.”

      I seriously doubted that. “If you want to control your own story you need to talk. Otherwise I’m going to have to track down information through other means. I don’t make the rules. That’s simply how it works.”

      “Oh.” Lily turned pouty. “I guess that makes sense.” She rubbed her forehead. “You want the truth? Here it is. I married him for money. I thought that since he worked with Bart and people were talking all the time about the money that Bart made that Dan made a lot, too. I was wrong.”

      “You went to the radio station hoping to meet Bart, didn’t you?” I surmised.

      “I did meet him. He was nice. He simply didn’t pay any attention to me. Dan was another story.”

      “So you decided to make do, work Dan to get what you want, and then you ended up married to a jerk,” I mused. “How long did it take you to realize you’d made a mistake?”

      “Five minutes,” Lily replied honestly. “He was nice when we were dating, saying all the right things. I honestly thought the marriage wouldn’t be terrible. I thought things would somehow work out. Boy was I wrong.”

      “I’m sure he started spouting his nonsense about women staying home and tending to the family while the man serves as hunter and gatherer, right?”

      Lily shook her head. “That’s why I wanted to marry him. I was fine with that notion. Do you think I wanted this?” She gestured toward the mattress room. “I can guarantee I never pictured myself selling furniture for a living. I don’t really have a choice. I needed money and I got next to nothing in the divorce.”

      “What did you think you were going to get for such a short marriage?” I asked, legitimately curious.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. More than I did. Dan didn’t want me to work, which was fine. But he wouldn’t give me money to go shopping. He said we didn’t have it. Then he turned mean when he realized that I had no interest in cooking and cleaning. The marriage went downhill quickly after that.”

      “Meaning? Did he hit you?”

      “No, but he screamed a lot, told me I was stupid.”

      “You’re saying he was verbally abusive.”

      “Basically,” she confirmed. “I heard about what happened on television yesterday. I can’t say I’m surprised. That whole group is out for attention and Dan was the loudest one. Still, I’m kind of sad. He wasn’t all bad.”

      “Had you seen him since the divorce?”

      Lily shook her head. “He basically forgot I was even sharing oxygen on this planet with him as soon as I told him I wanted to end the marriage. He was furious. He stormed away and he never looked back. I guess he had so much practice he knew what to do.”

      “I guess.” Suddenly, even though she’d married for money so she wouldn’t have to work, I felt sorry for her. “You were probably lucky to get away when you did. I know you don’t like this job, but things could’ve been worse.”

      “That’s what I keep telling myself.”

      “I’m sure things will get better.”

      “I hope so. They couldn’t possibly get worse.”
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      The courtyard in front of the courthouse was packed by the time I arrived. Jury selection was scheduled to begin at two and the attorneys and defendant were already upstairs, which meant the warring factions had nothing to do but snipe at one another.

      “You should try shaving your armpits,” one of the men barked at a woman carrying a sign that read “You’re so vain you probably think this sign is about you.” I had to give her credit, because that one made me smile. The dude frothing at the mouth as he gave her grief was another story.

      “Did you hear me?” he bellowed at her back. “You have hairy armpits.”

      The woman, who looked to be in her early twenties, merely rolled her eyes. “You can’t even see my armpits.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t know they’re hairy.”

      I decided to add my voice to the conversation. “In Europe, hairy armpits are considered sexy,” I offered.

      The man slid me a disgusted look. “I’m guessing you have hairy armpits, too.”

      I opted to play along. “Not only that, but in the winter I let the hair on my legs grow long when it’s really cold because it’s like fur and keeps me warm.”

      “Ugh!”

      I snickered, thoroughly enjoying myself, as he stormed off. That’s when Jake appeared to my right and slid me a sidelong look.

      “Do you really let your legs go in the winter?”

      I shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      “Poor Eliot.”

      “Hey, Eliot is lucky to have me.” I meant it. Of course, I recognized I was lucky to have him, too, so it was something of a wash. “Any incidents so far today?”

      “No.” Jake was calm. “How are you feeling after yesterday?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He continued staring. “You can tell me if you’re not. I know you don’t like looking weak in front of Eliot, but I can take it.”

      I groaned. “I’m fine. I didn’t have nightmares or anything. You don’t have to worry about me. I barely registered what was happening as it was going down.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Well ... I don’t know what to tell you.”

      He blew out an exaggerated sigh and then held his hands up in mock capitulation. “Fine. I wasn’t trying to rile you, no matter what you think. Believe it or not, I worry about you at times.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about.” I meant it. “It was a frightening situation, but it’s over. I’m more interested in the follow-up investigation.”

      Jake’s expression turned suspicious. “What do you mean by that?”

      “You aren’t holding a news conference today,” I pointed out. “Usually, after a high-profile incident like this one, you hold a conference. What gives?”

      “We don’t have information to share at this time.” He turned stiff and formal. “When we have information to share with the media I’m sure you’ll be the first to know.”

      Ah, he was being cagey. That was intriguing. “Do you know what kind of weapon was used?”

      “We’re waiting on the report.”

      “Have you checked the cameras in the area?”

      “That’s an ongoing process.”

      Oh, well, now he was just being difficult. “You kind of suck. You know that, right?”

      “It’s not my job to make things easier for you. It’s my job to protect the residents of this county.”

      “Is that why you have fifteen deputies hanging around?”

      “How did you manage to count that high without taking your shoes off?”

      I didn’t appreciate his belligerent tone. “We don’t have to talk if you’re going to be a crank. I’ve already had a long day.”

      “Oh, yeah? What did you do today?”

      Hmm. Now he was fishing. Something else was going on here. “I’ve been interviewing people from Dan Crawford’s life. That includes his son, two wives and a father who has the personality of an angry colon after three coneys and a wet burrito.”

      Jake made a disgusted face, although I didn’t miss the way his lips twitched. “You have a wonderful way with words,” he drawled. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “I tell myself that every day.” I shifted to study the women behind me. “Things seem quieter today. Sure, the insults are flying fast and furious, but no one is getting in each other’s faces. That’s an improvement.”

      “There have been a few incidents. We rushed in and separated the angry parties, warned them that they would be removed if it continued, and then they settled down. I expect this situation to remain a powder keg of tension until it’s over.”

      On that particular point we could agree. “Are you leaning toward the notion that Crawford was the target?”

      “As opposed to who?”

      “Savage.”

      Jake looked around the crowd. “I’m sure you’re looking at this from the same angles we are,” he said. “This is off the record, by the way, and I’m not commenting on the record until I have more information. If you quote me, we’re going to be at war ... and I’ll win.”

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes. I didn’t lose wars. Jake knew that. Besides, he was too much of a softie to really punish me. The one time I was locked in a cell overnight on his watch, he sat with me to make sure I wasn’t alone. He was all talk, false bravado and the like, but at his core he was a good man.

      “Fine. Off the record.”

      “We don’t know if Crawford was the target,” Jake admitted, glancing over his shoulder to make sure nobody was watching. “The thing is, Crawford had numerous enemies. The guy was a ... total jerk. He has three ex-wives, three kids who he rarely saw, and a father who ... defies description.”

      “I’ve spent time with John Crawford,” I admitted, my mood darkening. “I can see why Dan ended up the way he did. John is a real piece of work.”

      “Did he say something to you?”

      “He said a number of things. He’s pretty much a sexist ass with a side of perverted tool thrown in for good measure.”

      Jake’s cheeks flushed red. “Did he touch you?”

      “If he’d touched me he’d be in the hospital. Why? Did he touch someone else?”

      “Let’s just say he has a colorful background and leave it at that.”

      He didn’t know me at all if he thought I was going to ignore that tidbit. Instead, I filed it away to chase later. I never considered running a background check on John. Now it seemed that would be prudent. Jake didn’t need to know that, though.

      “He’s a jerk,” I said. “I never got the chance to talk to Dan — I put it off because I wasn’t looking forward to it — and now I’m kind of regretting it. Everything I’ve gathered, from those who are supposed to be closest to him, paints a picture of a very unhappy man.”

      “I think you hit the nail on the head there. Did the other family members talk to you?”

      “They didn’t seem to have a problem with it. The second wife was expecting me. The third wife put up a bit of resistance, but she’s slow and it was easy to get her to cave.”

      “We haven’t talked to the third wife yet,” Jake admitted. “She was at the bar last night and didn’t get home until after two. She Ubered — which is good — but she was pretty well hammered when she returned. We had to put off the interview, and then she had to work today.”

      “She’s twenty-two,” I pointed out. “She’s at the age when it’s perfectly okay to get hammered in the middle of the week without judgment.”

      “I always judge.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re you.”

      He grinned and poked my side before sobering. The second I saw the serious expression wash over his face I knew things were about to shift.

      “I need you to be careful, Avery.” He lowered his voice so only I could hear. “I know this story has you excited because it boasts everything you crave — morons on both sides, loudmouths who will say anything to get into the newspaper, a victim who had so many enemies it might take weeks to sift through all the information — but you’re in a precarious position here.”

      That wasn’t exactly how I saw it, but I was intrigued. “Oh, yeah? How do you figure?”

      “You’re a public figure whether you want to admit it or not. You’re everything a lot of these guys hate.”

      “Most of these guys are probably thumb-suckers and bed-wetters,” I countered. “They talk big, but they’re cowards at the end of the day.”

      “I wouldn’t argue with that assessment. But not all of them are blowhards. Someone was intent enough to take several shots into a crowd.”

      “I’m guessing you have that covered,” I said. “No one will be shooting from the rooftops again under your watch.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean an attack won’t come from a different direction.”

      “And you think I’ll be a target? Why?”

      “Because the public knows your face and you tend to tick off the wrong people. I don’t want anything to happen to you, so watch your back.”

      “I always do.”

      “Thankfully, I know that’s true. Keep an eye out. And if you see anything suspicious, report it to me instead of investigating on your own.”

      We both knew that wasn’t going to happen, but I nodded all the same. “I’ll be careful.”

      “That would be a nice change of pace.”

      

      I SPENT THE NEXT HOUR interviewing protestors on both sides. I enjoyed talking to the men more than the women, but only because they said absolutely ridiculous things and didn’t see anything wrong with it.

      “So, you think what happened yesterday was an act of God, huh?”

      Ed Spitz , a local construction worker, wore a shirt that read “God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve.” It looked to be about twenty years old (and that was being generous) and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d accidentally wandered into the wrong protest.

      “It was.” Spitz bobbed his head, earnest, the pinch between his cheek and gum approaching golf ball circumference. “God is angry at all of us and he wants to teach us a lesson. That’s why he took one of his most valuable angels in a public display, to send a message.”

      His gaze darkened as he glared at Julia across the way. “Unfortunately, not everyone understood the message.”

      “Right.” I licked my lips, debating how to proceed. “You know you’re wearing a shirt from twenty years ago, right?” I decided to come right out and ask the question. There was always a chance he’d accidentally slipped into a time machine and came out in the wrong era.

      “This shirt is a classic,” he countered, smoothing the wrinkles. “The sentiment is as true today as it’s ever been.”

      “Yes, but this is a protest about sexual harassment and rape in the workplace,” I pointed out. “Homosexuality isn’t really on the table for debate.”

      “Except God is angry about homosexuality, and that’s why all this is happening.”

      Huh. I didn’t see that coming. I should have, but I didn’t. “He’s angry about homosexuality so he arranged for an anti-feminist protester to be shot in a public setting?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, great.” I could only take so much crazy before my eyes threatened to roll back in my head. “It’s been nice talking to you. Have fun at the rest of the protest.”

      “Oh, I intend to.”

      The malevolent look in his eyes made me uncomfortable, so I was eager to put distance between us. When I turned to make my escape, I found Eliot blocking my path. “What are you doing here?” I blurted out.

      “I’m watching my woman to make sure she doesn’t get in trouble.”

      Agitation, quick and ugly, bubbled up. “Your woman?”

      He broke into a mischievous grin. “I thought that would get you. All the men on this side of the courtyard would think I’m a hero for referring to you that way.”

      “The men on that side would kick your butt,” I argued, pointing across the way.

      Eliot followed my gaze. “I think I’ll manage to survive.” He turned serious as he focused on Spitz. “Does that guy know his shirt was outdated five minutes after it was popular?”

      “It’s all a government conspiracy,” I explained. “God is angry over homosexuality so he’s punishing feminists with a martyr figure today. It’s a diabolical scheme.”

      He snickered. “Well, at least you’re making new friends.”

      “It’s been a little odd,” I admitted. “What are you doing here? I’m not asking to be a pain. I’m genuinely curious.”

      “Jake asked me to help him with crowd control. Apparently John Crawford is about to make a statement and Jake’s worried things are going to get ugly.”

      “Really? Jake didn’t mention that to me.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t. That would be showing you favoritism.”

      “I have no problem when he shows me favoritism.”

      “I know. You’re good that way.” He winked and briefly ran his hand over my shoulder before focusing on the lectern. “He should be out in a few minutes. Don’t take it personally if I disappear halfway through the speech. I might have to break up a fight or something.”

      “What if I’m the one who gets in a fight?”

      “Then I’ll make my decision to intervene based on how big your opponent is.”

      “Good thinking.”

      “I thought so.” He exhaled heavily and scanned the crowd. “There are more people here today than yesterday. I thought the shooting would’ve frightened people off, but I guess not.”

      “Most of the people here like the attention they’re getting — negative or otherwise — so the crowd will only grow as this continues. People will realize the protesters are getting a lot of airplay and they’ll want to be part of it.”

      “That’s cynical.”

      I shrugged. “The first people here were the ones really interested in the cause. Don’t get me wrong; now that a light has been shined on some of this stuff legitimate protesters will join the cause. Celebrity-seekers will make up the bigger portion of the additions, though. People can’t seem to help themselves.”

      “Well, if the crowd gets much bigger it’s going to be a bear to control. I won’t be surprised if Jake shuts this down after another day.”

      “He won’t be able to.”

      “How do you figure? He’s the sheriff.”

      “If he tries to shut this down, both sides will start screaming that he’s silencing their voices. Then Jake will have a bigger problem because people will be screaming ‘First Amendment’ even though they have no idea what the real argument is. It will be a tsunami of bad press that Jake might not be able to survive. He has no choice but to let the protests continue.”

      “I didn’t consider that. I guess that’s why he’s so grumpy.”

      “Yeah, he has the cranks.” He’s also worried about me, I silently added. This is why. He knows the protests are only going to get worse. I was just about to mention Jake’s warning to Eliot when the microphone screeched and everyone jerked their attention in the direction of the lectern.

      There, in the center of everything, stood John. He’d changed his clothes and was clad in presentable khaki pants and a blue dress shirt. He’d washed his hair and shaved, so he looked nothing like the disheveled creature I’d interacted with hours before.

      He was paler than I remembered, although that could be because he was in front of a crowd. His hand shook as he adjusted the microphone and gravely eyed the crowd.

      “My name is John Crawford,” he started as he waited for both sides to settle. “Yesterday, my son Dan was killed in this very courtyard. Do you want to know why? Because he believed in something. Because he fought for a cause. Because he wanted to make things better for others. He died because he was a good man.”

      I was shocked at John’s poise. I didn’t see it coming. As if reading my mind, Eliot stepped closer.

      “He’s kind of a natural, huh?” he murmured.

      That’s exactly what I was thinking.

      “My son had a dream that he wanted to share with the world,” John continued. “It’s the same dream Bart Savage has. No matter what people think, that dream is not to keep women down or treat them as second-class citizens. No, it’s to revere women and raise them to their proper places.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a homemaker,” he continued. “There’s nothing wrong with raising children and making sure there’s a warm meal on the table when the man comes home from work. That used to be the norm. It changed over the years, and our society as a whole is weaker because of it.”

      I cast my eyes to Eliot. “You don’t want me to cook for you, do you?”

      “You can’t even cook canned soup without burning it. I think we’re good.” Still, sensing my mood, he put his hand on my back. “If this erupts, do me a favor and step back. I don’t expect you to leave, but you could get hurt if both sides go at each other.”

      I knew what he was saying, but I didn’t think we were there yet. “It’ll be okay. This needs to percolate a bit before it explodes.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Behind the lectern John continued to drone on. “I will not forget the sacrifice my son made. I will not back down in the face of adversity. I will continue the fight he started. All I ask is that you come with me, that we reform the world we’ve lost in my son’s honor. Let’s take our society back!”

      The men to the right (and a few women) roared their approval, fists flying in the air. Those grouped on the left started screaming their discontent. Essentially, the two sides drowned each other out as John stood behind the microphone and smiled. He looked pleased with himself.

      “This keeps getting weirder,” I muttered. “It’s like something straight out of a movie.”

      “Yeah, a horror movie,” Eliot agreed, protectively placing himself at my back. “This is like a slasher flick gone awry.”

      “We just have to find our villain. Is it Freddy or Jason?”

      “It could be Michael Myers.”

      “Just as long as it’s not Pennywise.”

      Eliot involuntarily shuddered. We shared a love of horror movies — good or bad, we weren’t picky — and he knew exactly who I was talking about. “Yeah. That’s what would make this situation worse – a clown.”

      “Let’s not test the fates and give anyone ideas,” I suggested, shaking my head as John lifted both his arms in triumph. He was soaking up the attention. “I think we have plenty of human monsters to focus on.”
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      Jake’s deputies converged on the courtyard, placing themselves between the two screaming factions. I was a bit surprised that he’d pulled the trigger so quickly, but hindsight had me realizing there was no choice.

      If someone was hurt because he didn’t move fast enough, he would be in trouble. Those organizing the protests were going to complain regardless. Safety was his main concern, and he had no intention of letting things get out of hand.

      “Go to the other side of the street, please.” Eliot’s tone was serious as he gave me a small shove. The look on his face told me he expected resistance, but I understood where he was coming from and decided to acquiesce.

      “Okay.” I immediately retreated, ignoring the odd look he sent me. I recognized suspicion when I saw it, but he promised to help Jake with security, so he had no choice but to stay. “I’ll be fine,” I promised. “I’ll be good.”

      Eliot was understandably dubious, but he focused on the screeching participants, which allowed me a clean getaway. Jared Jackson, one of the staff photographers for The Monitor, was snapping away from the empty street as I hit the pavement. He’d wisely picked a spot where he was safe from the brouhaha but close enough to get great art.

      “This is awesome, huh?” He was flushed, clearly enjoying himself.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Just be careful. Some of those guys are the type to swing first and ask questions later.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll simply tell them I agree with their stance.” He cheekily grinned at me. “Do you want to come over and clean my house later? It might do you some good to learn your place.”

      Jared wasn’t the sort to believe any of the bile being spewed. He was, however, a world-class pot-stirrer. “I think I’ll pass. Get as many shots as you can. I have a feeling we’re going to need them. This is going to take over the entire front page.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      I left Jared to his job and entered the Coney. I wasn’t hungry, but I figured caffeine would do me some good, and I would be able to watch the melee from a booth and think at the same time. My mind was jumbled with possibilities, and John was at the center of them. I had no idea how the guy managed to make himself presentable so fast, but I was officially impressed.

      “Do you want something to eat?” The owner of the establishment, Gus, came to my table.

      “Just iced tea for now,” I said. “I’ll give up the booth if you get busy.”

      “It’s fine.” He waved off the offer. “You’re a regular. And I’m not sure I want any of those people in here. They all look crazy.”

      “Some of them are true believers,” I noted.

      “Aren’t they the really crazy ones?”

      He had a point.

      Once he returned with my iced tea, I leaned back and watched the chaos. Thankfully it didn’t look violent, but the occasional glimpses I got of Jake and Eliot told me they had their hands full. I didn’t covet their jobs at times like this.

      “I would think you would be in the thick of things out there,” a smarmy voice interrupted, causing me to jolt.

      I glared when Tad slid into the booth across from me without invitation. He held a glass of soda and looked thrilled with the scene through the window. “This really is amazing, don’t you think?”

      “Amazing?” I could think of a few other words for it. “Stranger Things is amazing. The fact that Serena Williams had a baby and is still dominating women’s tennis is amazing. This is something else.”

      “Oh, come on.” Tad made an exaggerated face. “We both know you love wreaking havoc. This protest is right up your alley. Sure, you’re probably on the losing side, but that’s never stopped you before.”

      Tad truly was the bane of my existence. Often I couldn’t find the correct words to indicate exactly how much I disliked him. I thought for sure he was out of my hair when he lost his county commission seat thanks to some well-earned political upheaval, but he’d managed to crawl his way back in ... and I wasn’t happy.

      “Why are you even here?” I asked, genuinely curious. Tad wasn’t the sort to put himself at risk by joining a dangerous protest. Of course, that could explain why he was hiding in the diner. He wanted to be close, but not so close he was at risk. “Don’t you have things you should be doing before the election?”

      “I do,” he confirmed, grinning. “I have a victory speech to write.”

      Tad’s victory in the August primaries was still a sore spot. Two candidates had better credentials and either should’ve come out victorious. One turned out to be a murderer and the other a scammer, so Tad won by default. He was running in a highly-Republican area, so I was legitimately worried he would somehow pull out a win in the general election.

      “I wouldn’t get too comfortable,” I said finally, my temper getting the better of me. Tad always brought out the worst in me. Sadly, he knew it. He was like the little brother nobody wanted and he walked around with sharp poking devices — not in his pants, mind you, because he was unarmed in that area — to drive everyone crazy.

      He was a proponent of the “any attention is good attention, even negative attention” crowd. I truly hated him. “I’d prepare yourself for some massive disappointment.”

      “I think you’ll have to prepare for disappointment,” he countered, his eyes gleaming. “We both know I’m going to win. What’s sad is that I’m going to win thanks to you. If you hadn’t stuck your nose into the primary election, Dick Aiken would’ve won. Then, when he went to jail, we would’ve had another special election and the odds are I wouldn’t have been able to claw out victory there in another crowded field.”

      Well, at least he could admit he was a weak candidate. “You’re not going to win.”

      “Oh, but I am.”

      “No, you’re not.” I was certain of that. “I think your district is going to see a surprise Democrat in your seat.”

      “Oh, I love it when you get delusional.” He winked at me before focusing out the window. “I think this trial is going to boost me right over the top. The people in my district are invested in family values. I’m the candidate they will rally behind.”

      “Even though your soon-to-be-ex-wife has your children and is telling people you’re hung like a grape?”

      Tad’s smile slipped. “She is saying nothing of the sort. Our split is amicable. She ruined the marriage. Everyone knows that.”

      “Everyone knows you’re the king of the douches and you’re not going to win this election. In fact ... .”

      Gus’s return caused me to snap my mouth shut. Perhaps sensing trouble, he was back to make sure Tad and I didn’t start throwing punches. That was probably wise. “Problem?”

      “Yes.” I nodded without hesitation. “Tad has ass crabs and they’re making so much noise that I can’t think straight. You should kick him out.”

      Gus furrowed his brow. “Ass crabs?”

      “You should probably ask Tad.”

      “Oh, ignore her.” Tad slowly got to his feet. “She’s feeling the pinch because she knows she’s going to lose the next round and she simply can’t stand it.”

      “I’m not going to lose,” I shot back. “I refuse to lose to you.”

      “I guess we’ll see.”

      Gus watched him swagger away, shaking his head. “That guy gives politicians a bad name, which is simply mind-boggling.”

      “He’s a jerk,” I agreed.

      “You shouldn’t let him play you like that. He only came over here to agitate you.”

      “He’s good at it. Unfortunately for him, I’m good at it, too. This isn’t over ... and he won’t win that election. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Well ... .” Gus didn’t look convinced, but he let it go. “Do you know anything else about the shooter? The cops were on my roof until well after ten last night looking for evidence. It’s weird that he was on my roof, but what are you going to do, right?”

      I slowly shifted my eyes to him. “Wait ... the shooter was on your roof?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Do you know how he got up there?”

      “There’s a stairwell on the other side of the door over there.” He pointed for emphasis. “Two attorneys have offices in that part of the building. No one pays attention. The stairs go all the way up to the roof. I’ve already promised we’re going to install a lock on the stairwell so only the people on the lease can get up there.”

      Well, that was mighty interesting. “I don’t suppose you’d let me up there?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Just don’t con Ludington into joining you. I don’t want to get in trouble when you throw him off the building.”

      “I promise that won’t happen.”

      “Then knock yourself out.”

      

      I WASN’T OVERLY FOND of heights. I didn’t suffer from vertigo or anything, but Eliot was the one who changed lightbulbs because I hated getting on ladders. He found it amusing because I wasn’t one to fall into gender roles but I’d made it clear that any ladder work fell under his purview.

      It wasn’t as if the building was a skyscraper, but I was still nervous as I moved across the top of the four-story building. The courthouse was taller, but the view of the courtyard from my position was clear.

      I mimed having a gun and pointing it at the courtyard. Nothing inhibited the view. It was a clean shot.

      “What are you doing up here?”

      I jumped at Eliot’s voice, turning a smile in his direction when I realized he’d joined me. “What are you doing up here? I thought you were wrangling the crowd.”

      “They’re wrangled. They’re back to saying passive-aggressive things and glaring at each other across the aisle.” He moved closer to me. “Are you okay? What are you doing up here?”

      “The shooter was up here.”

      Eliot arched an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

      “Gus told me. The crime scene team was up here until after ten. Gus has been informed that he needs to get a lock for that stairwell.”

      “That’s probably wise regardless.”

      We lapsed into silence a moment, both of us staring at the courtyard. I was the one to break it.

      “How did you know I was up here?”

      “Gus told me. He said you had a run-in with Ludington, which worried him. But he stressed that you didn’t seem suicidal.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please. I’m going to take that idiot down if it’s the last thing I do. Technically, I’ve already taken him down but he keeps rising like a freaking zombie.”

      Eliot chuckled. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I hate him.”

      “I know. I hate him, too.”

      “I can’t focus on him right now.” I pursed my lips and extended my arm. “You’re good with guns.”

      Eliot shot me a hot and suggestive look.

      “Firearms,” I corrected, shaking my head. “You’re such a pervert.”

      “Perhaps you simply bring it out in me.”

      “I guess. Seriously, though. What kind of weapon would you use to shoot into a crowd?”

      “There’s no easy answer to that question,” he replied, turning serious. “You’re going to have to wait for a ballistics report from Jake. Many different types of weapons could’ve been used for this particular job, including a standard hunting rifle. The courtyard isn’t that far away, and with a scope picking targets would’ve been easy.”

      I’d expected the answer. “What kind of shooter are we talking about? Would someone have to be proficient to pull this off?”

      “You mean like a trained sniper?”

      “I guess.”

      “I don’t know.” He moved closer to the ledge. “It depends on the goal. If the goal was to hit Savage and Crawford was shot instead, then I don’t think we’re dealing with a professional. If the goal was to hit Crawford, then it’s likely we are dealing with a professional.”

      “A hitman?”

      “I don’t know that I would use that word, but … .”

      I blew out a sigh. “So, someone came up here, watched what was unfolding and picked his moment to shoot. He fired three shots ... .”

      “Five,” Eliot corrected. “I talked to Jake. It was five shots. Only two found their target.”

      “So, were we lucky the other two didn’t find targets or was that deliberate?”

      “I don’t know. Crawford was hit right away, right?”

      I honestly wasn’t sure. “It’s jumbled in my head. Things happened fast and my brain was moving slow. I’m not generally the sort to panic, but I think I lost my mind for a few seconds and became dumb like Fawn.”

      “That’s okay. Most anyone in your position would’ve done the same thing. At least you managed to duck, cover your head.”

      “You wouldn’t have panicked,” I reminded him. “Jake wouldn’t have panicked.”

      “Jake and I were trained in the military,” he argued. “We have an advantage. Don’t get all squirrelly about this. You did the exact right thing — which is not always something I can say about you — and you’re alive. That’s the most important thing.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m not lamenting the fact that I wasn’t Sydney Bristow,” I offered, referring to Jennifer Garner’s character from Alias. “It’s just ... I wish I had a clearer view of what happened. I remember everything, but organizing my thoughts is difficult.”

      “Well, then don’t push yourself. You can only do what you can do.”

      “I guess.” I rolled my neck and turned to face the other direction. Behind the building an alley separated the Main Street strip from another block of buildings on the other side. “Huh,” I muttered as I looked the alley up and down. “I didn’t realize Jenny’s restaurant was directly behind the diner.”

      Eliot moved with me and stared. “And Jenny is the second wife, right?”

      I nodded. “That’s her place. The food looked good, by the way.”

      “I believe we’ve eaten there before. You got red sauce down the front of your shirt and everyone was jealous that you were my girlfriend.”

      I elbowed him as he laughed and wrapped his arms around me from behind. He was offering me comfort I didn’t know I needed. Perhaps the shooting had rattled me more than I realized. “We should eat there again.”

      “You mean now that she’s a suspect?”

      “She’s not a big suspect,” I clarified. “In fact ... .” I broke off when the back door of the restaurant opened to allow Jenny’s exit. She didn’t look up. Why would she? Instead, she glanced around the alley and then made a beckoning motion with her hand.

      “What is she doing?” Eliot asked.

      I admonished him to be quiet and focused on a man who seemed to detach from the alley wall. I hadn’t even noticed he was there until he started moving.

      “That’s Mike Baxter,” he murmured.

      I wanted to know how he recognized the man, but I was more interested in how the duo related to one another, especially when Jenny sidled close and threw her arms around his neck. The kiss they exchanged was hot.

      “Um ... she’s married,” I said blankly.

      Eliot chuckled. “Well, maybe that’s her husband.”

      “I don’t think so. He’s wearing an apron from the restaurant.”

      “Yeah, he’s a bartender.” Eliot tilted his head to the side, considering. “I think he might be a bartender for her. I can’t remember what he told me, but I’m almost positive he said he was a bartender at a Mount Clemens restaurant.”

      “And how do you know him?”

      “He’s a frequent visitor at the gun range.”

      I stilled, surprised. “Really?”

      Eliot frowned. “I know what you’re thinking. A lot of guys hang out at the gun range. It’s a normal thing to do.”

      “I didn’t say anything.” My mind was working at a fantastic rate, though. “I didn’t say a word.”

      “No, but you’re thinking it.” He shook his head. “He’s harmless. He’s one of those guys who tells ridiculous dating stories and has a few beers over pool tables twice a week. He’s not a killer.”

      “Is he a good shot?”

      “Most people who frequent the range are.”

      “So, he is.”

      “Oh, geez!” Eliot slapped his hand to his forehead. “You’re going to make this a thing, aren’t you?”

      I was definitely going to make it a thing. “Don’t worry yourself.” I patted his arm. “I have everything under control.”

      “You have no idea the dread that fills me with.”

      “I’m a professional,” I reminded him. “I know what I’m doing. Trust me.”

      “And here we go.”
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          12 Twelve

        

      

    

    
      I went to the office to file my stories; one about Crawford and his death and the other about the protests. James’ coverage of the trial preliminaries was included in the package, but my stories got higher billing … mostly because the photos of the protests were eye-grabbers. James wasn’t happy with the turn of events, but his happiness was low on my priority list.

      Fish pulled me into a conference room for a quick talk away from prying ears, something that always set my teeth on edge. This instance was no different.

      “We got a call from Tad Ludington,” he announced.

      That wasn’t what I was expecting. “I’ll get the tar, you get the feathers.”

      He merely hiked an eyebrow. “Do you want to guess what he called about?”

      I had a few ideas. “He wants to have a meeting with us so we’ll endorse him?”

      Fish smirked. “No, but I expect that call soon. He has another concern.”

      “Erectile dysfunction?”

      Fish ignored the quip. “He’s worried that you’re going to purposely go after him. He wants to make sure you’re barred from covering any election stories about his race.”

      That unimaginable douche nozzle. I really should’ve seen this coming. He played me … and well. I was distracted with the protest and he managed to get exactly what he wanted out of me. Ah … well played.

      “Nothing to say?” Fish prodded.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I said honestly. “Tad is deranged. I have no idea why he would think I would have a vendetta against him.”

      “Oh, please.” Fish made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “We both know you’re going to make it your personal mission to make sure he doesn’t win that election. Don’t bother denying it. You’re not that good a liar.”

      “I disagree. I’m a fantastic liar. You’re just a nonbeliever, which makes you Mr. Crankypants in the face of my astounding wit.”

      Even though it was supposed to be a serious conversation he cracked a smile. “Your mistake was telling Ludington your plans. We both know that he already suspects you’ll try to submarine him. You can’t admit to it. I’d have to pull you off certain beats.”

      “He has to prove I said it.”

      “Which is the only reason you’re still safe,” Fish acknowledged. “He’s going to go out of his way to try to record you saying something. You realize that, right?”

      “Yup. You don’t have to worry. I won’t make a mistake.”

      “Make sure you don’t.” Fish straightened and checked his French cuffs. “As for your stories today, good job. You were obviously busy. For the record, though, you need to be careful. James is making noise about you stealing his thunder. He’s not happy that you got top billing on not one, but two pieces.”

      “He had jury selection today,” I pointed out. “There’s no way to make that sexy.”

      “That’s what I told him. Opening statements are tomorrow. He will probably have the better story.”

      I wasn’t about to let that happen, but there was no sense setting Fish off. We were having a nice moment. “I have a few angles I’m interested in chasing tomorrow. I’m not sure how things will go, but I plan to leave straight from the house. I’ll text you when I know what’s going on. I would make sure you have a photographer at that protest all day because that place is going to erupt multiple times tomorrow.”

      “That’s the plan. I’ll send Jared again. You should be careful if you’re going to spend large blocks of time there, though. You’re the type of woman who will irritate those men.”

      “You mean because I work outside of the house?”

      “Because you have a mouth that won’t quit.”

      “Some say that’s my finest quality.”

      “Who?”

      “Me.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Fish shook his head. “Keep digging. I think there’s more to this story than we know. If anyone can find the goods, it’s you.”

      The simple statement warmed me, though I had no idea why. I wasn’t the sort of person who needed others to validate me. Fish rarely did. “That’s kind of sweet.”

      “Yeah, I’m a sweet guy. Try not to tick off Ludington and fall into his trap. You’re equally likely to lose your head and allow him to get a leg up on you.”

      “Oh, I’m not losing to him.”

      “Over the long haul, no. But he might be able to take you in a few skirmishes. Make sure he doesn’t win a key one.”

      “Have I mentioned how much I love it when men use war terms during normal discussions?”

      “Just go. You did a good job today. Celebrate that, get some sleep, and do it all over again tomorrow.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      I DECIDED TO BE A GOOD GIRLFRIEND and pick up dinner. Actually, a really good girlfriend would’ve broken down and cooked a feast. My idea of cooking was Spaghetti-Os – something Eliot made me promise never to serve him – so I opted for Romano’s Macaroni Grill instead. Eliot was just stripping out of his coat and shoes when I walked in behind him.

      “What’s that?” He seemed surprised by the huge takeout bag in my hand.

      “I can provide for my man.”

      He waited.

      “What?” I felt exposed. “I picked up dinner. It’s not a big deal.”

      “You fed me twice today,” he pointed out.

      “So? The Chinese was in exchange for information.”

      “Information I would’ve readily given you for free. The food was an afterthought because you were hungry and figured I might be hungry.”

      “Yeah. I guess.”

      “You’re turning into a very sweet provider,” he teased, kissing me as he retrieved the bag.

      “I don’t have to pretend to take an interest,” I warned.

      “You’re not pretending. You might not want to admit it, but you’re growing.”

      “Oh, geez!” I rolled my eyes as I kicked off my shoes. “Are you trying to torture me for a specific reason?”

      “Nope. Come on. Let’s eat at the kitchen table.”

      That sounded a bit formal, but since we were eating messy pasta I didn’t want to risk getting sauce on the new furniture. Wait … did I just think that? Since when do I care about keeping furniture clean? Ugh. I really am growing up. I hate it.

      “I got three entrees: shrimp portofino, pasta di mare and shrimp scampi.”

      “I’m sensing a seafood theme.”

      “Yeah, I was in the mood for shrimp and scallops,” I admitted. “I also got bread, stuffed mushrooms and tiramisu.”

      “I see you went all out. Any special reason?” He collected forks from the drawer as I doled out the entrée containers. No matter how mature I was feeling, I had no intention of washing dishes if it was unnecessary. The to-go containers would suffice.

      “Fish called me into a conference room. Ludington lodged a complaint about me this afternoon.”

      “Doesn’t that happen on a weekly basis?”

      “Yeah, but this time he outsmarted me. I was distracted by the protest when he approached. He got me to say out loud that I had no intention of allowing him to win the election. Luckily he didn’t think ahead to record me. He’ll try a second time.”

      “Then be careful. Don’t say anything he can use against you.”

      “I didn’t plan to do that this go-around,” I admitted. “I have to watch myself.”

      “You’re more than capable of doing that. We’ll handle Ludington. It won’t be that hard to get him to show his true colors before the election. We need to focus on this first.”

      “I thought maybe we could sit down together and hash out Crawford’s family tree tonight. I mean … if you don’t have something else going on.”

      “You want me to work on a story with you?”

      “You’ve helped before.”

      “You rarely invite me. Usually I have to elbow my way in.”

      “I’m growing. Isn’t that what you said?”

      “You’re definitely growing.” He spun his pasta around his fork and gave me a wink. “We’ll work together. Hey, maybe we’ll even come up with a name for our team. How do you feel about Elery? You know, Eliot and Avery combined.”

      Oh, now he was just messing with me. “That’s a stupid name. I hate names like that. And, by the way, if we were going to do that, it would be Aviot because my name should most definitely be first.”

      “We’ll have to argue about that later.”

      “I’ll add it to my schedule.”

      

      I CHANGED into stretchy yoga pants so I could breathe – I ate enough for two, so it was warranted – and settled on the floor in the great room. Eliot changed into boxers and a T-shirt, and joined me.

      “Okay, tell me what we’re doing here,” he said when I started writing names on sheets of paper and arranging them on the floor.

      “Dan Crawford has a very convoluted family tree,” I replied. “His father is John.” I wrote the man’s name on the sheet of paper and marked him as alive. “His mother is Mary.” She got her own sheet of paper that indicated she was dead. I placed them at the edge of the carpet.

      “He was an only child, which meant he got most of their attention,” I continued.

      “Why is that important?” Eliot leaned against the chair and stretched his legs out in front of him. “You were an only child, too. You got most of your parents’ attention.”

      “Actually, my mother was an equal opportunity busybody,” I countered. “She spread the attention around.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I filled out three sheets of paper. “Dan’s first wife was Fiona. She’s in Florida. If she arranged for his death, she did it from afar.”

      “I’m guessing you’re not leaning toward her,” Eliot surmised. “From a motive standpoint, she simply doesn’t make sense. She’s been free from him for a very long time. There’s no financial gain. She married someone else and her children appear to have escaped relatively unscathed.”

      “I like that you can pay attention and I don’t have to explain things to you multiple times,” I teased. “It would be a shame to waste your good looks on an empty head.”

      He poked my side. “I’m going to have a T-shirt made up saying just that.”

      “I think that’s a marvelous idea.” I turned back to my project. “The second wife is Jenny. She was in college when they met. He was her professor. She denies he was predatory, but it’s clear he exerted control over her. She is remarried and making out with a guy from your gun range, which is mega-suspicious.”

      Eliot sighed. “I don’t find it as mega-suspicious as you do.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree.” I placed another sheet of paper on the floor. “Then we have Lily, an idiot who admits she married him for money. I don’t think she has the brains to pull this off, but idiocy can make for dangerous enemies.”

      “What would her motive be?” Eliot asked, getting into the spirit of the conversation. “She was barely married to him. She probably got next to nothing in the divorce. If he didn’t learn something about pre-nuptial agreements after two failed marriages, he had more problems than we initially realized.”

      “Can you find that out for me?”

      He nodded. “Yup. I’ll pull documents on all three marriages tomorrow. I agree it can’t hurt to look.”

      “Thanks. What I meant about her being dangerous is that she’s stupid enough to think she’ll inherit in the event of his death simply because she was the most recent wife. She probably doesn’t realize the money will go to his children unless he drew up a will that stipulates otherwise.”

      “I guess, but that seems unlikely.”

      I grabbed three more sheets of paper. “He had two children with Fiona – Doug and Laura. Doug lives here and works for the county road commission. He has a sensible job with regular hours, and the only thing on his record is a parking ticket.”

      “I see you’ve already done some digging. Did he pique your suspicions?”

      “Not exactly.” I wasn’t sure how to explain what I felt when discussing Dan’s death with his son. “I felt bad for him. I understood what he was feeling.”

      “And what was that?”

      “He felt guilty because he didn’t feel worse about his father’s death. He wasn’t close to the man, knew he was unstable, and yet it was his father. He looked a little lost.”

      “You rarely feel bad for people. This is real growth.”

      “Don’t push things.” I placed a sheet of paper next to the one depicting Doug’s name. “Laura is his sister. She lives in Florida to be close to their mother. As far as I can tell, she had almost a non-existent relationship with her father after the divorce. Doug told me that his mother’s breaking point came when Dan tried explaining to his daughter how girls were supposed to act.”

      Eliot frowned. “I know I’m not a girl … .”

      “But you have such pretty hair,” I teased. “I would love to put a bow in it.”

      “Ha, ha, ha. What I was about to say is that I don’t understand how anyone can believe that women aren’t just as capable as men.”

      “You’re an enlightened individual.”

      “I like to think so.”

      “I don’t think Laura plays into this,” I admitted. “She’s too far removed from the situation. She has no reason to want him dead. He’s not a part of her life. That leaves Vanessa.” I wrote again and added her to the family tree. “All I know about her is that she’s in high school.”

      “I very much doubt a teenager was up on that roof shooting at her father,” Eliot noted. “She wouldn’t have the ability to plan it out, let alone escape.”

      “I agree. I’m going to track her down and try to talk to her, but I don’t see how she plays into this.”

      “So, what does that leave you?”

      “Jenny.”

      Eliot rolled his neck and momentarily stared at the ceiling. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Nope.”

      “Fine.” He heaved out a sigh. “What if I take you to the range with me tomorrow? I’m betting that Mike will be there. He goes every single day if he can swing it.”

      “Really?” I brightened considerably. “You would do that? Allow me to ruthlessly question your buddies?”

      “Not question. You can watch him for a bit. See the way he operates.”

      I pouted. “I would prefer questioning him.”

      “Which I’m not going to allow.”

      We fell silent, staring at one another. Finally, I shrugged. “I guess that’s fair. You’re helping me, after all.”

      He snickered. “Well, you did bring me lunch and dinner today.”

      “Yes, I’m an excellent cook.”

      He slid his arms around my waist and tugged until I was positioned between his legs. “I know you’ve given this a lot of thought, and I agree Jenny makes the most sense if you’re looking at it from a specific point of view, but we have no idea how many people this guy has ticked off. On top of that, we don’t know that he was the target.”

      “Did Jake mention anything to you about that?” I was understandably curious. “Did he give you any information he didn’t share with me?”

      “I don’t know what he shared with you, but I’m not going to wedge myself between the two of you.” He was firm. “You need to get your own information from Jake. I’ll help you where I can. You know that. But I will not betray his trust. That doesn’t seem like a fair position to put me in.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “I know that there’s a real possibility Crawford wasn’t the target,” I admitted. “It almost seems as if he can’t possibly be the target because he wasn’t important enough.”

      “But?” he prodded.

      “But that’s why I think it’s possible he was the target. I mean … what better time to take out an enemy? Make it look like an accident when it was really on purpose.”

      “I guess.” He pressed his lips to my cheek. “Trouble, are we done playing investigators? If so, there’s another game I want to play in the bedroom.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “What game is that?”

      “It involves pirates.”

      “Oh, do you want to play The Goonies again?”

      He chuckled. “I get to be Brand.”

      “I’m Mikey.”

      “That won’t work for the game I have planned.”

      “Then you’ll have to be one of the girls. They’re both lame, and I refuse to kowtow to my gender.”

      “Ugh.” He mock-growled. “Fine. I’ll be Andi. You’re going to owe me, though.”

      “Great. Let’s go see who can do the Truffle Shuffle better.”
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          13 Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t get you into the gun range this morning,” Eliot announced as he handed me a box of cereal the next morning. He was smooth when delivering the information, but I sensed something churning beneath his veneer of calm.

      “And why is that?” I upended the Fruity Pebbles box and dumped the sugary goodness into my bowl. “Did you change your mind about helping me?”

      “No.”

      I waited.

      “There’s a rule at the range,” he started, avoiding eye contact. “I’m trying to find a way around it.”

      That was interesting. “And what is this rule? No questioning potential murderers on the premises?”

      He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re basically the human version of a migraine inducer?”

      “Now is not the time for flirting.”

      “It’s not that you want to question Mike because he might be a murderer — although that is a concern that I hold.”

      “Then what is it? I’ve been to the range with you before.” I thought back to the outing. “That was kind of our first date, huh?”

      He shook his head. “That was not our first date. I couldn’t decide if you were crazy that day, so it most definitely wasn’t our first date.”

      Ugh. He’s such a drama queen when he wants to be. “Obviously it turned out fine. I’m not crazy, so that was a ridiculous concern.”

      “Who says you’re not crazy?”

      “If I’m crazy, what does that say about you?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe I’m crazy, too.” His grin was flirty but I had no intention of letting him distract me.

      “Eliot, why can’t I visit the range? Is this a sexist thing? A no-girls club or something?”

      He dragged a hand through his freshly-washed hair. He had a certain glow after showering. It made him even more appealing than normal — which was saying something — but I refused to fall victim to his good looks this go-around.

      “It’s not a sexist thing,” he said finally. “Girls are allowed at the range.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Girlfriends aren’t allowed at the range.”

      I was confused. “But ... I don’t get it.”

      “Girls are fine. Men find women with guns sexy.”

      “But?”

      “But girlfriends are nags and suck the fun out of life.” Eliot’s smile was rueful. “For the record, that is not my rule. I happen to think my girlfriend brings the fun wherever she goes. But I don’t make the rules.”

      Oh, well, that was just ... stupid. “I am all kinds of fun,” I protested, dumping milk into my cereal. “Look at my breakfast choice.” I held the bowl up for emphasis. “You’re eating Shredded Wheat, which tastes like shredded crap. Actually, it tastes like crap with little wispy strings of ... other crap.”

      “That was profound, darling,” Eliot drawled.

      I extended a warning finger. “Don’t ever call me darling. I don’t like it.”

      “Good to know.” Eliot pushed a spoon in my direction. “Eat your processed sugar before it gets mushy.”

      I accepted the spoon but continued to glare at him. “Do you ascribe to this ridiculous ‘girlfriends are nags’ notion?”

      “Of course not. My girlfriend is awesome.” He delivered the line in such an exaggerated manner I knew he was full of it.

      “So, basically you’re saying that I have to track this Mike Baxter by myself.” It wasn’t an ideal situation, but it was something I was capable of. “Okay. Can you get me his address?”

      Eliot balked. “I don’t want you tracking him by yourself.”

      “I have to find out what’s going on between Jenny and him.”

      “You can do that at the range.”

      “You just said you couldn’t take me to the range.” My temper came out to play as I barked at him. “I’m offended — and my feelings are hurt, for that matter — but it is what it is. I don’t want to damage the fragile egos of your gun buddies, so I’m going to find another way.”

      Eliot made a face. “Your feelings aren’t hurt. You might be annoyed, but under different circumstances you would find this funny. Honestly, I’ve argued against the rule because there are times I thought it might be nice to bring you with me.”

      “Why did you even bother inviting me last night if you knew it wasn’t possible?” I challenged.

      “I forgot about the rule. It’s been a while since I’d considered bringing you. It was only after I woke up this morning that I remembered.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” I sighed. “You can’t help me on this one. I’ll find Mike Baxter on my own. I can start at the restaurant and work my way back. It will be fine.”

      “I want you to wait.” He didn’t back down. “I’m going to figure something out.”

      He had good intentions but I was doubtful he would push people he considered friends to entertain one of my whims.

      “It’s fine.” I was already switching gears. “I’ll handle it myself. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Then why am I terrified you’re about to do something stupid to a guy with a personal arsenal?”

      “I have no idea. I think you’re paranoid or something.”

      “That must be it.”

      “Definitely.”

      

      ORIGINALLY I TOLD FISH I wouldn’t be stopping at the office. That intention changed when I realized I needed direction. I had ideas about where to look, but Jenny’s restaurant was closed for another few hours. Baxter was a dead end until I could actually interact with him.

      My co-workers weren’t expecting me so I took the opportunity to creep through the conference room that separated the main hallway from the back one that led to cubicle row. I was curious if I would pick up on some good gossip.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      “I think she was the target,” James announced to Duncan, a man who was threatening to take the number one spot on my list of professional enemies. Because Tad was my personal nemesis, I had room for more than one fight-to-the-death enemy, which was convenient because I had a lot of bad attitude to go around.

      “Of course she was the target,” Duncan insisted. “People hate her. She’s a narcissist. She probably has so many enemies they were lining up to take her out.”

      Hmm. I couldn’t help wondering who they were talking about.

      “I just can’t understand how the shooter messed up and took out that Dan Crawford guy instead of Avery,” James said. “She was standing right there. How hard is it to hit that big head of hers?”

      Oh, well, that did it. I strolled out of the conference room, hands on hips, “Good morning, gentlemen.”

      The sound of my voice had to be akin to something straight out of a nightmare, because Duncan and James both turned in my direction at the same time, their shoulders frozen.

      “Hey, Avery.” James recovered first. “We weren’t talking about you.” He was a crappy liar. “We were talking about another person named Avery who just happened to be present for a shooting.”

      I cocked a challenging eyebrow. “I’m sure that’s true.”

      “It is true,” James enthused. “I mean ... so true. There’s no way we would talk about you in that manner.”

      “Of course not.” I pushed past them, giving Duncan an extra shove simply because I could, and made my way to Fish’s desk. He seemed surprised to see me. “I’m trying to figure out where to look next,” I admitted before he could utter a word. “I’m frustrated. Eliot was going to take me to the gun range to talk to a guy, but there’s a ‘no girlfriends’ rule, which is complete and total crap.”

      “Are you sure it’s not just a ‘no Eliot’s girlfriend’ rule?” Fish queried, turning back to his computer screen.

      Hmm. That was an interesting question. I hadn’t even considered it. “No way,” I said finally, shaking my head. “I’m a delight. He told me that himself.”

      “Yeah.” Fish’s opinion was obvious as he offered me a pitying look. “You’re a delight. You never give him trouble. You’re easy to get along with and a joy to be around.”

      “I know.”

      “Ugh. You’re a pain and you know it. He probably thought better of allowing you close to his private sanctum.”

      “His private sanctum is the apartment above his shop,” I countered. “He used to live there and still visits when he needs to decompress.”

      “Men can have more than one private sanctum, or man cave. He probably doesn’t have a spot he can retreat to at the new house because you’re always there. He doesn’t want to give you access to the gun range because it might encourage you to visit more often ... and he’s afraid you’ll develop a taste for weapons other than your mouth.”

      Sadly, I recognized that Fish might actually have some insight into the situation. There was no way I’d admit that to him, though.

      “Please, I’m every guy’s dream girlfriend.” I mostly thought that was true. “I watch sports, play video games and hate going out to fancy clubs.”

      “There’s more to a relationship than that.”

      “Not really.” I grabbed the photo assignment log from the rack at the edge of his desk and flipped through it. “You said you’re positioning Jared down at the protests all day, right?”

      He nodded. “Why?”

      “I might want some random photos of a few buildings. A house ... and a restaurant ... and the radio station.”

      “That’s not a bad idea for filler art,” Fish admitted. “Get a photo of the radio station now because it’s going to go down in flames when the verdict is announced.”

      “Definitely,” I agreed, accepting the pen he handed me.

      “I don’t think it’s going to go down in flames,” Duncan countered, joining me at the wall of Fish’s cubicle. I purposely gave him a long glare before taking an exaggerated step away from him. Instead of reacting to me, he focused on Fish. “You’re assuming that Bart Savage is guilty because that’s what you’ve been programmed to believe, that the cops can never make a mistake. I happen to know better.”

      “The only thing you know better than anyone else is that you’re a walking dillhole,” I countered. “Perhaps you should be quiet and let the adults talk. How does that sound?”

      Duncan’s lips curved down. “You’re wearing a shirt that says, ‘If the broom fits,’” he pointed out.

      “So what?”

      “How can you be one of the adults when you’re wearing a children’s shirt?”

      “Adulthood is a state of mind,” I replied. “Last night, for example, I was an adult while playing naughty games with Eliot. All the while I wore Star Wars Underoos. Yes, they’re really a thing ... and they’re awesome. Adulthood is not an age thing. It’s not even a maturity thing. It’s a Zen thing.”

      Fish snorted. “I can’t believe you kept your face straight to say that.”

      “I know, right?” I finally gave in to my smirk. “It was hard, but I pulled it out in the end.”

      Duncan scowled. “See, this right here isn’t maturity.” He jabbed a finger at me. “You’re the least mature person I know.”

      I adopted a blank expression. “Do you know what I just heard? Blah, blah, blah.” I moved my hand as if it was a talking animal. “And blah,” I added. “I disregard everything you say because it’s you.”

      “You’re more than welcome to do that,” he said, adopting a prim tone. “The thing is, if you do, you’ll miss a very important tip about Bart Savage.”

      Oh, geez. Sometimes I swear he simply talks to hear himself talk. “And what tip is that?”

      “He’s right.”

      I waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, I slid a look to Fish to see if he was following.

      “Oh, he’s going somewhere with this,” Fish muttered, shaking his head. “It’s probably nowhere good, but he’s going somewhere.”

      “Yeah, Moronville,” I agreed.

      “I’m simply being honest.” Duncan folded his arms over his chest as he fixed me with a haughty look. “You think Savage is wrong.”

      “He’s definitely wrong,” I agreed. “He’s two slices of wrong bread filled with wrong salami and topped with putrid Dijon mustard that is all sorts of wrong. Even the pickle on the side of his plate is wrong.”

      “Oh, that was so witty,” Duncan deadpanned. “You should be a stand-up comedienne with jokes like that.”

      If Fish wasn’t watching I would’ve found a way to punch him in the nuts. I’d probably end up in Human Resources for it, but the charges wouldn’t stick without a witness. Unfortunately, Fish made a rather compelling witness.

      “The Barracuda has done a lot of research and given this a lot of thought,” Duncan continued, seemingly oblivious to my growing rage. “Look at crime statistics, for example. They were much lower back when the nuclear family was a priority. Now look at how things are. Young men are committing crimes left and right. Why do you think that is? I, much like Savage, believe it’s because the true meaning of family is dying.”

      I definitely wanted to punch him. “Family is more than one thing,” I argued. “There is no ‘right’ way to make a family. If a woman doesn’t want a career but instead prefers to be a homemaker, I’m all for that. It’s not how I want to live, but I have nothing against those who make the choice for themselves.

      “My issue is with the people who assume a woman has to stay at home no matter her needs or desires,” I continued. “No one should be forced to do something they don’t want to do. If a woman wants to stay home and raise her family, great. If she wants to go out into the workforce and make a living, great. If she wants to make it her mission to force her oily and ridiculous co-workers to cry, double great.”

      Duncan growled when he realized I was making a pointed jab at him. “I happen to believe that all women should want to stay at home. It’s because of women joining the workforce that we have labor issues at all.”

      “Oh, I ... can’t ... even.” I raised my hand to block out his stupid, smarmy face. “Can you believe this?” I asked Fish.

      Even though he was a man’s man who grew up in a different generation, I could tell Fish was uncomfortable with Duncan’s opinion. “Duncan, I think you should head back to your desk. You have a special section to lay out, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Duncan rolled his eyes. “I think you’re missing out on a golden opportunity,” he countered. “You should send me to the courthouse — replace Avery — and allow me to do the real story from the inside. That’s the way this should be handled.”

      “Excuse me?” My eyebrows hopped near my hairline. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.” Duncan refused to back down. “I understand the issues better than you do. You’re a man-hater.”

      “I’m a Duncan hater,” I corrected. “I don’t hate all men, just you ... and Tad Ludington ... and I’m not real fond of that guy who keeps coming to the house and telling me he wants to spray for spiders and then asking for the man of the house when I say I don’t want poison spread around.”

      Fish snickered. “Avery is not being taken off the story.” He was firm and shook his head when Duncan opened his mouth to argue. “She’s got this. You worry about your work and she will handle her assignment.”

      Duncan’s facade finally slipped. “She always gets her own way. Do you have any idea how annoying that is?”

      “Become a better reporter,” I suggested, wandering to the fax machine and collecting the news release coming through. “If you want to be the one to tell the stories, you have to get better at tracking down information. You’re incessantly lazy. You have to get over that if you want to win the big prize.”

      “I am not lazy,” he countered, puffing out his chest. “I work ten times harder than you.”

      Fish and I both made derisive sounds in the backs of our throats.

      “It’s true,” Duncan pressed.

      I decided to tune him out. If I didn’t, the conversation would continue in circles for the foreseeable future. Instead, I held up the news release for Fish. “There’s a new wrinkle in the protests.”

      Fish was instantly on alert. “What?”

      “A national organization dedicated to gender equality and basic rights for female workers is on the way. In fact, they’re scheduled to join the fray this afternoon.”

      “Which organization?”

      My smile came, unbidden. “The one getting all the press lately.”

      “Oh, no.” Fish covered his eyes. “I knew this was going to happen.”

      “I knew it, too. I thought it would take longer.”

      “This is going to get out of hand.”

      “It is.”

      “You’d better get down there.”
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      Women Overthrowing Male Boundaries, or WOMB as the members preferred, was in the house when I parked behind Eliot’s shop and made my way to Main Street. I didn’t want to risk getting a ticket for parking at a meter — and the odds the street might be shut down at some point if things got out of hand were high — so I decided to play things smart.

      When I rounded the corner, I found Eliot in front of his shop, arms crossed. He didn’t appear surprised to see me, but his eyes were on the WOMB hoopla. The name was a deliberate choice by a group of women who were ready to fight the good fight … and it made me laugh every time I heard it.

      “Hey. Did you see this?” Eliot gestured toward the crowd.

      I nodded at the huge signs being erected on top of a bus. The biggest read “The future is female,” but some of the others were entertaining as well. “If we send one man to the moon, why not send them all?” I read out loud.

      “You would miss me if I lived on the moon.”

      I slid him a sidelong look. “I’m still mad at you for the girlfriend ban.”

      “Hey, I didn’t make that rule. I’m trying to find a way around it.”

      I mostly believed him, although Fish’s thoughts regarding Eliot’s need for private space niggled at the back of my brain. “Do you want a man cave at the house?”

      The question caught him off guard. “To eat my prey?”

      I shrugged. “To have a place to retreat; where I’m not allowed.”

      He worked his mouth as he absently slid a strand of hair behind my ear. “May I ask where this line of questioning came from?” he asked after a beat.

      “I told Fish about the ‘no girlfriends at the range’ thing. He thinks maybe you thought better of inviting me into your personal space and made up the rule on the fly.”

      Eliot balked. “I did not. I’ve taken you there before.”

      “Yes, but as you pointed out, we weren’t a couple then.”

      “Which is why I wasn’t breaking rules.”

      I held up my hand to silence him before he got up a full head of steam. I was the one more likely to fly off the handle in our relationship, but he was known to have his moments. “I’m not trying to start a fight. If you want a man cave, we’ll figure out how to get you one. We could build one of those shed things or something.”

      “I don’t want a man cave.” He captured my hand. “We’re fine. Don’t turn this into some big thing. I’m going to find a way to get you to the range. If that doesn’t work, I’m going to find a way for you to approach Mike away from the range. I’m working on it.”

      He seemed sincere, so I let it go. “This group that’s come in, it’s been getting a lot of press lately,” I said, shifting the conversation. “They’re an offshoot of the Me Too movement ... except they’re militant.”

      “I know who they are.” Eliot turned serious, although he didn’t release my hand. Instead he squeezed it tighter. “They’re going to elevate the level of vitriol by a long shot.”

      “Yeah. Part of me is looking forward to it.”

      “The part that loves chaos,” he surmised.

      “That’s the one.”

      “And the other part?”

      I stared at a woman carrying a sign that read “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” The letters were painted in a sparkly blue that almost made me laugh out loud. “The other part is worried,” I finally admitted. “Everything is coming together here, making a perfect storm of potential violence. Both sides are getting worked up.”

      He moved his hand to my back. “You’re going to be careful?”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “Don’t make jokes.”

      “If I don’t have jokes, I’ll lose my head.” I leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. “Try not to be embarrassed by the fact that you have a girlfriend, okay? Eventually you’ll get over it and maybe even learn to like it.”

      He scowled. “You’re not even remotely funny.”

      “That was a little funny,” I countered. “The faces you make are hilarious.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He grabbed the front of my shirt and hauled me to my tiptoes before I could make my escape. “This is going to be a good test for the compromising we’ve been practicing. If you need backup, call me. I will help you, no questions asked.”

      “No questions asked?” I was dubious. “Really?”

      “If that’s what it takes. I know you can’t back down on this. You’re too far gone. You’re right about things turning dangerous, though. I would rather swallow my questions and help than risk something happening to you.”

      “I’ve got everything under control for now,” I supplied, grinning when I saw a new sign join the fray. “‘Some women fear the fire. Some women simply become it.’ That’s kind of like me, huh?”

      “Yes, and that’s only one of the reasons you sometimes terrify me.”

      “This story was built for me.” I meant it. “I need to dig deeper.”

      “Be careful. There’s still a shooter out there. Don’t forget that.”

      “I could never forget that. But no girlfriends are allowed at the gun range, so I have to focus my efforts elsewhere.”

      Eliot’s glare was pronounced. “You’re never going to let me forget this, are you?”

      “Nope. Sixty years from now, when we’re sitting in rockers and arguing about virtual reality games, I’ll still be bringing it up.”

      He smirked. “At least we’re there together in sixty years. That’s progress, huh?”

      It really was.

      

      SERENA WHITLOCK, THE LEADER of WOMB, was directing traffic in the middle of the courtyard when I managed to track her down. At first, when I tapped her on the shoulder, she treated me in a dismissive manner.

      “There are signs in the van,” she announced, as though for the millionth time, not making eye contact.

      “I’m not here for a sign,” I replied, tugging my notebook out of my pocket. “I’m with The Monitor. I’m here to do a piece on the protest.”

      “Really?” Her eyes gleamed as she turned to face me. “You’re Avery Shaw.”

      I was blown away. “You know who I am?”

      “I contacted the other groups in this area so they would be aware that we planned to invade and help them turn the tide of public support. I asked about media coverage. Your name was the first to pop up.”

      That was flattering ... maybe. “I’ve garnered a certain reputation in this area,” I admitted. “I’m dogged when it comes to a story.”

      “I’ve heard that. You’re also exactly the sort of person we’re looking for. I mean ... you are a woman succeeding in an old boys’ club profession. You’re at the top of your game and everyone in the county knows you. You’d be a great asset to our movement.”

      Uh-oh. I should’ve seen that coming. “I’m flattered you would think that.” That was true. “The thing is, I can’t insert myself into issues ... at least not the way you want me to. I agree with your cause. Believe me, I much prefer your side to the other. That doesn’t mean I can do what you’re asking.

      “If I were to join with the movement who would cover the story?” I asked. “I have a feeling I know which person from my newspaper would get it, and there’s no way I would allow him within a hundred feet of this situation. Sometimes you have to pick your battles.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” Serena didn’t seem annoyed by my refusal to join the cause. Instead, she handed a sign that read “No one is free while others are oppressed” to a woman scurrying by. “Do you need something specific from me for your article?”

      That was a loaded question. “Yeah. My head is all over the place right now. There’s a lot going on.”

      “Because of the trial?”

      “Because of the shooting,” I corrected. “So far, the trial has been nothing more than a minor distraction in comparison to the other stuff. The shooting, however, is troubling.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “Not much,” I admitted. “I’ve interviewed two of the victim’s ex-wives and his son. I’ve also interacted with his father, who has decided to become the face of the opposition.” I shot a derisive look across the way, to where John was holding court with a small knot of men. He seemed to be in his element and having a good time.

      “That’s John Crawford?” Serena asked, following my gaze.

      “Yup.”

      “I wondered. He’s been giving us ‘the look’ all morning.”

      “He’s a real piece of work. Although ... he managed to pull himself together much faster than I would’ve reckoned. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “Perhaps he’s merely putting on a good show.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Or perhaps he was putting on a good show when you met and he decided to switch tactics.”

      That was an interesting thought. “Yeah, well ... .” I trailed off when Jake drifted into view. He stood in the center of things, his hands planted on his narrow hips, and his messy bird’s nest of hair looking especially expansive today. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Who is that?” Serena asked, intrigued. “He’s ... pretty.”

      It was hardly the first time I’d heard Jake referred to in such a manner. He was pretty. Like, ridiculously so. He was also about to lay down the law. I could tell by his stance. “That is the sheriff and something tells me he’s about to make both sides of this equation unhappy. I need to talk to him before that.”

      “Good luck. I’ll try to soften him up after the fact.”

      “I doubt that will work, but ... it doesn’t hurt to try.” Jake saw me approaching before I even opened my mouth in greeting and immediately started shaking his head. “That doesn’t look like happiness to see me,” I groused.

      “I’m rarely happy to see you.”

      I pursed my lips and waited for the inevitable apology.

      “That was mean,” he said after a beat. “I’m often happy to see you ... when you’re going after someone else instead of me. But I’m obviously on your list of conquests today, and I don’t have time for it.”

      “What makes you think I want to beat you?”

      “I’m not new. Other than Derrick, I’ve known you the longest. You can’t hide your intentions from me.”

      “My intentions are actually muddled today,” I admitted. “I’m not sure where I’m going to focus my energy. WOMB coming to town is a big deal. What do you make of that?”

      “They’re going to be trouble.”

      “There’s already trouble on both sides,” I pointed out. “It’s only a matter of time before the trouble ratchets up a notch.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m bringing in the county tactical team to take over security in the courtyard.”

      I was flabbergasted. The county tactical team was the most trained riot squad in his arsenal. The members were all big-muscled badasses who acted first and asked questions later. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” I asked finally.

      “I don’t see where I have much choice.” Jake’s expression was dark. “If I don’t allow both sides to protest, I’ll be on the hook for potential lawsuits because citizens have a right to assemble. If I let this keep going, odds are somebody will get hurt ... and that’s on top of the man who has already been killed. If the protestors get out of hand, we could have a mass-casualty situation. I’m really in a pickle.”

      I could see that. “If they’re forced into action things could get even uglier.”

      “What do you suggest I do?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him. Instead, I briefly rested my hand on his elbow and gave him a squeeze. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks. I’ll definitely need it. What you need is to be careful.”

      I groaned and rubbed my forehead. “You sound like Eliot.”

      “That’s not an insult ... and he wants to make sure you’re safe. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Yeah, well ... .”

      “Stay out of trouble,” Jake warned, wagging a finger for emphasis. “I have my hands full as it is. I don’t need you adding to the mess.”

      “I’ll see if I can manage it.”

      “You do that.”

      

      I NEEDED A BREAK FROM THE chanting and yelling less than an hour after I reached the courthouse. I kept one ear to the ground and knew they were taking a break from the court proceedings while the prosecutor and defense attorney duked it out over a procedural issue. That didn’t mean the people downstairs were taking a break ... so I needed to step away from the din and regroup.

      On the side of the building, in the place where they tucked smokers away so their dirty little secret remained hidden, I found Bart Savage. He sat at one of the picnic tables in the tiny alcove, and I was so surprised to find him sitting alone that I did a double take as I searched for his security representatives.

      They didn’t appear to be present.

      I made up my mind on the spot and approached him. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be out here alone,” I offered as I slid onto the bench across from him. He didn’t jump at my arrival or lob an annoyed look in my direction. Instead, he merely stared with a bland look on his face. “You could get hurt if those feminists find out you’re hanging around out here.”

      Instead of zinging me with a comeback — or popping off one of his catchphrases — he merely shrugged. “Maybe that would put an end to the ugliness.”

      His voice was low, almost weak, and I was legitimately taken aback. “What’s your deal?” I asked after a beat. “I thought you were all ‘I shall breathe fire and burn your village to the ground.’”

      For the first time since I joined him, a ghost of a smile played at the corners of Savage’s lips. “Why do you look familiar? Do I know you?”

      “Perhaps I’m the woman of your nightmares.”

      “No, that’s not it. I know what she looks like and you’re not wearing a pantsuit.”

      I frowned. “My name is Avery Shaw. I’m a reporter with The Monitor.”

      “Ah, yes.” Recognition dawned on Savage’s face. “You have quite the reputation, young lady.”

      He was only ten years older than me so the “young lady” bit irked. “I worked hard for my reputation.”

      “Is it well-earned?”

      “Most definitely.”

      He met my gaze without blinking. It was almost like a round of that childhood game, Whoever Blinks First Loses, but he finally shifted his eyes and focused on the highway traffic buzzing behind us. “This trial isn’t what I thought it would be,” he admitted after a beat. “This is off the record, by the way. I’m not granting you an interview.”

      “That’s fine.” I would’ve loved an interview, but there was no way I intended to beg for it. “We’re just two strangers talking in the smoking pit of the local courthouse. Two normal Joes enjoying the day. Two ... .”

      He shot me a rueful look. “There’s no need to keep talking if you have nothing to say.”

      The jab hit true. “Then how do you have a radio show?”

      Instead of being offended, he barked out a laugh. “Oh, I like you. I think we’re going to be marvelous friends.”

      “Dude, every single thing you say makes my skin crawl,” I admitted. “I don’t fit into the lifestyle you’re preaching.”

      “Perhaps that life is an illusion.”

      It was an interesting suggestion. “Do you know what’s going on in front of the building?” I changed course. “WOMB is here now. They’re bringing in hundreds of protesters. The sheriff is utilizing the tactical team, which means if things get ugly they’ll take everyone into custody. Things are about to get rough.”

      “And you blame me for that.”

      “I blame you for raping your underlings.”

      His eyes flashed with fury. “I didn’t rape anyone! I would never force myself on a woman. That’s not who I am!”

      “Then why did they all come forward?” I asked. “I mean ... I might be able to write off one accusation as sour grapes. Three is a different story.”

      “Have you ever considered that number might be strategic?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, think about it,” he suggested, slowly pushing himself to his feet. “I may be a distasteful man in your eyes, Ms. Shaw. I may say things you don’t agree with, utter words you find hateful. I am not, however, a rapist.”

      I stared at him for a long beat. “And you think people who disagree with your politics are setting you up with phony rape charges. Is that what you’re saying?”

      He interlaced the fingers of both hands and looked around before returning his gaze to my eyes. “Yes.”

      “What about Dan Crawford? Do you think he was the target the other day? Was it you?”

      “I don’t know. All I do know is that a good friend is dead and I will always wonder if I was the intended victim. The guilt could very well eat me alive.”

      “Well, it’s better than choking on the dinner you want waiting for you when you get home from work every night, right?”

      His scowl was back. “Your attitude is ... .”

      “Awesome?”

      “I was going to say ‘unfortunate.’”

      “They’re the same thing.”

      “They’re really not.”

      And with that, our conversation was over. There was nothing else to say.
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      Bart’s words got me thinking.

      Proclaiming innocence is one thing — and I had no doubt Bart would profess “witch hunt” to his dying day — but the women who accused him were a potential fountain of information. Two of them had made statements to the media. Diane Mullen and Hannah Bolton, regular fixtures on the nightly news, had been talking to James in the hallways between court sessions, eager to spread their names and stories far and wide.

      The third woman was the mystery. She was the one I wanted to track down.

      I sat in Eliot’s office long enough to boot my computer and sift through the discovery documents the attorneys had submitted to the court before trial. Everything I needed would be inside ... including the name of the silent complainant.

      “What are you doing?” Fawn asked when she realized I was in the office without Eliot. “Does the boss know you’re going through his things?”

      I was sitting in a chair across from Eliot’s desk and touching my own things, so the question irked. “I’m not going through his things.”

      “You are so.” Fawn was matter-of-fact. “I’m going to tell him. He’s going to be mad.”

      “Please.” I rolled my eyes and continued to scroll through the documents. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Go away.”

      “You go away,” she fired back.

      “You know what?” It took everything I had not to jump out of the chair and teach her the wrestling moves I learned from WWE when I was embracing one of my odd crushes on The Rock during my misspent early twenties. I didn’t get a chance to finish uttering the curse to end all curses because Eliot picked that moment to return, a file clutched in his hand. He appeared surprised to see us both in his office.

      “Do I even want to know what’s going on here?” he asked after a beat.

      “She’s going through your things,” Fawn announced. “She snuck back here when I was busy with a customer. I was trying to explain that she’s not allowed, but she won’t listen.”

      Eliot sighed. “I see.” He fixed his eyes on me. “Are you going through my things?”

      “I am,” I confirmed, enthusiastically bobbing my head. “I stole those sexy cuffs you keep in the bottom drawer for when I’ve been naughty.”

      Fawn’s eyes filled with fire. “What?”

      Eliot merely shook his head. “She’s messing with you, Fawn. Don’t be such an easy target.” He sat at his desk. “What are you looking for, Trouble?”

      “The third woman.”

      “What third woman?”

      “The third woman who accused Savage,” I replied. “Two of them have been at the courthouse every single day. They’ve been making statements to the media, enjoying their fifteen minutes of fame. I ran into Bart outside the courthouse — he’s morose and unhappy when he doesn’t have an audience, by the way — and it got me to thinking about the third woman.”

      “He had three accusers, right?” Eliot leaned back in his chair and stretched.

      “He did, and I’m trying to remember the third accuser’s name because I want to talk to her.”

      “She’s probably hiding,” Fawn offered. “She knows that she lied and she’s embarrassed. Her conscience is getting the better of her.”

      That was a possibility. It was also a possibility that she’d been somehow hurt more than the other two and was struggling to recover. “I just want to find her.” I was firm as I continued scrolling.

      “I thought you were supposed to focus on the protest and leave the trial to James?” Eliot asked.

      I bit back the bubbling scorn that wanted to poke him in the eyes Three Stooges style. “I can multi-task.”

      “Uh-huh.” He didn’t look convinced. “Avery ... .”

      “Just don’t.” I jabbed a finger in his direction to silence him. “I know what I’m doing. Believe it or not, I’ve handled multiple story threads at one time before.”

      “Yes, and I’m sure you’re an expert at it. I simply thought you had a full plate with the protest and shooting.”

      “Yeah, well, Jake is being tight-lipped on the shooting so there’s not much I can do there ... especially because girlfriends aren’t allowed at the gun range. The protests are relatively calm now. I expect them to heat up this afternoon. I have an opening in my schedule. Idle hands are the Devil’s something or other, right?”

      “I like how you say things like that when you’re not playing video games,” he drawled. “When I say it to get you to stop playing video games, you give me grief.”

      “My hands aren’t idle when I’m playing video games. They’re like magical conduits.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Aha!” I crowed in triumph when I found the document I wanted. “Ally Hawthorne. She lives in Fraser.”

      “What are you going to do?” Eliot asked.

      “I’m going to knock on her door and get the scoop.”

      “What if she doesn’t want to talk?”

      “Then I will find a way to make her talk.”

      He stared for a long beat before shaking his head. “Well, you might want to limit your efforts to before lunch.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because, after lunch I’m taking you to the range like I promised.”

      I jerked up my eyes, surprised. “I thought girlfriends weren’t allowed.”

      “I managed to pull some strings. You have to behave yourself when you’re in there. You can observe. No questions. If you don’t follow the rules I’ll be banned.”

      “And that will make you sad?”

      “It will cut down on the places I have to privately vent when you make me angry.”

      That seemed reasonable. “I won’t risk your standing at the range. I promise.” I snapped my laptop shut and stood. “I’m going to leave this here because I’m going to be running around interviewing people, including – hopefully – the secretary who isn’t saying anything. Is that okay with you?”

      He nodded. “Be careful with the secretary. There might be a reason she’s laying low.”

      “Yes, like she’s a liar,” Fawn intoned.

      I ignored her. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way back. We can get food and answers together. It will be a bonding exercise.”

      Eliot chuckled. “I think we’re pretty bonded. At least, that’s the way it felt last night.”

      Fawn scowled. “Oh, you guys are ... I can’t believe I have to listen to this.”

      “You don’t have to,” Eliot pointed out. “You can go out to the showroom. That’s where I pay you to be.”

      I smirked as I grabbed my hoodie from the arm of the chair. “Wish me talkative secretaries.”

      He saluted. “May their lips be as loose as your screws when you find a story you want to sink your teeth into.”

      “You’re going to get it later for that one,” I warned.

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      ALLY HAWTHORNE LIVED IN a cute ranch house on a quiet street. It looked to be a cookie-cutter neighborhood, but there was absolutely no one out and about. That didn’t surprise me because it was a work day, but I was used to a little more hustle and bustle.

      I parked in front of Ally’s house, took a moment to stare at the front window because I was almost certain I saw movement, and then exited my Ford Focus and headed straight for the front door. If she was inside and nervous it would be best to announce my presence before she decided to grab a gun or something to protect her home.

      I knocked loudly and waited. I heard nothing from inside the house and the curtain didn’t move a second time. I knocked again and this time called out. “My name is Avery Shaw. I’m a reporter with The Monitor. I have a few questions for you regarding the Bart Savage trial.”

      I waited, craning my neck to listen for a faint response. Absolute silence.

      “You should really tell your side of the story,” I offered. “It might make you feel better to get it out there. You know, rip off the Band-Aid and start the healing process.” The words sounded hollow coming from my mouth, but I was desperate.

      “I’ll keep coming back,” I warned, switching to a different tactic. “I’m like the plague. I keep coming back despite the advancements in medical science.”

      Finally I heard the sound of a lock tumbling. I waited with some amount of trepidation as the door slowly cracked open to reveal a petrified-looking brunette. She had big brown eyes with dark circles deepening into pools beneath. Her hair — which I was sure looked lovely under normal circumstances — was oily and pulled back in a haphazard bun. She wore jogging pants, an oversized sweatshirt that hung from her frame and made me wonder if she’d lost weight, and a dour expression.

      “Hey.” I forced a smile even though I had a feeling things were not about to go my way. “I was hoping we could sit down and have a talk.”

      “I have no interest in talking to you.” Her voice was squeaky but firm.

      “I know, but ... .”

      “No interest,” she repeated, gripping the edge of the door so hard her knuckles turned white. “Why can’t you people just leave me alone?”

      “Have more reporters stopped by?” That was disheartening. I thought I was the only one smart enough to tackle this angle. Apparently I was slipping.”

      “Not in weeks ... and I want to keep it that way.”

      Something I couldn’t quite identify lurked in the depths of her sad eyes and it caused sympathy to roll through me. “Listen, I don’t want to make things more difficult for you but it’s important you tell your side of the story. If not, people will assume you have something to hide.”

      “I don’t care what other people think. Not even a little. I especially don’t care what you think.” She forcefully started closing door. “I want to be left alone. Why can’t you people see that? I don’t think I’m asking for too much. I want privacy.”

      “You’re not going to be left alone,” I argued. “You’re too important to the story. I ... .” It was too late. The door slammed in my face. “Ugh.” I rubbed my forehead, frustrated. “You’re seriously delusional if you think that’s going to dissuade me.” I waited even though I understood it was fruitless. “I’ll be back.”

      Slowly, I retreated from the front porch and headed toward my car. “That could’ve gone better,” I muttered to myself.

      

      ELIOT RAISED HIS EYEBROWS WHEN I trudged back into his office much sooner than expected.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I announced.

      “Fine.” He turned back to his computer. “We’ll leave for the range in an hour. Can you entertain yourself until then or do you need me to take off my shirt and flex?”

      “You’re in a very weird mood.” I huffed and grabbed my computer. “Why is that?”

      “You bring it out in me.”

      “Fair enough.”

      My stomach was growling when Eliot announced it was time for lunch. We opted for Thai because we’d been overloading on greasy coneys for days, and then we headed to the range. I’d only been there once — not long after we met — and our relationship had changed drastically since.

      “Am I undercover while I’m there?” I asked when he pulled into the parking lot. “I mean ... am I supposed to pretend to be someone other than your girlfriend?”

      “While I might find that funny, it would be a wasted effort,” Eliot replied. “Everyone knows you’re my girlfriend. They’ve seen you on television.”

      I brightened. “You have a celebrity girlfriend. You must be the hit of the range.”

      “Mostly they apologize and ask how I manage to keep from killing you.”

      “I’ve wondered that myself.”

      Eliot flashed a laminated card when we got to the front bubble. The door that led to the interior was locked — for obvious reasons — and I was curious when he passed the woman behind the bubble an extra twenty dollars.

      “Thanks, Lorna.” He smiled and winked at her as he shoved his wallet in his back pocket. “I don’t think we’ll be here long.”

      “Yes, well ... .” Lorna had one of those disapproving faces that make lemon juice drinkers jealous. The look she shot me was straight out of a horror movie ... and it almost made me laugh. “Have fun with your training.”

      “I will.” I waited until we were clear of the woman and free of potential eavesdroppers to ask the obvious question. “What training?”

      “I might have lied,” Eliot hedged as he led me toward a bank of lockers on the back wall. “I told the people involved that you needed to learn how to shoot for your safety, that I was very worried, and then I issued a sob story that would’ve made you proud. That means you actually need to fire a gun and act as if I’m training you.”

      The request wasn’t overblown, so I readily agreed. “Okay. Where do we do that?”

      “I have to get my gear from my locker and load the gun.” His eyes were busy as he scanned the aisles. “Mike is over in number two. We’re taking number three. Try not to immediately ask him weird questions because I don’t want to explain what you’re doing.”

      “I’m not a newb.”

      “You’re a newb here.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I focused on Baxter while Eliot prepared ... well, whatever he needed to prepare. He was often armed and kept guns in our house, but I paid zero attention to that. When he was ready he led me to the third stall, taking a moment to wave at Mike — and greet him with a hearty handshake — before gesturing to me.

      “This is Avery.” He ran his hand over my back in a protective manner that I found intriguing. “She’s learning how to shoot at my request.”

      “That’s nice.” Baxter beamed at me, showing off two rows of shiny teeth that had to be the result of porcelain veneers. They were almost blinding. “I’ve tried to teach women how to shoot over the years and found them reluctant to the process. Good for you.”

      “She finds trouble,” Eliot explained, brandishing a handgun as he displayed it for Baxter’s perusal. “She bought this a year and a half ago and she still hasn’t learned how to use it. We’re making a concerted effort to change that.”

      I shifted my eyes to the gun in question. “Where did you find that?”

      “What do you mean?” Eliot was confused. “It was in the gun cabinet at the house. I locked it inside because that was the safest thing to do given your sugar binges.”

      “I thought we couldn’t find that gun,” I argued. “I put it in a cookie jar before we moved and then we misplaced it when we were unpacking.”

      “You misplaced it,” he stressed. “I didn’t misplace anything.”

      “Fine. I misplaced it.” I rolled my eyes. “You obviously found it, though.”

      “I did,” he agreed, tilting his head to the side so his long hair dipped low on his right shoulder. “Do you want to know where?”

      That sounded like a trick question. “I’ll take your word that it was in a great place but you moved it anyway.”

      “It was not in a great place.” He turned stern. “You know that Monster Book of Monsters case you have on the Harry Potter shelf in the basement?”

      Something clicked in my head. “Oh, right. I forgot I put it in there. It seemed like a natural place.”

      “So natural that you forgot.”

      “Yeah, well, nobody is perfect.” I let loose a toothy grin for Baxter’s benefit. “He’s kind of a worrier.”

      “I know.” Baxter was easygoing as he returned the smile. “He talks about you a lot. It might be irritating to have him crowding you, invading your personal space, but it’s nice to be loved. He loves you.”

      Hmm. That was interesting. “You’re saying I should suck it up.”

      He nodded. “Basically, yeah.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I rolled my neck. “Do you have someone who loves you enough to invade your personal space?”

      Instead of immediately responding Baxter turned enigmatic. “Isn’t that the dream for everyone?”

      That wasn’t an answer. I was going to press him further on the issue but Eliot’s hand was firm on the back of my neck as he sent a silent warning. I was allowed in the gun range because he had pulled some strings. I was not allowed to grill other members — even a potential suspect — because it would reflect poorly on Eliot. I was here to observe, nothing more.

      Following rules blows, by the way. I hate it.

      “Well, good shooting,” I offered brightly as I stepped into the other stall with Eliot. “I know I’m looking forward to lessons on how to blow away my enemies with the pull of a trigger.”

      Eliot scowled as he joined me in the enclosed space. “I can’t believe you just said that. It’s so ... stereotypical.”

      “Yes, but I’m betting half the guys in these other stalls are now hot for me because I opened my big mouth.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      I shrugged. “It’s nice to be desired.”

      He leaned forward so our noses almost touched. “It is. You’re still going to learn how to handle this gun. Enough is enough.”

      “I can’t believe you took it out of that box without telling me,” I complained. “What if I’d needed it in a time of emergency? What if someone broke into the house and chased me in the basement and when I opened the box it was empty? I could’ve died.”

      He poked my stomach. “You didn’t remember where you put it.”

      “That’s neither here nor there. I might’ve remembered in the middle of a fight for my life.”

      “If someone comes into our house to hurt you, I’ll handle it. You don’t need to worry.”

      “What if you’re not there?”

      “I ... .” He broke off when he realized what I was doing. “No. We’re not having this conversation. You are not going to distract me. It’s time to learn how to use this gun.”

      I exhaled heavily, resigned. “Fine. There are other weapons at my disposal I would rather be playing with, though.” I winked at him suggestively. “You know what I mean, right?”

      He didn’t react as I expected. “I do and that won’t work either.”

      I jutted out my lower lip. “What will work?”

      “Practice.”

      “Ugh. Fine. I’m going to pout all day, though. You’ve been warned.”
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      I gave Eliot a choice upon leaving the gun range — I’d watched Baxter closely and had trouble forming a firm opinion about the man either way so I was tabling that particular discussion until I could give it some real thought — and he clearly wasn’t ready for my offer.

      “You can drop me at my car or take me to Fraser.”

      Eliot carefully placed the travel gun case behind his seat and made sure it was flat on the floor before lifting his head and meeting my gaze. “Why are you going back to Fraser? I thought she shut the door in your face.”

      “She did.”

      “And you’re going back because?”

      “I need her to talk. She’s hiding things.”

      “How are you going to get her to talk?”

      “I have my ways.”

      He pursed his lips as he regarded me, his expression blank. Finally, he shook his head. “I have work to do. If you need me to go with you, I’ll make time. If not ... .”

      “I don’t need backup,” I said hurriedly. “I simply thought I would make the offer as part of that compromise thing we’re doing. You managed to get me into the range, which I’m thankful for even though I can’t decide how I feel about your gun buddy, so I thought I would return the favor.”

      “I think you’re sniffing around the wrong bush with Mike, but that’s your prerogative. You have good instincts. I know better than to question you on them. As for chasing the secretary, that’s your thing. I hope that you’ll be careful and not get arrested breaking into her house.”

      I balked. “I’m not going to break into her house. Why would you even think that?”

      “You’ve done it before.”

      “Not when someone is in the house. She’s basically a shut-in right now. I can’t break in.”

      He tilted his head to the side, considering. “Out of curiosity, how do you know she’s a shut-in?”

      I described her appearance — including the distinct smell emanating from her — and climbed into the passenger seat of his truck. “She’s depressed ... and afraid. It was the fear that struck me most.”

      “What do you think she’s afraid of?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

      

      HERE’S THE THING: Eliot tends to be right when it comes to my busybody streak. I have broken into homes. I have stalked sources to get information. I’ve also purposely pushed people so they’ll blow up publicly to enhance a story. To be fair, I’ve mostly done that last one to Tad, and he totally had it coming.

      What I had planned for today was something different ... and I didn’t exactly feel good about it.

      I parked two blocks from Hawthorne’s house, pocketing my keys and sliding down the road at the back of her property. I walked up and down the perimeter three times before I picked a house — I was fairly certain the homeowners were at work — and plunged into the backyard. There was a fence, but it was chain-link rather than privacy, and it allowed me to hop over with minimal effort. Then it was simply a matter of cutting behind a hedge and walking into the secretary’s backyard.

      I didn’t expect to run into her — at least not initially — but I wanted to see if I could spy through a window and get a feeling for what she was doing. Instead, because I didn’t pay proper attention, I found myself staring at the woman in question as she sipped from a cup on her back porch. She didn’t look surprised to see me.

      “I should’ve known you would come back,” she growled, shaking her head.

      I could’ve run. That was my initial instinct, after all. When in doubt, flee. Then deny when the cops track you down and ask invasive questions. That seemed a poor choice this time, because the odds of me getting another chance to question her were slim.

      “What’s up, buttercup?” I exuded a false sense of bravado. “Did you miss me?”

      Ally merely cocked a speculative eyebrow. “You could be arrested for trespassing.”

      “I could,” I agreed, striding forward. “The thing is, I’ll tell the cops it was a mistake and I had no idea where I was going when I accidentally ended up on your property. Depending on how busy they are, they probably won’t take me in, so it will be a wasted call.”

      “It might be worth it if they decided to make an example of you.”

      “It won’t stick.” I meant it. “Fraser has a very small department. It’s a public safety department. They have to run out and perform CPR on one call and then take on potential murderers in another. I’m not going to be high on their list of people to arrest.” At least I hoped that was true.

      “Well, I don’t want to waste my time, so I guess I’ll just pretend I’m not furious with you.”

      “I think that’s best.” I climbed to her porch and sat in the open chair to her left. “How are things?”

      Instead of exploding, she chuckled. I took it as a good sign.

      “I can see why you’re famous around here,” she admitted, leaning back in her chair. “I researched you this afternoon. I was surprised to see your name mentioned in so many crazy cases.”

      “I am a wonder,” I agreed. “If you read those stories, you probably understand that I can’t simply give up. The fact that you’re the only one not speaking out, trying to get attention, is a red flag for me.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that I talked to Bart Savage today,” I replied without hesitation. “I think the guy has the personality of a rancid pickle fart, but I found his demeanor interesting.”

      She averted her gaze. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I don’t either, but I’m curious to find out. He was away from his security guards, which isn’t exactly safe given what happened to Dan Crawford. He was acting like someone stole his favorite lollipop, licked it, and then tried to shove it back in his mouth.”

      Ally made a horrified face. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “I know. I’m appalled, too. It’s disgusting.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I ... what do you want me to say?” She changed tactics mid-argument. “Do you want me to say I made it up and that he’s innocent?”

      “Is that the truth?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t want you to say it.” I shifted on the chair, crossing one leg over the other. “I’m not here to force you to say something you don’t believe. I’m here because I want to know the truth. There’s a lot of gossip flying around. I’ve yet to hear anyone who actually knows Savage say anything good about him.

      “Sure, there are a lot of people who listen to him on the radio and they’re standing up for him, but those people believe in the myth, not the man,” I continued. “You worked in close proximity to him. You were his secretary. The other women are speaking out every chance they get ... and they seem rightfully angry. You, on the other hand, are doing the exact opposite.”

      She sighed, weariness oozing from every pore. “I don’t know what to say to you.” She seemed defeated more than anything else. “Do you have any idea how tired I am? This has been the most exhausting thing I’ve ever been part of.”

      “Yeah, well ... I know about being tired. I tend to stick my nose in situations that cause me to lose sleep. Is that what happened with you? Did you get involved in something that spiraled faster than you realized?”

      “This isn’t what I expected.” her voice was small. “I thought things would be different.”

      “Different how?”

      “I didn’t expect the cops to be called.”

      That was interesting. “So ... you thought he would lose his job and that’s it?”

      “I don’t want him to lose his job,” she said hurriedly, recovering quickly when she realized what she’d said. “I mean ... I want him to get what’s coming to him, but I don’t want him to be hurt in the process. Does that make sense?”

      Not even a little. She was all over the place, and I was having trouble ascertaining why. “What did Bart do to you?”

      “I’ve already answered these questions for the cops.” She turned her face away and focused on a tree in the far corner of her backyard. “I’m not going over my statement again with you. If you want to talk to someone who likes attention, you should focus on Diane and Hannah. They love talking about what happened.”

      “I’ve noticed.” I licked my lips, debating if I should push her harder. So far she hadn’t kicked up a fuss. If she opted to call the police, there was every chance I would have an unhappy jail cell visit in my future. I didn’t have time for that.

      I made up my mind on the spot. “Here.” I dug in my pocket and retrieved a business card. It was a little crinkled at the corners but she didn’t comment when she accepted it. “You need to think about what you want. If you wait too long you might not be able to get your story out there. Things are about to get ... convoluted. There’s a national group on the scene now, and they know how to get attention.

      “Normally I would like that,” I continued. “I can’t help but be worried this time. A man is dead. I have no idea if he was the target or an unfortunate bystander. What I do know is that things are going to get worse before they get better.”

      Helpless, Ally held her palms out. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Think about it,” I replied simply. “Follow your heart. I’ll be back.”

      “Even if I don’t want you to stop by again?”

      “Yeah. I don’t really care about what others want. It’s all about me. Sorry about that.” I awkwardly patted her shoulder. “I need to run. I have another idea. Once you’ve given it some thought, call me. I’m available whenever you need to talk.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      

      I WASN’T LYING ABOUT having an idea. Once I left Ally’s house — unfortunately I had to crawl over the fence again and this time one of the neighbors was clearly watching because I met her curious gaze through a window as I trudged through her yard — I headed toward the radio station in question. I knew someone who worked there. I couldn’t believe I had never hit him up as a potential source before now.

      Bob Sussex was the program manager at the radio station. That made him Savage’s boss. I had a feeling Savage operated under his own set of rules — like me — but that didn’t mean Bob hadn’t formed an opinion.

      I didn’t have an appointment, so I had to go through Bob’s secretary. When he heard who was requesting an interview he poked his head out of his office and glared at me. “I should’ve known you would come.”

      I smiled brightly. “Miss me?”

      “No.”

      I waited for him to correct his statement. When he didn’t, I merely shrugged and shuffled toward his office. “We need to talk.”

      “What if I don’t want to talk?” he challenged as he watched me plop into one of the chairs across from his desk. “Perhaps I’m too busy to deal with you today.”

      “I have nothing better to do than to plant myself in your lobby for the rest of the afternoon,” I threatened.

      He growled. “Man, you’re such a pain in the butt.” He slammed the door, leaving the secretary confused and pale on the other side. When he threw himself in his chair the look he shot me was dark. “I thought when I left The Monitor three years ago that I’d seen the last of you.”

      “The fates wouldn’t allow that,” I countered, grinning at his obvious discomfort. “Oh, now, come on. There’s no reason to get all worked up. I’m not here to punish you.”

      “I’ve heard you utter those very words to Fish, and he’s the most punished man I know.”

      “He loves me.”

      “He tolerates you.”

      “He loves me,” I corrected. “I’m simply not easy to love.”

      Bob chuckled as his stance relaxed. “I can’t believe you’re still running this shtick. I thought for sure you would’ve found a way to get yourself fired by this point.”

      “I’m the best reporter at The Monitor.” It wasn’t just ego making me say that. It was the truth.

      “You are the best reporter there,” Bob confirmed. “You’re also a detriment to the workplace environment. Personally, I can’t believe that Duncan Marlow hasn’t killed you. There’s a guy who truly hates you.”

      “There’s a guy with bigger issues.” I rubbed my hands over the chair’s armrests. “I need to know your opinion of Bart Savage.”

      Bob straightened. “I’m not allowing you to interview me for your article. If you think I’m that stupid, well, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      “I don’t expect you to be interviewed on the record.” I wasn’t an idiot. “I simply need information off the record. I just came from Ally Hawthorne’s house. She’s a mess. It left me with certain questions. I don’t need you to speak on the record. I just want to know what was going on between her and Bart for background.”

      “I don’t know what was going on between them,” Bob admitted, rubbing the back of his neck as he struggled to get comfortable. “There were a lot of rumors. You have to understand, when I left The Monitor three years ago I was happy. This was my dream job.”

      “Things didn’t turn out as you planned?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Was Savage your biggest problem?”

      “Oh, without a doubt.” Bob seemed to have overcome his reticence to gossiping with me because he launched right into his tale. “Bart was charismatic and welcomed me to the family with open arms on the first day. I thought, ‘This is going to be great.’ I was wrong.

      “By the end of my first week he was making noise,” he continued. “I knew he had a certain reputation. Three years ago he wasn’t as big as he is today. He had a dedicated following, but more people in the county thought he was a crackpot. Of course, he had a lot of hate listeners, too. He encouraged that.

      “One day he attacked a woman who called in, and that’s when I realized I was in deeper than I thought,” he said. “She kind of yelled at him for saying that working mothers were abandoning their children, explaining she had no choice if she expected to keep a roof over their heads. He exploded at her, said she always had a choice, and then proceeded to call her names.

      “The call board lit up,” he said. “I was worried people were going to turn on him for the things he said. Instead, they were applauding him, laughing at the way he talked down to this woman. I felt a shift in the room that day ... and I didn’t like it.”

      “Did you suspend Savage right away after the women lodged complaints against him?” I asked.

      “I wanted to, but that decision was made at the corporate level. It didn’t come down right away.”

      “Hmm.” I rubbed my chin. “Do you happen to know where Hawthorne fell in the order? Was she first? Last?”

      “I really don’t know. Those complaints went to Human Resources and I never saw them. As for Ally, I was actually surprised when I heard she was one of the women lodging complaints.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, I was under the impression that she was seeing Bart.”

      My mind was moving so fast it almost tripped. “Seriously?” I pictured the young woman I’d met hours before. “If they were involved, why would she lodge a complaint against him? Did he break up with her?”

      “Not to my knowledge, but I wasn’t exactly privy to the inner workings of their private lives. I do know they were seen leaving the station together multiple times. They got in the same vehicle and drove off. They arrived for shifts together the next day. My understanding is that they were a real couple.”

      Hmm. That changed things. “If they were a real couple, why would she accuse him of sexual harassment and rape?”

      “You’ll have to ask her.”

      “Oh, I plan to. She’s going to start talking if I have to pry her jaws open and yank out the information. The thing is, I’m starting to wonder if I’m missing other pieces of the story. I need to think.”

      “Can you do it someplace else?”

      “Not if I know it’s going to bother you.”

      “Ugh. You’re such a pain.”

      “You really did miss me, huh?”

      “Not even a little.”
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      My mind was jumbled with possibilities when I left the radio station. I called Eliot to check on the progress of the protest, something that amused him greatly.

      “So … now I’m on your payroll, huh?”

      “Yes, and I’ll pay you with kisses and cookies later.”

      “I want chocolate chip.”

      “Kisses?”

      “If you can manage that, I’ll massage the heck out of you later.”

      Challenge accepted. “I’m running to Lexie’s yoga studio,” I explained. “I’ll swing by the courthouse when I’m finished.” He didn’t immediately say anything but I could hear the judgment heavy in his silence. “What?”

      “Is there a specific reason you’re going to Lexie’s studio?”

      My cousin Lexie was often a sore spot between us. When Eliot first met her, she had a few issues – and was in desperate need of a rehab stay – so he wasn’t her biggest fan. He actually got hurt because of her during a rescue operation, and he’d never let me (or her, for that matter) live it down.

      In truth, Eliot was a patient and forgiving man. Lexie often rubbed him the wrong way, though. She has a penchant for dating dealers and never thinks before she acts. I suffer from the same affliction but, for some reason, I naturally manage to avoid the same sort of trouble Lexie collects like cat figurines.

      “Are you going to make this is a thing?” I whined.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” His voice was flat. “Why do you need Lexie?”

      “I’m asking her for a favor.”

      “What favor?”

      Oh, geez. He was turning into a total killjoy. “I believe this falls under the ‘I can’t tell you because you’ll melt down’ codicil of our relationship.”

      “I knew it. Tell me what you’re going to do.”

      “No.”

      “I’ll help.”

      “You say that now, but you often flake out on me when it comes time to break the law.”

      “Ugh.” I imagined him rubbing his head on the other side of the call and smiled. “You’re not going to be in danger of getting hurt, are you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “That’s not very encouraging.”

      “I can’t guarantee that absolutely nothing will happen because I tend to attract trouble in really odd ways sometimes. Even I don’t know how I manage it.”

      “Fair enough. You’ll have your phone and you’ll call if you’re in danger, right?”

      “I will. This excursion won’t be until after dark, though.”

      “Oh, well, that’s encouraging.” He let loose a sigh. “I’ll keep an eye on the courthouse. Things look pretty quiet – at least where dueling protests are concerned – and Jake’s men seem to have a firm hold of the happenings.”

      That was exactly what I wanted to hear. “I’ll stop by the shop when I get back. I’m just arranging my outing with Lexie right now. We can eat dinner together later if you want.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to. Did you ever consider that?”

      Oh, good. Now he was going to be petulant. “Fine. I’ll eat with another guy. I’m sure there are tons of them at the protest who will jump at the chance to eat the cookies I plan to provide you.”

      He barked out a laugh. “I’ll spank you if you share my cookies with someone else.”

      “Ooh. I’m shaking with fear.”

      “You will be.”

      “I’ll see you in an hour or so.”

      “And tell me what you have planned tonight.”

      That was a risky proposition. “I’ll consider it.”

      “I guess that’s the best I’m going to get for now. I’ll watch your protest. You stay out of trouble until we talk.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      LEXIE’S YOGA STUDIO – Yoga One for Me – was now a thriving business in the heart of Roseville. I “donated” the money for the start-up thanks to a reward I didn’t feel was deserved. She had an idea for a business, one that I was certain would fail, but I wanted to encourage her because it was the most ambitious thing she’d ever attempted. Somehow she’d turned it into a success, which filled me with pride … and fascination.

      At less than five feet tall, Lexie was a diminutive soul with a huge personality. The personality was normal for my family. We either boasted loud mouths or were ridiculous prudes. There was no in between. Right now, she was putting on a good show of being quiet as she led a class but I knew better.

      I offered a wave so I wouldn’t interrupt her and then headed for the juice bar in the corner. My best friend Carly – who was starting to look huge thanks to being pregnant – sat on one of the stools sipping a strawberry shake and glaring daggers at the women bending themselves into pretzels on the floor.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked, hopping on the stool next to her.

      Carly slowly tracked her eyes to me. They were an odd color, sometimes blue and sometimes gray. There were even times they looked green. Today they looked evil. “I haven’t seen you in eight days, nineteen hours and forty-five minutes.”

      “Wow. That’s very … specific.”

      “I’ve started keeping track of things.” She rubbed her belly, thoughtful. “I can’t do much else. The doctor insists I can no longer jog because he says I’m overdoing it. He even called Kyle to make sure he knew that I’d been forbidden from running and now I’m under house arrest with nothing to do but mark time.”

      That sounded like an exaggeration. “You’re on house arrest? Since when does house arrest include trips to the yoga studio?”

      Her glare was withering. “Eight days,” she repeated. “Almost nine days. Exactly what have you been up to that is so much more important than your best friend preparing to give birth?”

      And we were off. She wasn’t even near her due date yet and was already turning into the world’s biggest pain in the posterior. The bigger that baby got, the bigger her fury grew. It was starting to become a real drag.

      “Well, let’s see.” I made a big show of tapping my bottom lip. “Nine days ago the new Marvel Lego video game was released. It was a bit of a letdown after the first one. Some of the game play is stellar, but the hub world is disastrous. It’s nowhere near as fun as the original.”

      “So … you’ve been playing a video game?” She was incensed.

      “That only took up twenty-six percent of my time,” I lied. If she was going to try to punish me with math, I was going to retaliate in the same manner. “Then I had work, which takes up forty-eight percent of my time. It’s been a downer the past few weeks, but the protests at the courthouse look to be livening that up.”

      “You’re going to turn this into a thing, aren’t you?” Carly complained.

      I ignored her. “Then, a few days ago, I was covering a story at the courthouse and shots rang out,” I continued. “I didn’t die but was really close to a guy who did. Since then, the investigation into that guy has taken up thirty-nine percent of my time. In addition to that, I have the actual protest, which is another story and distraction, and that takes twenty-five percent of my time.”

      “You’re over a hundred percent now,” Carly pointed out.

      I pretended I didn’t hear her. “I’ve had to track down two ex-wives, one complaining secretary, one perverted father, and hang out on top of the building across from the courthouse because that’s where the shooter perched for the event. In addition to that, Eliot took me to the gun range so I could spy on a guy who may or may not be a suspect. Do you know how much time that took?”

      “Ninety percent?”

      “Of course not. I had to sleep and entertain Eliot. It only took eight-five percent of my time. Eliot took up another ten and I’ve been surviving on only five percent sleep. I’m a modern marvel.”

      Carly let loose an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t know why we’re even friends.”

      “Because you find me funny … at least when you’re not growing another human being, that is. You need to remember that when the evil being inside of you decides to take over and be hateful.”

      “It is evil,” Carly agreed, sipping her smoothie. “I’m going to get fat.”

      “Of course you’re going to get fat. You’re having a baby.”

      “I mean … really fat.” Carly’s eyes were plaintive when they locked with mine. “I read that if you keep to your workout schedule until the ninth month you magically bounce back to your pre-baby weight within three days of giving birth.”

      That sounded like a load of malarkey to me. “Where did you read that? Oh, and if you say the National Enquirer this friendship really is over.”

      “I read it in one of those pregnancy magazines. A woman swears by it.”

      “Well, it sounds to me like that’s not a reality for you. I have to ask, how far were you running?”

      “Five miles.”

      “A day?” I couldn’t imagine running five miles a week. That would infringe on my television time with Eliot. “Of course you can’t run that far while you’re pregnant. Are you crazy?”

      “I just want to go back to the way things were.” Her voice turned watery, causing me to cringe. “I miss being able to drink … and hang out with you past eight o’clock at night … and run however far I want.”

      I extended a warning finger. “If you cry I’m turning on my heel and running out the door. I’m not kidding.”

      Instead of nodding in understanding, she burst into tears and forced me to stare at the door. Unfortunately for me, Lexie’s yoga class was letting out and several women blocked my exit … all while giving me dirty looks because I wasn’t consoling my blubbering best friend.

      “What did you do to her?” Lexie asked, approaching the counter. Her face was red and sweaty from the class and her ample chest was on full display in her low-cut top. “You didn’t pinch her or anything, did you?”

      “Yes, because that sounds just like me,” I groused, flicking the ridge of her ear as she passed. “She just started crying for no reason.”

      “I doubt that.” Lexie shook her head. “You did something.”

      “She did,” Carly agreed through tears. “She said I was fat and would have to put up with it until I gave birth, and then she yelled at me to stop being a baby.”

      That was not how I remembered things at all. “Do you want me to give you something legitimate to cry about?”

      Lexie shot me a warning look. “Knock it off.” She was calm as she slowly patted Carly’s arm. “Ignore her. She’s a borderline sociopath and doesn’t realize it. She has no idea how to console a pregnant woman – even her best friend – because she lacks empathy. She left her dolls out in the woods to die when we were kids. Did I ever tell you that story?”

      Oh, now she was hitting below the belt. “I only had three dolls. I left one of them in the woods.”

      “That’s a thirty-three percent fail rate.”

      “Yes, but … that doll was evil. It was possessed. It stared at me when I was trying to play with my Star Wars toys. I’m convinced my mother bought it to spy on me.”

      “It was expensive and your mother freaked out when you destroyed it.”

      I smiled at that portion of the memory. “Yeah. She screamed as if I was killing a real baby. That was so funny.” It took me a moment to realize Lexie and Carly were staring at me with horrified eyes, causing me to sober. “What was I saying? Oh, right. Dolls are different than babies. For the record, though, don’t leave me with that baby either. I can’t guarantee it will survive.”

      Miraculously, Carly’s tears had dried and she was back to glaring. “I can’t even deal with you right now. I just want to rip all your hair out of your head and choke you with it.”

      That was a rather detailed death fantasy. “Good to know. I … .” I forgot what I was going to say when movement on the other side of the counter caught my attention. I almost fell off my stool when I recognized the face. “Hello, Lily.”

      The young woman feigned surprise, but I was fairly certain she’d already seen me and that was why she’d decided to cross the room. “Ms. Shaw, what a pleasure it is to see you again,” her voice thick with disdain. “I didn’t know you frequented this establishment.”

      Her word choices were precise but her delivery was flat. “Yes, well, I frequent numerous places.”

      “Like cemeteries and strip clubs,” Carly muttered. “Anywhere her best friend isn’t hanging out.”

      “Stop being a drag,” I warned before focusing my full attention on Lily. “I didn’t realize you attended classes at my cousin’s studio.”

      “Oh, Lily is a regular,” Lexie said. “She’s been visiting since almost the beginning.”

      Huh. I thought for sure I was about to find out that she’d miraculously discovered the studio a few days before. I was thrown. “Oh, well … .”

      Lily pushed forward as if I wasn’t about to speak. “I’ll see you at the next class, Lexie.” She beamed at my cousin. “As always, I feel like a new woman after one of your workouts.”

      “I wish I could feel like a new woman,” Carly complained.

      Lily smiled at me. “Do you take yoga classes here?”

      “No, there are already three women trapped in my head,” I replied.

      “And all of them ignore their best friend,” Carly said.

      “Do you want me to call Kyle and tell him you’re jogging in place?” I challenged. “I will. I don’t care if it’s a lie.”

      She flicked the end of my nose. “You’re breaking my heart. I hope you know that.”

      “And you’re manipulating for two now. As for yoga, it’s not my thing.” I turned back to Lily and found she was gone. “Where did go?”

      “She left when you were talking,” Lexie replied, grabbing a glass from the shelf behind the counter. The studio was now empty except for the three of us. “I think she found you boring.”

      That was interesting, because she was still a suspect in my murder investigation. Sure, she wasn’t the lead suspect, but her appearance at the yoga studio didn’t help her odds. “She’s been coming here for a long time?”

      “Like almost from the start. Why?”

      “She used to be married to the guy who died at the courthouse the other day.”

      “Oh.” Lexie furrowed her brow. “I didn’t realize that. She never mentioned being married.”

      “She probably wouldn’t. Dan Crawford was a total tool.”

      “Well, it’s good that he’s dead then, right?”

      I merely cocked an eyebrow before turning to the business at hand. “You’re not doing anything tonight, are you? I need you to help me spy on someone.”

      Lexie didn’t as much as blink. “Who?”

      “One of the women accusing Bart Savage of rape. She’s the only one not talking to the media and I got word today that she was having an affair with him at one point. I’m trying to figure out what’s up with her, but she won’t willingly talk to me.”

      “So you decided to spy on her?”

      “Yup.”

      She exhaled heavily. “I guess I can spare some time to spy. We haven’t done that in a few weeks.”

      “Great.” I sipped the bottle of water Lexie handed me and turned to the door. “I’m going to finish this and get going. I’ll pick you up later.”

      “Just text before you come,” Lexie suggested. “Or we can go to dinner before and we can meet there. I’m not picky.”

      “No problem. I’ll talk to Eliot and figure it out. See you guys later.” I slowly got to my feet. “I hope you feel better soon, Carly,” I said pointedly. “I hope the demon baby starts thinking nice thoughts so you don’t go insane.” When I risked a glance at her I found fury clouding her eyes. “Now what?”

      “You’re going spying without me. I’m supposed to go with you on adventures like this. It’s always been you and me.”

      Uh-oh. “Um … .”

      “You can’t go with us this time,” Lexie said, her tone soothing. “You’re pregnant. You need to rest. It’s what’s best for the baby.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Carly’s expression twisted. “I don’t want to do what’s best for the baby. I want to play with you guys.”

      “We’re not playing,” I said seriously. “This is dangerous work. It’s best you stay home and watch out for the little one.”

      Carly’s glare was scathing. “I really hate you right now. You have no idea how much.”

      How could she blame me for this? “I’m not the one who knocked you up. Blame Kyle.”

      “Oh, I blame him, too.”

      “Well … .” I held out my hands. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I’m done talking to you.” Carly was petulant as she stared at the wall. “I can’t even believe you’re my best friend. I mean … I just can’t even.”

      Ugh. This baby couldn’t be born soon enough. “Do you think an apocalypse is going to accompany the birth of that kid you’re carrying or is this a random demon instead of the antichrist?”

      “Stop talking!”

      Finally there was something we could agree on. “I’ll text you when I’m on my way, Lexie. Standard black clothes and rules apply. It shouldn’t be a big deal, but just in case … .”

      Lexie nodded as she patted Carly’s hand as a form of solace. “I’m on it. You should probably go before she kills you.”

      “Yeah. I’m out.” I flicked my eyes to Carly. “Hey, you might know this. Where can I find really good chocolate chip cookies to bribe Eliot with later?”

      “Cookies?” Carly was incensed. “I don’t want to talk about cookies! Why can’t you see that?”

      Hmm. Apparently I’d made things worse. I tended to do that even when I didn’t realize why. Ah, well. The Earth would keep spinning … and Carly would eventually pop that thing out.
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      I headed back to the protest long enough to conduct interviews and then filed my story from Eliot’s shop — which agitated Fawn to no end — and he graciously allowed me to take over his office. He worked the front, which was busy, and when I finally emerged after finishing he seemed to be in a good mood.

      “All done?”

      I nodded. “I’m ready for dinner.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Okay, but we have to eat in town. I have plans tonight.”

      I was immediately suspicious. “You have plans?” I ignored the pleased look on Fawn’s face and gave him my full attention.

      “I do,” he confirmed.

      “Hot date?”

      He snickered. “I guess you could call it that. I’m going to the sports bar over on Walnut to watch the football game with Jake.”

      That was not what I was expecting. “It’s Thursday. There’s no football on Thursday.”

      “Um, Little Miss Know-It-All, there most certainly is football on Thursdays.” He tapped the end of my nose. “I didn’t think you’d care because you’ll be out breaking the law with Lexie.”

      “Technically, I don’t think I’m going to be breaking the law.”

      “Are you planning on illegally trespassing on the secretary’s property to spy?”

      Oh, well, when he phrased it like that ... . “I believe I’m done talking about this for the day.” Changing the subject seemed a good bet. “I’m going to leave my laptop in your office. Is that okay?”

      He nodded. “I actually like it because it guarantees I’ll see you again.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      He sobered as he smoothed my hair. “You’re going to be careful, right?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Okay. We’ll have a quick dinner, pretend I don’t know that you’re going to be doing wacky stuff, and you’ll text me if you get in trouble. That’s the deal.”

      “You’re going to be drinking beer at the bar.”

      “There’s always Uber.”

      I pictured Eliot riding to my rescue in an Uber car and grinned. “That would be awesome.”

      “I know, right?”

      

      WE WENT TO THE CONEY FOR dinner. Lexie was complaining about eating alone so I invited her to join us, which put Eliot in a foul mood.

      “I absolutely hate it when you two unite for an excursion,” he announced, popping an onion ring into his mouth. “You both lack common sense when egging the other one on.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating,” I argued. “Lexie and I have been taking care of ourselves for a really long time. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” He pursed his lips and shifted his gaze to the courthouse. “The protests look to be letting up.”

      “They do,” I agreed. “Savage is still inside, though.”

      Eliot cocked an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

      “Jared is flirting with one of the clerks,” I replied, referring to my favorite photographer (which wasn’t saying much because the entire bunch was full of petulant whiners). “He wanted an excuse to hang around and ask her out after hours so I asked him to watch Savage and tell me when he leaves.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m playing a hunch.”

      Lexie made a face. “I thought you said that guy was gay,” she prompted. “Why is he picking up women if he’s gay?”

      “I have no idea. I’m still convinced he’s gay. It seems important to him to prove to people that he’s not for some reason. Perhaps he’ll never come out of the closet.”

      “That makes me feel sorry for him.”

      “Me, too.” I tapped Eliot’s knuckles. “You’re not going to talk about what I’ve been doing with Jake, right?”

      He cast me a sidelong look that was full of vitriol. “Do I ever spread your private business around to others?”

      “Two weeks ago you told Jake I like to sing to myself in the bathroom while shaving my legs. That was fairly private.”

      “That was funny.”

      I didn’t remember it being funny. “Listen ... .”

      “No, you listen.” He wagged a finger in my face. “I’m the best boyfriend in the world where you’re concerned. I don’t want to listen to any of your nonsense.”

      He was the best boyfriend in the world. I hated that he was so much better at this cohabitation thing than me. “Fine. Truce.” I held up my hands in capitulation.

      “No truce. You apologize.”

      Ugh. “I’m sorry.”

      “And kiss me. Right here.” He tapped his cheek, his lips quirking. He was clearly enjoying this far too much.

      “You’re pushing it,” I muttered, although I leaned close and kissed his cheek. “Be good tonight. Don’t let the football hussies turn your head.”

      He tilted his head to stare into my eyes. “I’m completely devoted to a woman who is about to knowingly break the law with her cousin ... a woman who has shown shockingly bad judgment over the years to the point I got shot.”

      I didn’t like being reminded of that. “We’re not going to get shot.”

      “I hope not. If someone pulls out a gun, though, use Lexie as a human shield.”

      “Hey!” Lexie was offended. “You barely got shot that night ... and it’s not my fault you were hurt. I didn’t even know she was going to bring you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Eliot slid his arm around my shoulders. “Try not to get arrested. They might not let me post bail if I’ve been drinking.”

      

      I PUT OFF LEAVING DOWNTOWN Mount Clemens until Jared texted that Savage was on the move. Lexie, who was anticipating a backyard spy mission, was understandably confused.

      “And we’re hiding in the parking garage because?” She glanced around the mostly-empty space with trepidation. “Nothing good ever happens in a parking garage, by the way. You know that, right?”

      “We’re waiting for Bart Savage,” I replied, my eyes planted on the man in question’s vehicle. I had to call my contact at the Secretary of State to get his license plate number, just to be on the safe side, but I was certain we were waiting in the right place. “He’s leaving the building now.”

      “Why was he there so much later than everyone else?”

      “He was meeting with his lawyers.” A hint of movement caused my heart to flutter. “Get down,” I ordered, keeping my voice low as I slouched in my seat. Lexie followed suit, but she grumbled the entire time under her breath.

      “At a certain point we’re going to be too old for this,” she muttered. “You realize that, right?”

      “I’ll never be too old for this.” I meant it. “Be quiet. I don’t want him looking over here.”

      We lapsed into silence as Bart trudged into the garage, keys clutched in his hand. He looked downtrodden, as if things weren’t going his way. I had trouble mustering any sympathy for him but he almost appeared to be shrinking in stature by the hour.

      “That’s the Barracuda?” Lexie asked as she peered over the dashboard, unimpressed. “He’s not very ... fun.”

      “He’s a normal guy,” I said. “He talks big, but I’m not even sure he believes his own hype.” Something occurred to me. “Do you think it’s possible for a guy to go on the radio and play a part? I mean ... it’s acting, right? It’s just a different form of acting.”

      “I’ve never given it much thought,” Lexie admitted. “I guess it makes sense. He’s selling a brand. It’s like me and the yoga studio. I like working out and stretching as much as the next person but I’m not into all that namaste stuff. It gets irritating after five minutes.”

      I bit back a laugh. “I bet.”

      Savage climbed in his car and fired up the engine. “We’re going to follow him.”

      “I figured that’s why we were hiding in the parking garage,” Lexie said dryly. “Where do you think he’s going?”

      I had a hunch. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      

      SURE ENOUGH, BART PARKED A BLOCK from Ally’s house twenty minutes later. I didn’t turn the final corner when following him, instead keeping close to a line of trees that blocked me from view.

      “Do you know where we’re at?” Lexie asked, glancing around the neighborhood with mild interest.

      I nodded. “The third secretary lives right over there.” I pointed for emphasis. “Look at him. He’s going to sneak into Ally’s yard the same way I did.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “Through the neighbor’s property.” I pulled to the side of the road and killed the engine. “Come on. We’re going to follow him.”

      Skeptical, Lexie rolled her eyes to the sky. “It’s not dark yet.”

      “It’s not,” I agreed. “It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t think anyone is smart enough to realize what he’s doing. It will be fine.”

      Lexie didn’t offer further argument as we climbed out of the car. I could just make out Savage’s furtive form as he darted through the same yards I’d navigated earlier in the day. We hurried to catch up, but he was already approaching the back door of the house when we reached the chain-link fence.

      I pressed my finger to my lips to warn Lexie to be quiet — a move that obviously annoyed her because she rolled her eyes — and crouched down to hide. Savage rapped on the screen door quickly, and Ally appeared in the opening right away. She didn’t look surprised to see him.

      “You’re late,” she chided, fumbling with the lock. She looked to have showered and changed her clothes from the last time I saw her, although the shadows made it hard to pull any specifics from her features.

      “I had to talk to my lawyers,” Savage replied. “They’re being pains in my behind, quite frankly. I don’t know why I hired them.”

      “I thought you hired them because they were the best.”

      “Oh, right.” Savage disappeared into the house, leaving me to ponder exactly what was going on. The couple — or rumored couple, to be more precise — didn’t exactly act as if they were happy to see one another. They weren’t unhappy either.

      “Is that all you needed?” Lexie asked, hopeful.

      I shook my head. “No. Come on.” I carefully stood and grabbed the top of the fence so I could vault over. Lexie stopped me quickly with a tug on my hoodie. “What?”

      “There’s no way I can climb over that.” She was businesslike. “I’m too short to even get my leg up there.”

      I often forget that she’s a good seven inches shorter than me. “Come on,” I grumbled, moving toward her. “I’ll help you over.”

      “Why can’t I just wait here while you jump the fence?” she whined. “I don’t know what you think you’ll see, but I doubt you’ll be over there very long.”

      She had a point, which was annoying. “Fine. Stay here.” I took another look around the neighborhood to make sure no one was watching and then hopped over the fence with little effort. Once on the other side, I waved at Lexie before heading toward the house.

      I was careful when making my approach, treading lightly as I drew closer. I purposely steered away from the sliding glass doors and instead moved to the side of the house so I could look through the windows. I was hoping to find an empty bedroom with a clear view of the living room so I could watch from afar. Instead, the first window I approached showed hints of vigorous movement inside.

      My first instinct was to duck, which I did. I pressed my back against the house and held my breath. I expected to see a face appear in the window, drawn by my movement. Instead, I picked up a rhythmic sound that I recognized right away.

      After a full minute of crouching, I disgustedly pushed away from the wall and frowned as I stared into the window. The sun was setting on the other side of the house so I was drenched in shadows, which made seeing what was going on inside all the easier. As for bearing witness to the unfortunate acts occurring on Ally’s bed, I watched long enough to make sure I wasn’t mistaking the action for something else — the only other thing it could’ve possibly been was a bout of wrestling — and then I eagerly cut away from the house and headed back to the fence. Lexie was waiting for me, disinterested, when I arrived.

      “We can go,” I said dully as I reached for the top of the fence.

      “Did you find everything you need?” Lexie asked, scrambling to her feet.

      “I found ... everything,” I muttered, shaking my head. “And I do mean everything.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Let’s just say that the affair is ongoing and leave it at that.” I landed on her side of the fence with a thud, making a face when I felt a small twinge in my knee. “Ugh. It wasn’t even worth it to climb the fence.” I rubbed the sore area. “This has not been my night. I should’ve stayed behind and watched football with Eliot and Jake.”

      “Screw Eliot and Jake.” Lexie’s eyes flashed. “I want to know what you saw at the house. Were the secretary and the radio dude really having sex?”

      “Either that or they’re preparing auditions for the WWE.”

      “But ... I thought the secretary was one of the people who accused him of rape.”

      “She is.”

      “Why would she be having sex with him if she thinks he’s a rapist?”

      That was a good question. I had another. “Why would he be going out of his way to spend time with her if she falsely accused him of rape?”

      Lexie rubbed her forehead, thoughtful. “Maybe he’s trying to convince her to change her story.”

      “I guess that’s a possibility. The thing is, if you were raped by someone, would you allow him to visit your house and have sex with you after the fact?”

      “Not everyone reacts the same way,” Lexie pointed out. “Perhaps she’s simply afraid and doesn’t want to give him reason to get violent with her.”

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t convinced. “She didn’t seem afraid of him. In fact, she seemed snippy. I can’t see her reacting that way if she was truly living in fear.”

      “That’s a good point.” Lexie’s eyes were thoughtful when they landed on the house. “If she made it up, why would he be hanging around with her? That seems like the last thing he’d want to do.”

      “Maybe he wants to discredit her,” I theorized. “Maybe she was in love with him, he dumped her, she pressed charges and he came back because he wants to show she’s a nut or something.”

      “That seems like a lot of work for payback.”

      “It does,” I agreed. “I don’t know what to think of it. I just ... it’s weird.”

      “It’s definitely weird,” Lexie agreed, her shoulders hopping when the light at the neighboring house popped on. “We should get out of here before we’re caught.”

      “Yeah.” We fell into step with one another as we trudged toward the street. “Well, I wouldn’t call this a wasted trip, but it didn’t exactly end as I expected. I thought maybe Savage was going to pick a fight with Ally because he was terrorizing her, or even beg because he’s getting desperate. The sex was ... unexpected.”

      “I’m sad I missed it.” Lexie adopted a whimsical expression. “No, seriously. I love watching other people do it.”

      I knew better than asking, yet I did all the same. “Why?”

      “Because it makes me feel better about myself. I look way better naked than almost ninety percent of the population.”

      “It’s good that you have such healthy self-esteem.”

      “I know, right?” Lexie beamed. “Maybe we should go back so I can get a quick peek.”

      “Absolutely not. You had your chance.”

      “You’re mean tonight.”

      “And you’re a moron.”

      She was quiet for a moment, but in typical Lexie fashion she couldn’t let it go. “I bet you’re meaner than I am moronic.”

      “Just ... stop talking.”

      “See?”

      “I can’t wait for this night to be over.”
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          19 Nineteen

        

      

    

    
      Eliot and Jake were in a booth when I tracked them down at the bar. Eliot raised an eyebrow when he saw me, immediately making room next to him. I didn’t miss the way the two women at the bar — both clutching beers and staring hard at the handsome sheriff and security guru — registered disappointment when I joined the party.

      “How was your night?” Eliot asked.

      “Interesting,” was all I said. I couldn’t exactly go into detail in front of Jake.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I did. I think.”

      Ever suspicious, Jake sipped his beer as he regarded me. “Eliot said you were on a secret mission tonight. I couldn’t decide if that was a girl thing or a work thing.”

      “What’s a girl thing?” I asked, hoping to change the topic. “Are we talking pillow fights or shopping excursions for tampons?”

      Jake scowled. “I hate it when you say things like that. It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “I believe that’s the point,” Eliot said dryly, polishing off his beer as his hand moved to the back of my neck. “You seem tense. Do you want to go home?”

      I eyed him for a long beat. “You’re drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk. I’m ... pleasantly buzzed.”

      “You can’t drive.”

      “I can’t,” he agreed. “We could leave my truck here and you could drive home. Or you could have a few and we could Uber home.”

      “Or I could have a few and we could just sleep in the apartment above your shop,” I pointed out. “We kept a few items of clothing there just in case – and it’s convenient.”

      “There is that,” he agreed, his expression hard to read. “You seem ... sad.”

      “I’m not sad.” That was true. Grossed out, confused and out of my depth were better descriptions. “I’m fine. It was simply an odd evening.”

      “I can tell you two want a private discussion,” Jake said, scooching to slide out of the booth. “I’ll give you a bit of time.”

      “You don’t have to go,” I protested. “It’s not even halftime yet.”

      “I’m not leaving. I’m grabbing more beers from the bar and letting you two gossip.”

      “We don’t gossip,” Eliot complained. “I’m far too manly to gossip.”

      “Way to come to my defense,” I deadpanned.

      “You gossip,” Eliot countered. “He was right about you.”

      Jake chuckled. “I’m going to hit the bathroom and grab three beers. Try to get through your deeply interesting conversation before I get back. I’m guessing whatever you’ve been doing is illegal, Avery. You’d better hope a report on you doesn’t cross my desk tomorrow morning.”

      There was no way that would happen. “I think I’ll manage to survive.”

      Eliot calmly rubbed at the tension I carried at the base of my neck until Jake was gone and then he asked the obvious question. “Did you get your answers?”

      “Actually, I got more questions.” I glanced around to make sure nobody in the nearby booths was eavesdropping and then told him about my night. “I really don’t understand it. Would you go out of your way to see me if I accused you of rape?”

      “No, but I don’t think that question applies to our relationship,” he pointed out. “It also makes me squeamish ... so don’t use us as stand-ins for your comparisons when it comes to rape, okay?”

      “Fine. Fair enough.” I held up my hands in defeat. “I just don’t understand it from either side. Why would they still be together?”

      “I don’t know.” Eliot looked conflicted as he rubbed his chin. “Are you certain they broke up in the first place?”

      “No, but it’s too weird to consider otherwise. She’s on the record accusing him of rape. Either that didn’t happen and he forgave her or it did happen and she’s fine letting him in her house. I’m uncomfortable with both those scenarios.”

      “That’s because you’re an oddly moral creature sometimes,” he teased, poking my side. Even though his eyes were full of mirth I recognized the trouble lurking in their depths. “I don’t know, Avery. I need to think about it.”

      “Because it doesn’t make sense, right? I’m not missing some easy explanation, am I?”

      “Not even a little,” he promised, pressing a quick kiss to my forehead. “It’s weird. I don’t know what to tell you. I need to give it some thought.”

      “I guess we both do.” I reclined in the booth, smiling in thanks at Jake when he delivered our beer. “Thank you. I’ll put a special tip in your underwear band before leaving for the evening.”

      “Don’t make me thump him,” Eliot warned gravely, causing me to laugh.

      “Are you guys done discussing whatever it is you’re hiding from me?” Jake asked as he swigged from his mug.

      I nodded. “Yeah. As for keeping things from you, let it go. You’re the one who hasn’t called a news conference on Dan Crawford’s death even though he was shot in front of the courthouse. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that. Unlike everyone else, though, I know what you’re doing.”

      “Is that a fact?” Jake’s eyes lit with amusement. “What am I doing?”

      “You don’t want to go on record right now,” I replied without hesitation. “You don’t want to open yourself up to questions. You’ve sent out barebones news releases, but they repeat the same thing. You don’t know where to look any more than I do, but you can’t admit that because the local television stations will eat you for lunch if you do.”

      “That’s an interesting theory,” Jake noted. “I can’t answer either way other than to say that the investigation is ongoing.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I glowered into my beer as Eliot went back to focusing on the television. “I saw the third ex-wife again today. I wasn’t expecting her either. It was ... weird.”

      “Whose third ex-wife?” Jake asked.

      “Crawford’s.”

      Jake stilled. “You saw Lily? Where? She hasn’t exactly been easy to track down.”

      Oh, well, that was interesting. “You have talked to her, right?”

      “We tracked her down once to discuss things with her,” Jake hedged. “Our follow-up visit never happened because she’s laying low. What about you? Have you talked to her?”

      “I just told you I ran into her in a place I didn’t expect to see her.”

      “That’s not what I asked and you know it.”

      “I might have spent quality time interviewing her,” I hedged, grinning at the way he leaned forward. “She works in a furniture store on Hall Road. I tracked her down there first.”

      “That’s where we tracked her down,” Jake said. “She wasn’t there today. She called in sick ... and yet wasn’t at her condo.”

      Hmm. “Maybe she was at the doctor’s office,” I suggested.

      “Where did you see her?” Jake asked, refusing to let me derail the conversation.

      “I’m not sure I can recall.” I avoided his gaze. “Um ... look, the Lions are driving.”

      “They won’t make it past the fifty-yard line,” Jake shot back. “Where did you see Lily? I want to know.”

      I pointedly turned my attention to Eliot. “It will be kind of fun staying in the old apartment. We can sleep on top of each other thanks to that double mattress. It will be like camping ... except fun.”

      He smirked. “Don’t drag me into this. He won’t stop questioning you until you answer.”

      I knew that well. I took another sip of my beer and rolled my neck. “Who wants to talk about tampons?”

      “Do not make me haul you in,” Jake warned, extending a finger so it was directly in front of my face. “I am not kidding. I need you to get it together and tell me where you saw Lily. It could be important.”

      I didn’t answer. My inner stubborn mule wouldn’t let me.

      “Eliot?” Jake challenged quietly.

      “I don’t know where she saw Lily,” he replied. “She didn’t mention it.”

      “Where was she earlier today?”

      “I’m not answering that.” Eliot was strong in his refusal. “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told her. I will not squeal on her. Not to you, not to anybody. You guys need to keep your crap away from this relationship.” He moved his finger between the three of us to stress that he was talking about our mutual friendship and not something else. “Your issues are with each other and I’m not going to play mediator.”

      Jake made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “Avery, I need to know where you saw her. I’m not kidding around.”

      “I’m willing to tell you where I saw her in exchange for information,” I offered. “I think that’s the only fair way to approach this.”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m not telling you.”

      His eyes fired with fury. “I will lock you up.”

      “Under what charges?” I was having none of it. “You can’t lock me up for keeping quiet about a source. That’s illegal ... and if you try I will scream to every news station and newspaper in the state about you infringing my rights. Don’t think for a second that I won’t.”

      He glared. “What information do you want? If it’s specifics on Crawford, I can’t help you. The investigation is in a delicate place and we’re unable to share information at this time.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Simmer down.” I waved my hand. “You have nothing on Crawford’s death right now and you’re hoping to hit liquid gold the same as me by casting a wide net because you’re not sure where to focus. I’ve got it.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Ugh. “You have no idea how much I hate you right now.”

      “Oh, I have some idea.” I rubbed my hands together as I leaned forward. “I don’t want information on Crawford. I can muddle through there. I want information on Savage.”

      For the first time since the jockeying started, Jake’s expression reflected worry. “I can’t talk about Savage’s trial.”

      “Fair enough. I want to talk about Savage himself.”

      “I don’t see why, but ask your question.”

      “Do you have people following him when he leaves the courthouse at night?” I had no idea why I asked the question. I knew there was no way Jake would answer truthfully. I followed Crawford myself so I was fairly certain the answer was no. Jake likely couldn’t spare the manpower. I simply wanted to put the notion in his head because the idea of Jake discovering Ally and Savage’s affair was too juicy to ignore.

      “Are we following him?” Jake furrowed his brow. “Why would we be following him?”

      “It’s just a question.”

      “We’re not following him. Despite being on trial, he has some rights.”

      “Of course he does.” I made the okay sign with my fingers and followed it with a ridiculously sarcastic head bob. “Yeah, okay.”

      Eliot snickered. “I love watching you guys interact. It’s like being back in high school.”

      “It’s a highlight for me, too,” Jake sneered, his eyes on me. “Tell me where you saw Lily.”

      “She’s a regular at Lexie’s yoga studio,” I answered without hesitation. There really was no reason to keep it secret. Jake couldn’t move on the information right away. “She has been from the start. She was at a class today and plans to go again the day after tomorrow.”

      “Not tomorrow?”

      “That’s not what she said. She acted surprised to see me ... but it felt rehearsed. She tried to talk above her pay grade and everything. It was ... odd.”

      “Is she one of your suspects?” Jake asked.

      “I have multiple suspects. I can’t exactly rule her out. She is not, however, high on my list.”

      “Who is?”

      “I’m not telling you that.”

      He scowled. “You need to be careful on this,” he said finally, tightening his grip on his beer. “There are a lot of potentially dangerous players in this one.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      He turned to Eliot. “Keep watch on her. She’s messing with people who might want to squash her.”

      “She can take care of herself,” Eliot said. “I’ll be there if she needs me. I always am.”

      “He is,” I agreed, leaning my head against his shoulder and smiling. “Do you want to get sloppy drunk and fool around?”

      He barked out a laugh as Jake glowered. “I’ve had worse offers.”

      

      I WOKE WITH A TERRIBLE headache ... and Eliot snoring in my ear. Oddly enough, it was comforting. Not the headache, mind you. That made me realize it was going to be a ridiculously long day. Eliot’s snores were another matter entirely.

      “Go back to sleep,” he growled when he realized I was awake.

      “What time is it?”

      “Time for you to go back to sleep.”

      I shifted slightly to stare at his profile. He looked rough, a bit pale and grumpy. Still, he didn’t pull away. He was always cuddly in the morning, no matter how he felt.

      I lifted my hand and stroked it over his hair. It was soft despite being snarled. His eyes were closed and he made a series of snorts as he shook off the doldrums of sleep.

      “You’re not going to go back to sleep, are you?”

      “Probably not.”

      He sighed and opened one eye. “You’re not going to throw up on me, are you?”

      I shook my head. “Not today. I’m reserving the option for the future should you ever truly tick me off ... or make me drink gin.”

      “That’s right. You have an aversion to gin.” He smirked.

      “That’s because it tastes like ass.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says anybody who isn’t crazy.”

      His smile widened. “Give me a kiss.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want one.”

      “Why else?”

      “If you do, I’ll get up and grab the aspirin and water.”

      That sounded well worth a kiss. “You’ve got it.” I lavishly pressed my lips against his, laughing when he tickled my ribs before pushing himself into a sitting position. His skin pallor was off, but otherwise he seemed okay. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m hungover. That will teach me to drink during the week. Some aspirin, water and a greasy breakfast should fix that right up.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

      “I’ll get the first round.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead before standing. He was naked thanks to our haphazard stripping the previous night, but he didn’t bother searching for boxer shorts. Instead, he disappeared from the room, returning a few minutes later with two bottles of water.

      “I forgot how small this room was,” Eliot admitted as he climbed under the covers with me. “Our bedroom at home is huge. This feels claustrophobic.”

      I took the aspirin from him and twisted the cap off the water bottle. “I kind of like it. It’s a nice reminder of where we came from.”

      “Oh, who’s feeling schmaltzy?” he teased.

      “It’s not that. It’s just ... a few months ago, this was our normal. We keep moving forward.”

      “Is that bad?” He accepted the tablets I handed him. “If so, I didn’t get the memo.”

      “It’s good,” I countered. “It’s normal. It’s not what’s going on between Savage and Ally.”

      “And here we go.” Eliot watched as I downed three aspirin and guzzled from my water bottle. “I’m guessing you’re going to be focused on them today.”

      “Maybe, but I still can’t figure out what they’re doing. I didn’t pay enough attention to the protestors yesterday. They have to be my priority today ... or at least an hour-long distraction. Fish won’t be happy if there’s a brawl and I miss it.”

      “They’re already gathering,” Eliot noted, inclining his chin toward the window. “Each day the trial goes on, the crowd will grow in size. It’s only a matter of time until something bad happens.”

      “I know.”

      “Where do you think you’ll find the most answers? That’s where you need to focus.”

      “I can’t say. The truth is, until I know if Crawford was killed because he was a douche or to be a martyr for the cause, I’m stuck. Heck, Crawford might’ve been a random target or an accident. I truly do not know which is more likely.”

      “All you can do is take it one step at a time. It sounds to me as if Jake isn’t doing any better than you are.”

      “I know, right?” I grinned.

      “You don’t have to look so happy about it.”

      “I’m not happy he’s failing. I’m happy I’m not missing something obvious. That’s allowed.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He slipped his arm around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulder. “We should get in the shower and then head out for breakfast. I have a feeling this is going to be a busy day.”

      “I have a feeling you’re right ... plus we have family dinner tonight.”

      “That should be fun with a gender war waging.”

      I hadn’t even considered that. “Oh, now I’m looking forward to seeing my family. I’ll be able to yell at them and blame it on their politics.”

      “That’s so ... you.”
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          20 Twenty

        

      

    

    
      Jake and Lauren were eating breakfast in the diner when we entered. Jake, shadows under his eyes, looked as bad as we felt.

      “I see everyone had a good time last night,” Lauren drawled as she rose to join Jake on the other side of the booth so Eliot and I could sit together.

      “Yes, it will go down in the record books,” I deadpanned.

      Eliot lightly squeezed my neck before focusing on the specials board. “I’m getting the omelet ... and hash browns ... and sausage links. I’m also getting a vat of coffee.”

      Lauren chuckled. “That’s pretty much the exact same thing Jake ordered. Is that what you’re going for, too, Avery?”

      I shook my head as Jake and Eliot laughed. “No. I already know what I’m having for breakfast.”

      Befuddled, Lauren glanced between amused faces. “What am I missing?”

      “Avery always has the exact same breakfast,” Jake explained. “I believe it’s been going on since she was fourteen.”

      “The exact same breakfast?” Lauren was clearly intrigued. “What is it?”

      “Two eggs over medium, hash browns, ham, wheat toast and tomato juice,” they both droned in the same tone.

      “Knock it off,” I ordered, my hangover threatening to turn me into a crank. “It’s a legitimate breakfast selection.”

      They were both feeling under the weather, so Jake and Eliot appeared ready to acquiesce to my demand. Lauren was another story. “You don’t eat anything else in the morning?”

      I sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “I eat other things. Cereal ... Eliot makes really good blueberry pancakes ... McDonald’s has fantastic breakfast bagel sandwiches. Sometimes I have a Slim Fast because there are no other options. But when we go to a sit-down diner I prefer one breakfast.”

      “And why that breakfast?” Lauren rested her chin on her hand as she watched me, fascinated.

      “I don’t know. I’m a creature of habit.”

      “She really is,” Eliot said, rubbing my back. “I think she might have minor OCD. She has rituals for certain things ... like eating steak and corn. She can’t alternate between the steak and corn. She has to eat all the steak and then all the corn. Also, the steak has to be doused in garlic salt and then steak sauce. It must be in that order.”

      I glared at him. “Thanks for giving away my secrets,” I hissed.

      “That’s no secret,” Jake countered. “She also likes dipping pickles in tomato juice — except she can’t even sip the tomato juice until she’s done with the pickles — and often likes to eat her vegetables first because they’re her least favorite part of a meal.”

      “I wish I had enough energy to storm out of here,” I complained. “I need the impending grease to do that.”

      “Watch when she eats her breakfast, too,” Eliot teased. “She has a ritual. She dunks the toast in the egg yolks and eats all the toast, then she mixes the hash browns and the remaining eggs, and she finishes up with the ham. It’s ridiculously cute.”

      I made a face. “Just because you said that, I’m going to eat differently this morning.”

      “No, you won’t. You can’t stop yourself. You like your routines. It’s fine.” He skimmed his hand over my hair and focused on Jake. “You’re going to have deputies all over that protest today, right? Nothing is going to get out of hand, is it?”

      Jake shrugged. “I’m going to have deputies all over the place. We both know that doesn’t mean there won’t be trouble.”

      “Yeah.” Eliot slid me a sidelong look. “You’re going to be good like we talked about, okay? Safe?”

      “Of course.” I nodded perfunctorily. “I’m a creature of habit. I haven’t died yet.”

      “I’m not sure that makes me feel better.”

      “Suck it up, Buttercup. Besides, I’m heading into the courtroom today. I need to get a feel for what’s going on in there.”

      Jake furrowed his brow. “Why?”

      “Because … just because.”

      Jake turned speculative. “This is what you were keeping secret last night, isn’t it?”

      That was a loaded question. “Let’s just say I have an idea and leave it at that. Now, where is that waitress?” I craned my neck. “I need to follow my routine so I don’t get the cranks.”

      Eliot snorted. “You’re going to fume about this all day, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea. Lucky for you I’ll just be getting over it by the time family dinner rolls around tonight. Don’t forget.”

      “Have I ever forgotten?” Eliot was morose. “I’ll be there. I’m a creature of habit, too ... even if the habit is a bad one.”

      “I want to go to one of these family dinners one day,” Lauren said. “They sound fascinating.”

      “Then we’re telling it wrong,” I said. “They’re not fascinating. They’re painful. There are dire consequences for not going, though, and I can’t take another stare-off with my mother. She won the last one after not blinking for an hour. I can’t lose twice in a row.”

      “Yes, that’s the most important thing,” Eliot muttered.

      “It is. That’s why I need my strength. Someone find the waitress. I have a full day before all that happens.”

      

      MY PLAN WAS TO SIT in court and listen to testimony for the morning session. I figured it couldn’t hurt because I seemed to be at a crossroads ... and that it would allow me to watch Savage for hints of his true nature. He was still an enigma, although a clearer picture was forming in my head – and it wasn’t attractive.

      “What are you doing here?” James asked, pulling up short when he entered the courtroom and found me sitting in the gallery.

      “The same thing you are,” I replied, without hesitation. “Now, sit down and shut up.”

      He balked. “No way. This is my story. You’ve already inserted yourself in a situation in which you don’t belong. This — all of this, including the shooting and protest — should’ve been mine. You’re Fish’s pet, though, so you get whatever you want.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Listen, I’m hungover.” I saw no reason to lie. “That means I have a shorter fuse than normal. I am not in the mood to put up with your crap.”

      “I’ll call Fish.”

      Ah, the threat of tattletales the world over. “Go nuts.”

      “I will.” James turned shrill. “I’ll call him and get you yanked from this story.”

      We both knew that wasn’t going to happen. He was just posturing now. He was talking so loudly that he actually drew attention from Savage’s defense team. I pressed the tip of my tongue against the back of my teeth, waved at the defendant and proceeded to tune out James.

      Eventually he realized I wasn’t listening to a word he said and he threw himself on the bench next to me. “I hate you sometimes,” he grumbled.

      “You should join my fan club.”

      “I said I hate you, not love you.”

      “My fan club is for haters. I love them. They keep me motivated.”

      “Really?” He seemed intrigued. “Who’s in it?”

      “Pretty much half the people I’ve ever met. Tad Ludington is president.”

      “I’ll contact him for membership.”

      I eyed him a moment, briefly wondering if he realized the fan club wasn’t real. Ultimately I decided that wasn’t my problem and he would figure things out on his own.

      “What’s on the agenda today?” I asked, eyeing Savage’s legal team. They didn’t look particularly worried, but I could feel an air of tension wafting off them.

      “One of the secretaries accusing Bart of rape is on the stand. It’s supposed to be stimulating testimony.”

      I was fairly certain James’s idea of “stimulating” and mine didn’t sync up. Still, I let it go. “That sounds interesting.”

      “Just remember that the court case is my story.”

      “How could I possibly forget?”

      James narrowed his eyes. “I’m on to you. I know your reputation. I won’t allow you to steal my story.”

      As of right now, I had no interest in that. Down the road was a different story. “Do what you gotta do. I’ll do what I’ve gotta do. We’ll see where we end up.”

      “I’m going to win.”

      Now I smiled. “Won’t that be interesting to watch?”

      

      HANNAH BOLTON TOOK THE STAND. She was young — mid-twenties if I had to guess — and looked unnaturally pale in her pastel suit as she slowly climbed into the witness box, her long blond hair pulled back in a bun as she nervously eyed the spectators packed into the courtroom.

      The bailiff swore her in, and then it was off to the races. Morgan, still pretending he was an active prosecutor, kicked off the questioning.

      “Good morning.”

      Bolton’s murmured greeting was unintelligible.

      “You’ll have to speak up,” Morgan prodded. “We need to be able to hear you. You understand, don’t you?”

      Bolton nervously cleared her throat. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice squeaky.

      “Great.” Morgan beamed at her in that creepy way law enforcement whips out whenever something bad is about to happen. Whether he realized he looked deranged or not, I couldn’t say. He was a total freak, though. “Ms. Bolton, can you tell me when you started working for the defendant?”

      Nerves running amok, Bolton rubbed her hands over her knees as she forced herself to focus. “Technically I didn’t start out working for Mr. Savage,” she replied. “I was an intern for the radio station.”

      “I see.” He silently prodded her to continue.

      “My job was to answer phones,” she volunteered. “We have a lot of call-in shows and I was shuffled between various radio personalities. I also learned how to handle the call board and some of the drops while I was doing the job, so I was grateful for it.”

      “Because your ultimate goal was to be a radio personality, correct?”

      Bolton nodded. “Yes. That’s what I wanted.”

      “In that case it must have been a big deal for you to meet the defendant.”

      “There were whispers that first day,” Bolton admitted. “I didn’t know he was going to be there until right before he showed up.”

      “I would think that, since he was such a big star, Mr. Savage would come in every day,” Morgan countered.

      “He has a private studio on the back of the property,” Bolton explained. “He usually records there. It’s supposed to be space the station rents to various people — like in case people have to testify via closed circuit between states — but Mr. Savage essentially took over the space because he likes to spread out. Er, at least that’s what they told me that first week.”

      Morgan nodded in understanding. “Please continue.”

      “I hadn’t met him yet,” Bolton said. “He came in with a bunch of people — like ten of them — and the other girls said that was normal because he was so popular. He went through the building and talked to everyone he recognized. I remember I was holding my breath when he got to me.”

      “And what happened when he got to you?”

      “He seemed ... interested,” Bolton replied, wringing her hands. “He spent a lot of time talking to me, asking about my background. He teased me about working so hard I wouldn’t be able to give a boyfriend much time. It was ... weird.”

      “Did you think it was weird at the time or merely in hindsight?”

      “In hindsight. I was too nervous during the first meeting to think anything but ‘Omigod, that’s Bart Savage.’”

      Morgan smiled indulgently. “It sounds like a memorable first meeting.”

      “Oh, it was.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “Nothing for a few days,” Bolton replied. “I went back to work. He went back to recording in the satellite building. I’d pretty much pushed it out of my mind ... and then I got an email.”

      “Who from?”

      “Mr. Savage.”

      “And what did the email say?”

      “That he wanted to offer me a job. It said he’d been asking around about my work and he thought I would be a good fit for his team.”

      “Were you excited?”

      Bolton nodded without hesitation. “I thought it was a great place for me to start. I mean ... he’s well known in Michigan. He’s starting to build a national platform. While I don’t agree with his politics, the opportunity was definitely there. I would’ve been stupid to pass it up.”

      I spared a glance for Savage, who made a face and whispered something to his counsel at mention of his politics.

      “Did anyone warn you about going to work for Mr. Savage?” Morgan asked.

      She nodded. “As a matter of fact, one of the older call screeners — Madeline Brewer — said that I should watch myself. She said that Mr. Savage only invited me to work for him because he thought I was hot and wanted to have sex with me. There was another woman, too. She was a temp there and was just filling in because her husband worked for the company. She said he was aggressive and warned me away.”

      “And how did you respond?”

      “Not well,” Bolton replied. “I should’ve listened to her. Had I listened, none of this would’ve happened. I didn’t listen to her ... and things went off the rails. My life will never be the same again. She tried to warn me and I tuned her out because I thought I knew better. I regret it.”

      “What happened?” Morgan prodded gently. “Tell the court how it went down.”

      “It happened the second day after I moved to the satellite location,” Bolton replied, her voice cracking. “The first day was one of those ‘getting to know you’ things. I met everyone. I learned about the equipment — which was the same equipment I used in the main building — and I watched the production of the show.

      “They allowed me to run some of the transitions and accept calls because I was supposed to prove I was capable in front of their team,” she continued. “It went fairly smoothly. I only screwed up once and caught it right away. They were impressed.”

      “And how did that make you feel?”

      “Good. It always feels good to get solid feedback on work you provide.”

      “Very true.” Morgan’s smile was indulgent ... and a little bit creepy. I doubted he realized that, though. “What happened the second day you were at the satellite location?”

      “It started out like a normal day,” Bolton replied. “I’d been informed that two other women worked in the building, but we switched off duties. At that particular time I was the main phone screener. I was fine with that. I found the job fascinating.

      “The other two women had various other jobs, like booking guests and handling advertising,” she continued. “There was also a security staff. I made the mistake of assuming they were inside the building the whole day, but that wasn’t the case. They disappeared all the time and only dropped by once or twice a day.”

      “Did Mr. Savage say why the security was arranged in such a fashion?”

      “He did not ... and I never got a chance to ask.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because ... because ... .” Bolton broke off and sucked in her lower lip. Her response was visceral. If she was acting, she was very good. She was clearly uncomfortable with what she was about to say.

      “We were the last two in the building by the time we finished up,” she explained, regrouping. “I didn’t even realize it until we were done and he had joined me in the call room. He seemed happy with the show, gregarious. He was laughing and having a good time.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He asked if I wanted to go out to dinner with him,” Bolton replied, swallowing hard. “I was caught off guard. I couldn’t decide if it was normal or he thought of it as a date. He wasn’t giving me any hints.”

      “And what did you do?”

      “I told him no,” Bolton replied. “I told him I was expected home — I was still living with my parents because I was finishing up college — and I couldn’t be late. He laughed at me, told me that I was too old to be following the rules of others. He insisted I should have dinner with him, but I told him it was impossible.”

      “And then?”

      “And then ... well, then he decided to make sure I understood that saying no to dinner wasn’t an option. He grabbed my wrist and kind of pulled me down the hallway.” Bolton’s eyes turned furtive as she re-lived the memory. “I fought him, slapped at his arm, but I was still confused. Even at that point I didn’t understand what was happening.”

      “When did you understand?” Morgan queried.

      “When he pulled me into the office at the far end of the hallway and I saw the couch inside,” Bolton said. “I don’t know why it was the couch that made me understand. He pushed me toward it. I started fighting harder. He ignored me and pushed again.” A lone tear spilled over her cheek. “I figured out why they insisted on taking over the satellite building that afternoon. No one can hear you scream out there.”
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          21 Twenty-One

        

      

    

    
      Bolton’s testimony was hard to listen to. She went into great detail when telling her story, and it turned my stomach. More interesting to me was Savage’s response. Anger emanated from him as she testified, and at one point he turned to his attorney and whispered. I couldn’t be sure, but I was almost positive he said, “That’s not what happened.”

      I waited until Bolton was finished with her testimony and the judge ordered a break to stand.

      “That was ... terrible,” I said to James as I stretched.

      “I thought it was fascinating.” His eyes gleamed. “That should be enough to nail Savage to a wall.”

      “Yeah. I’ll be interested in seeing how all this plays out,” I agreed, cracking my neck. “I’m heading back outside. There’s bound to be a buzz going through the crowd regarding this testimony.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Do me a favor,” I prodded. “If there’s more interesting testimony, make sure you text me so I know. That situation is a powder keg and due to blow.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Thanks.”

      

      I STAYED AT THE PROTEST for a full twenty minutes before the niggling voice in the back of my mind forced me to take stock of the situation and leave. Eliot was in the shop when I entered — no Fawn in sight — and he tilted his head when he saw me.

      “Calling it a day so soon?”

      “Of course not. I’m going back to Ally Hawthorne’s house.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t shake the feeling that she’s the key to this ... or at least important to Savage’s part of the story.”

      “And why is that?”

      I told him about Bolton’s testimony. “She’s either a marvelous actress or she’s telling the truth.”

      “And which way are you leaning?”

      That was the question. “I tend to believe a woman when it comes to rape claims,” I replied finally. “I’m not going to deny there are people out there who would scream it from the rooftops for attention, but something’s off about this situation.”

      “Because Savage is still seeing Hawthorne regularly?”

      “Yeah. Why isn’t she at the courthouse? If someone raped me, I’d be up his rear end until he was sent away for life.”

      “It sounds to me as if Savage and Hawthorne had a different sort of relationship. Maybe she simply can’t break from him. Sometimes love is hard to quantify.”

      I recognized he was telling the truth, but I couldn’t let it go. “I have to talk to her.”

      “She hasn’t been forthcoming so far. What makes you think you’ll be able to break her now?”

      “I won’t give up until she tells me the truth. I’ll be the annoying person sitting on her front porch yelling at the neighbors until she lets me in.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Despite the serious nature of the conversation, Eliot looked amused. “What if she calls the cops on you?”

      “She won’t. I know that Savage was in her house doing the nasty last night.”

      “She could still call the cops and deny it.”

      “I guess. I don’t think that’s going to happen, though. I think she wants to talk.”

      “Well ... if you need bail money, you know who to call.”

      I beamed at him. “Thanks.”

      “I was talking about your mother.”

      My smile slipped. “That was just mean.”

      

      ALLY OPENED THE DOOR with a scowl.

      “Do you want me to get my gun?”

      I shrugged and kept a serene smile in place. “Will that make you feel safe enough to talk to me? If so, go for it.”

      Her frown only deepened. “You’re like a bad rash. You won’t go away.”

      “Like herpes.”

      “Is that how you like to think of yourself?”

      “I’ve heard worse comparisons.” I shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      “Absolutely not.” She held firm, puffing out her chest. “You are not invited into my house. That means you can’t enter.”

      She was kind of funny with her righteous indignation. I couldn’t help but laugh. “That only works with vampires. Now, I’m not saying it wouldn’t be cool to be a vampire, but if I had to choose, I would totally prefer being a witch to a vampire. Flying around on a broom sounds like a lot of fun … although I could also do that if I was a Harry Potter character.

      I was lost in thought for a moment. “Nope. I changed my mind. I want to be a Harry Potter character.”

      She made an exasperated sound deep in her throat. “What is the matter with you? No, I’m seriously asking. You clearly have issues. Have you been tested for mental instability?”

      “Believe it or not, my mother took me to a counselor when I was a teenager. She was hoping to drug the crazy out of me. It turns out I’m just spirited and not crazy.”

      “Well … take your spirited self someplace else. I don’t want to talk to you.” Ally moved to close the door in my face but I extended my foot to stop her, a move that only ratcheted her fury up a notch. “I’ll call the police,” she shrieked. “I will. They’ll haul you away in handcuffs. How does that sound?”

      “Like something that has happened before,” I answered honestly. “You’re more than welcome to call the police. If you do, be aware that I’ll be forced to tell them about your guest last evening.”

      Her face, previously red with rage, went ashen. “W-what?” She stopped pushing on the door and went slack. “What did you say?”

      Hmm. The words affected her exactly as I thought they would. “Yeah, I stopped by for a visit last night. You probably didn’t realize that. I was by the back fence when Savage climbed over. I followed him from the courthouse, but I had a feeling I knew where he was going.”

      Ally gripped her hands together. “You’re mistaken,” she offered lamely. “You didn’t see what you thought you saw.”

      “I saw you let him into your house.”

      “We only talked,” she said. “He wanted to discuss the court case. I’ve been having … um, difficulty … dealing with everything that’s been going on. He just wanted to see if there was a way we could move past this.

      “Obviously I don’t want that getting around,” she continued. “If people know that I’m talking to him after what happened … well, they’ll crucify me. I don’t want to deal with that. Nobody would.”

      “Yeah, here’s the thing about me: I’m a busybody,” I said. “I figured you would make up a story like this, so I looked through your windows. I saw you guys going at it. He’s … enthusiastic, isn’t he? He doesn’t show a lot of imagination but he’s definitely enthusiastic … like a jackhammer but without the finesse.”

      Ally’s mouth dropped open. “You watched us do … that?”

      “Not for long,” I admitted. “I was a little uncomfortable with the way his bare butt glowed in the warm glimmer of the rapidly-dropping sun. He really should try some self-tanner or something. The orange look is bad, but that white butt thing is distracting. Maybe you should try getting him a tinted moisturizer.”

      “I … .” Frustration flowed off Ally in waves. “I can’t believe you watched us. Do you have any idea how invasive that is?”

      “I wouldn’t have watched if you weren’t doing something wrong.”

      “That’s not an excuse.”

      I merely shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I know you’re doing the dirty with your purported rapist and I’m not leaving until you tell me exactly what’s going on.

      “Now, you don’t have to invite me in,” I continued. “You can leave me out here and ignore me. Or you can call the cops. That’s certainly your right. I will spread my knowledge far and fast if you do either of those things.”

      “So … you’re blackmailing me?”

      “That’s an ugly word.”

      “What would you call it?”

      “I didn’t say it was the wrong word.”

      Ally swished her jaw back and forth as she considered my offer. Finally, she pushed open the door to allow me entrance. “You’re a horrible person.”

      “Yup. At least I’m not a vampire, right?”

      

      ALLY LED ME INTO HER living room and threw herself in the armchair at the edge of the cluttered space. She didn’t offer refreshments, which was a bit of a bummer given my hangover, but I wasn’t expecting world-class hospitality.

      “What do you want?” she said when I didn’t immediately launch into my questions.

      “I want to know what’s going on.”

      “I already told you.”

      “You told me a bunch of nonsense.”

      “You don’t know that it’s nonsense.”

      “I know what I saw.” I refused to back down. “Is he intimidating you? Threatening you, perhaps? If he is, tell me and we’ll figure a way to get you out of whatever trouble you’re facing. If he has dirt on you … well … I’m sure we can find a way around that.”

      “He’s not threatening me.” Ally made a face as she dragged a restless hand through her hair. “Why would you assume he’s threatening me?”

      “Because you’re on record accusing him of a rape.”

      “Yeah, but … I see what you’re saying.” She looked tired. The defeat on her face made me feel bad … but not bad enough to cease questioning her.

      “Did Savage rape you?”

      She leveled her gaze on me, defiant. “I said he did.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “The truth.” I refused to back down. “Something very odd is going on here. I have a number of ideas, but each one is even weirder than the previous. Just tell me what’s going on and we’ll go from there.”

      She sucked in a steadying breath. “If I do that – tell you what you want to hear – will you let it go?”

      “No.” I opted for honesty. “It’s not about what I want to hear. It’s about the truth.”

      “And you care about the truth?”

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was five feet away from Dan Crawford when he was shot. He died right in front of me … so close to me I could’ve probably touched him if I stretched.”

      “Bart didn’t have anything to do with that,” she whined. “I didn’t either.”

      “I don’t know that. Neither do you. I can only track information when I have leads. Right now, you’re my lead. You need to spill or I’ll call the sheriff’s department and volunteer the information I discovered.”

      She wasn’t ready to cave, at least not yet. “If you do that, you’ll be admitting to trespassing. You’ll be arrested.”

      “I wasn’t joking when I said it wouldn’t be the first time. The thing with a threat is that you have to be willing to back it up. I’m willing to back it up.”

      Ally held my gaze for a long time. “I … .”

      “Tell me or I’ll call Sheriff Farrell.” I had no intention of backing down. “If that happens, your interlude last night will be front-page news tomorrow. Is that what you want?”

      “You’re not giving me a way to alleviate that possibility.”

      “I can’t make you promises when I don’t know what you’re about to tell me,” I pointed out. “Tell me and we’ll go from there. I can say I will do my very best not to unfairly hurt you. That’s all I can promise.”

      She let loose a quiet moan, looked to the ceiling, and then flipped me off. “Fine. But I hate you.”

      I had to admire her backbone. She really was funny. “I can live with that.”

      “This – all of it – is a fabrication.” She exhaled a shaky breath after uttering the words and I swear she looked lighter. “There. I said it.”

      “Good for you.” I smiled. “Now I need you to tell me exactly what’s been fabricated.”

      “All of it,” she barked, fury whipping through her eyes. “The story … the rapes … the sexual harassment. All of it was drummed up as a publicity stunt.”

      I shifted on the couch, moving one leg over the other. “That doesn’t make much sense,” I argued after a moment’s contemplation. “Why would someone fabricate three rapes as a publicity stunt?”

      “Because that’s what Bart wanted.”

      My mind worked furiously to catch up. “I need you to be more specific.”

      “Ugh. And here I thought you were supposed to be smart.”

      “I will describe his white behind in great detail when I do interviews for the news media,” I threatened. “I will also tell everyone he makes barking noises and you moo like a cow.”

      Ally was horrified. “I do not!”

      “Yes, but everyone will eat it up if I tell that story.”

      Astounded, she leaned back in her chair. “You really are the worst.”

      “I have business cards that say the same,” I agreed.

      “It was Bart’s idea from the start,” she volunteered. “We’ve been together for a year. We’re in love. We’re going to get married.”

      “So he asked you to file a rape complaint?” That had to be the dumbest idea I’d ever heard.

      “It wasn’t supposed to go that far,” Ally argued. “I was supposed to claim sexual harassment and then it would be revealed that I exaggerated the story. Bart would be vindicated in his time of need and his ratings would go through the roof.”

      “You claimed rape, though.”

      “I said that I was too drunk to consent and the cops called it rape,” she clarified. “That wasn’t the word I used.”

      “If you were too drunk to consent then it was rape.”

      “I didn’t know that was a thing.” She looked helpless. “I was claiming sexual harassment and then it got out of control. I told Bart I was going to recant but he told me to wait. His ratings were going through the roof and people thought he was being railroaded. It was working.”

      “And then two more people came forward with rape accusations,” I surmised, things clicking into place. “Diane Mullen and Hannah Bolton went to the police and told them similar stories. Suddenly Savage was no longer in control of the narrative.”

      “But they’re lying,” Ally argued. “They’re telling a story that’s not true.”

      I thought back to what I’d witnessed in the courtroom. “How sure of that are you?”

      “Um … very.”

      “Would you stake your life on it? Their futures?”

      “I … you … yes.” Her voice softened. “I’m not going to pretend that Bart is perfect. He’s not. He has issues. A lot of people have issues. He’s not a rapist.”

      “I heard Bolton give testimony this morning. She sounded believable.”

      “Well, she’s not.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Because I know Bart,” she practically exploded. “You don’t spend a year with a man and not know him. If those women are telling the truth, that means he lied to me hundreds of times.”

      “And you think that’s out of the realm of possibility.”

      “I definitely do,” she agreed. “He’s a wonderful man. He believes in family values. He wants to marry me.”

      “Is that what this is all about? You want to get married and think he’s a good catch because he has money. Am I right?”

      “He is a good catch. We’re going to be together forever.”

      I had my doubts. “You weren’t with him every hour of the day,” I persisted. “You don’t know what he was capable of. Have you considered he came up with this idea and pitched you as the star because he knew he could win? Once one not-guilty verdict was rendered, anyone else bringing charges would look suspect. It’s kind of a diabolical plan when you think about it.”

      “That’s not him.” She refused to back down. “You don’t know him. He’s a sweet man. He would never do what they’ve accused him of.”

      “Some people might say you’re in denial.”

      “I’m not.”

      “This is the answer to the riddle, though,” I mused.

      “What riddle?”

      “Why you don’t want to testify. You realize that this isn’t going to be a slam dunk. You’re going to have no choice but to come out and say you lied.”

      “I’m prepared to do that. It’s the truth.”

      “And what do you think is going to happen after that?” I asked. “Do you think you’ll still get married and live happily ever after?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t we?”

      “Because then he would be marrying the woman who abused him,” I replied without hesitation. “He can’t do that. He’ll look weak in front of his followers. You’re the enemy now. You’ll be the enemy when news breaks that you lied. He’ll ditch you faster than a dieter gives up bread.”

      “I … no.” Ally said the single word, infused emotion into it, but the way her features shifted told me she’d finally seen the awful truth. That didn’t mean she was ready to give up the dream that had been fueling her for months. “That won’t happen.”

      “It will. You know it.” I slowly got to my feet. “Geez. I knew the guy was a weasel but this is just ridiculous. The planning he must have put into this.”

      “He’s innocent.”

      “I’m still not sure of that. I need to do some research. I’ll be back.”

      “Don’t come back.” She was firm. “I really will call the cops if you come back.”

      “Then it will be a rowdy visit.”
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      I was an agitated mess by the time I returned to Eliot’s shop.

      Fawn, who stood in the middle of the retail space saying something while wiggling her hips, shot me a withering look as I strolled through the door. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      Eliot smirked at her tone. “That’s my Kitten,” he teased, holding his smile for a beat before sobering. “What’s going on?”

      I opened my mouth to answer — I had every intention of letting it all spew out — and then snapped it shut as Fawn drew my attention with her twitching rear end.

      “I’m not done telling my story, Eliot,” she whined.

      Eliot followed my gaze, understanding dawning. “That’s okay,” he said. “I need to talk to Avery in private. You can tell me the rest of your fascinating story about cheerleading camp tomorrow.”

      Fawn loosed a pronounced pout. “But I want to tell it now.”

      “And I need to talk to Avery.” Eliot was firm as he closed the ledger book he was making notations in. “It’s almost three,” he noted. “Why don’t you take off early? You’re young and it’s Friday. Don’t you have somewhere you want to be?”

      “Not really. I thought I would hang out with you all afternoon.”

      “Well ... I’m going to hang out with Avery.” Eliot winked at me before continuing. “She obviously has something she wants to talk about. You can go — don’t worry about the hours; I’ll pay you for the two you missed — and I will close up. We’re leaving from here to go to dinner with Avery’s family anyway.”

      “Yes, your regular Friday night meal plan.” Fawn’s expression was dour. “I don’t understand why you do that every week.”

      “It’s kowtow to the whims of my family or die,” I replied, matter-of-fact. “We’re like that family in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre ... only my grandfather can hold his own hammer.”

      Fawn screwed her face up in a ridiculous expression. “I don’t understand.”

      “Ignore her,” Eliot ordered, shaking her head. “She’s talking about a movie that was made years before you were born.”

      “It was made before I was born, too,” I reminded him. “I simply tracked it down because I care about good cinema.”

      He snickered. “Right.” His eyes flicked back to Fawn. “You don’t have to stay. Go. I can close up, and that will allow Avery and me to talk freely.”

      Most people would’ve jumped at the chance to leave early — with full pay, mind you — on a Friday afternoon. Fawn was another story.

      “You might need me to watch the front of the shop if something comes up,” she wheedled. “I’m your right-hand woman here. Remember when we made that joke?”

      She was getting a bit desperate and it bothered me. “Did you make jokes about her and your hand, Eliot?” I asked pointedly.

      He shot me a warning look. “Don’t make things worse.”

      “Whatever. Maybe I should just go.” I gestured toward the front door. “I have huge news to share, but let’s talk about Fawn being your right-hand idiot. That makes perfect sense.”

      “Hey!” Fawn’s eyes fired. “I live a busy and interesting life.”

      “You should have a shirt made up with that saying.”

      “I just might do that.”

      Eliot pinched the bridge of his nose. He disliked it when Fawn and I turned his shop into a war zone. He was obviously already at his limit. “Fawn, I need you to go. I don’t care what you do, but you’re done here for the day.”

      Her lower lip jutted out. “But ... you need my help.”

      “I really don’t.” He forced a smile. “Believe it or not, I can run the shop by myself for the next two hours. I need to talk to Avery about a private matter ... so go.”

      Fawn waited a beat, her hands clenched into fists at her sides, and then she forced a smile that was more deranged than earnest. “Of course. I’ll just grab my purse.”

      Her demeanor was stiff as she moved to the area behind the counter and bent over, her face disappearing from view. I used the opportunity to share an amused look with Eliot, who merely shook his head in quiet admonishment. The message was clear: Don’t mess with her on the way out.

      It took everything I had not to do just that.

      “I think I’ll check out the protest,” she announced as she approached the door. “I’m interested in the cause — I think women should take care of their men — and I want to make sure an innocent man isn’t railroaded.” She shot me a pointed look. “That’s the most important thing, right?”

      “I think it’s more important that those making the signs learn to spell,” I drawled, ignoring the way Eliot’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “If the signs aren’t grammatically correct then I simply can’t get behind the cause.”

      She scowled. “You’re impossible to be around. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Believe it or not, you’re not the first person I’ve come across today to express that sentiment.” I offered up a finger wave as she flounced through the door, waiting until it swung shut to focus on Eliot. “You really need to fire her.”

      “I’m working on it.” He sobered. “She’s going to sue. We both know it. I can’t keep her here because she won’t stop attacking you. Once I let her go, though, I have to be ready for a lawsuit. That’s why I’m letting her stick around a bit longer, so I can gather evidence.”

      I rested my elbows on the counter as I met his gaze. “You don’t have to fire her. I mean ... it’s not fair for you to get sued because I can’t play nice with her. Keep her around. I love messing with people and she’s hardly the only one to give me a hard time on a daily basis.”

      “No.” He was firm as he shook his head. “You haven’t been coming into the shop as much lately because you want to avoid her — this week notwithstanding because of the protests — and I don’t want that. You should feel welcome here. Plus, well, I like it when you stop in to surprise me throughout the day. It’s like getting a small fix ... even if you only stop by to rant.”

      That was kind of sweet. Still ... . “If she’s going to sue you, though, it’s a risk you shouldn’t have to take. You didn’t do this.”

      “I did. I hired her, which was clearly a mistake.”

      “You hired her because of her boobs and butt, didn’t you? Come on. You can admit it.”

      He chuckled. “I hired her because I thought she would appeal to men,” he clarified. “That was wrong. I don’t know if it’s following this trial or spending a lot of time with you that’s caused the change of heart, but I realize that I should’ve hired on the basis of personality and skill ... not looks.”

      “Well, at least you admit that’s why you hired her.” I played with the metal ring on his ledger. “So ... do you want to hear about my day or should we continue talking about the idiot you hired to suck men in?”

      “We can talk about your day.”

      “Good, because I don’t even know where to start.” I launched into the tale, leaving nothing out. When I was finished, Eliot was flabbergasted.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” He dragged a hand through his hair and paced behind the counter, the words sinking in. “That is ... unbelievable. Who does something like that?”

      “A moron,” I answered honestly. “He thought he had it all planned out. The thing is, he missed one little detail.”

      “The other women.” He scrubbed his jaw, lost in thought. “Do you think both those other women are lying?”

      I thought about Bolton’s testimony from hours before and held my hands palms out. “I don’t know. I tend to side with the accusers in cases like this because nine times out of ten they’re telling the truth.”

      “You said that you were suspicious about this case from the start, though.”

      “Not because I didn’t believe the victims,” I countered. “I knew there was something going on with Ally Hawthorne, but I didn’t think it would turn out like this.” Frustration bubbled up. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Write your story,” Eliot replied without hesitation. “Write your story, scoop everyone and then deal with the fallout.”

      “She says she’ll deny everything if I try.”

      “You know the truth, though.”

      “I do.” I walked in a circle in front of the display case. “I can write the story. Fish will give me the go-ahead. I would be the talk of the town for breaking the news.”

      Eliot folded his arms over his chest. “But?”

      “But I can’t get those other two women out of my head,” I admitted. “I listened to Hannah Bolton’s testimony this morning. If she’s lying, she’s very good. She missed her calling and should be an actress.”

      “So ... what? Are you thinking that Savage actually is a rapist?”

      And there was the opening I was waiting for. “What if he sexually assaulted several women, thought he got away with it, and then was threatened by one of those women if he didn’t pay up?”

      “I’m following you, but I’m dying to know how you came to this assumption.”

      “Savage suggested Ally report him. It was for sexual harassment, though, not rape. She got a little confused and didn’t realize that it was rape if an individual couldn’t consent.”

      “So she was supposed to report him for sexual harassment,” Eliot mused. “That kind of makes sense. I’m guessing the cops suggested the rape charge.”

      “She’s wishy-washy,” I agreed. “She folds like freshly-dried towels.”

      “How do you know towels fold? You never fold them.”

      “Ha, ha. You’re such a funny guy.” I rolled my eyes. “I need you to follow me here. He’s a rapist. He’s been using his position to sexually exploit women for years. When Ally joins his team, he senses an opening. He decides to “date” her even though he’s not boyfriend material.

      “The thing is, they don’t tell anyone they’re dating,” I continued. “My friend Bob Sussex told me that they kept it on the down-low. They weren’t exactly secretive, but they never talked about it.”

      “I get what you’re saying,” Eliot said. “You think he groomed Ally so she would simply do what he wanted, bow to his whims.”

      “Also, she’s the type who rolls over when pressed,” I said. “That’s why she’s gone radio silent. She’s uncomfortable with the prosecutor’s office pressuring her. She does not believe those other women, though. She thinks they made up the charges.”

      “But you don’t?”

      “I think Savage is a predator.” I felt that to my very marrow. “I think he thought this whole thing out. Someone approached him for a payout. He didn’t want that to turn into a regular occurrence. He came up with the false sexual harassment claim because he thought it would head off future claims when it was proved untrue — perhaps paint him as an innocent man with a target on his back — and allow him to play the martyr. He keeps talking about people attacking him for his belief system. If his plan with Ally had held together, then he might’ve been able to continue to play that card.”

      “I still don’t understand why you’re not filing your story to expose this entire thing.”

      And here was the tipping point. “Because, if I do, public sentiment might turn against the other women. People might assume that they’re lying because Ally is. That’s not fair if they’re telling the truth.”

      “I know you want to believe them — I do, too — but we don’t know that they’re telling the truth,” he cautioned.

      “We don’t,” I agreed. “I have to go with my gut on this one. I think I would do more harm than good going early.”

      “Okay. Then what do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth, and it annoyed me. “I need to ask you something.”

      Eliot merely nodded and waited.

      “Do you think Dan Crawford’s death has anything to do with Savage’s trial?”

      “I think that it would be odd if they weren’t tied together.”

      “Right?” The timing was a source of agitation. “What if they’re not, though? What if they’re two different things? What if someone from Crawford’s past wanted to kill him because he’s a jerk and simply took advantage of the situation because he was in a public setting? By shooting him in the middle of a news conference, fingers are automatically pointed at the opposition.”

      “Right.” Eliot nodded. “Obviously you’re leaning toward Crawford’s death being separate from the trial.”

      “That’s only a gut feeling. I have no proof.”

      “So ... we’ll get proof.”

      I shook my head. “Yeah. I guess. I have a headache and I haven’t even seen my mother yet. Things are only going to get worse.”

      He chuckled as he opened his arms. “Come here.”

      I knew what he was after. “I don’t want to look like a weenie.”

      He laughed harder. “Come here,” he insisted.

      Reluctantly, I moved behind the counter and stepped into his embrace. He tightened his arms around me and rested his cheek on the top of my head. “I love you,” he whispered. “I can tell this is eating you up because you don’t want to make the wrong move.”

      “Before, I would’ve gone for the scoop no matter what. I don’t want to be the one who ruins everything. There are consequences associated with this case and my actions will have ramifications.”

      “There are consequences,” he agreed, lazily drifting back and forth. “Don’t write the story yet. I’m afraid you’ll regret it if you do. We’ll sit down and go through everything from top to bottom again tomorrow. We’ll find the missing piece.”

      I was hopeful that was true. “Okay.” I closed my eyes, giving in to the sensations. I was happy floating until the bell over the door jangled to signify somebody’s entrance. I pulled away quickly, frowning when I caught sight of my cousin Mario. His face was flushed and he was wearing a shirt that read, “Women are people too.”

      “What are you doing here?” Eliot asked, his hand on my back so he could keep me relatively close. “Also, we were having a private moment. You could’ve knocked.”

      Mario is one of those people who says and does idiotic things on a regular basis but you can’t help but like him because he’s so charming. Today was no different. “You guys are always having private moments,” he complained, his lips curving. “As for knocking, this is a place of business. If you want people to knock, find a room and lock it.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Eliot stroked his hand over the back of my head, offering solace as I calmed myself and focused on the moment rather than the mountain in front of me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Mario gestured toward the protest. “I’m picking up women.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Mario was practically giddy as he did a little dance. “I had an epiphany last night. I know the key to getting women.”

      Oh, well, this would be good. “What’s that?”

      “You tell them what they want to hear.”

      “I still don’t understand.”

      “Look at those women.” Mario gestured toward the window. “Those are angry women. Do you know why they’re angry?”

      “They hate rapists?” Eliot suggested.

      “Oh, you’re cute.” Mario rolled his eyes. “They’re angry because they don’t feel men understand them. Underneath everything, that’s what’s at the heart of the matter.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’re upset about women being marginalized,” I corrected.

      “That’s because you’re a woman and you don’t know things,” Mario fired back. “You need me to explain things to you. Otherwise you’ll never get it.”

      He was clearly in the mood for me to kick him. “Listen here ... .”

      Eliot held up his hand to silence me. “Just tell us your big idea. We both have work to finish before dinner tonight.”

      “I’m going to hit on the women,” Mario replied simply. “They want sensitive men who listen. I’m perfect for them.”

      “You can’t even remember the things I say to you five minutes after I utter them,” I argued.

      “That’s because you say boring things. This time I’m really going to listen ... and totally get in somebody’s pants. I have a plan. It’s going to work.”

      I pictured Julia’s face if Mario hit on her and bit back a grin. “Do me a favor and don’t mention you’re my cousin. I don’t want my private and professional lives to overlap on this one.”

      I could feel Eliot’s lips curving against my scalp but he remained silent.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Mario said. “I won’t admit to being related to you. That will ruin any goodwill I manage to amass. Believe it or not, people don’t like you.”

      “I believe it.”

      Eliot kissed my cheek. “I like you.”

      “Oh, gross.” Mario made a face. “You guys are about to do it right on the floor, aren’t you? I can’t see that. I’ll be scarred for life.”

      Eliot’s smile slipped. “We’re not. Just ... go do your thing. If those women beat you up, I’m not racing to your rescue.”

      “I won’t need rescuing. I know exactly what I’m doing. Women love me.”

      I’d yet to find a woman who loved Mario. There was a reason for that. He was a lot of work … and not in a fun way like me. I found him amusing at times, but he was a total pain. “Well, good luck. Maybe you should invest in a cup just to be on the safe side.”

      “Oh, ye of little faith. I’ve got this. Trust me.”
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          23 Twenty-Three

        

      

    

    
      I wrote my story from Eliot’s office. Avoiding The Monitor was part of my strategy because it would’ve only compounded my guilt. I had a story – a great story that would’ve made me a superstar – but I couldn’t use it. At least not yet.

      It was almost time for us to leave for dinner when I joined Eliot in the front of the shop. He’d turned the sign and killed the front lights to dissuade shoppers, but he was standing by the front window, his face lit with mirth.

      “What’s going on?” I would welcome any form of amusement at this point.

      He slung an arm over my shoulders and pointed toward the protest. “Your cousin.”

      “Oh, geez. Do I even want to look?”

      “I suggest you do.”

      I rested my head against his shoulder and adjusted my eyes in time to see a woman – a petite brunette with an ample bottom – slap Mario so hard across the face he rocked back on his heels. My cousin, a tall and burly boy barely in his twenties, was almost knocked to his knees by a slip of a girl thanks to the force behind the blow.

      “What the … ?” My initial reaction was to step forward and rush to his rescue. He was younger than me. His mouth often got him in trouble (something I was familiar with). I rarely agreed with his opinion, especially when he was looking for attention. Still, he was family.

      “Don’t even think about it.” Eliot snagged me by the back of the neck. “He knew the stakes when he went over there. He’s fine. It’s not as if he’s being run over with a car or anything. Besides, that’s the third time he’s been slapped.”

      “Really?” I relaxed, if only marginally. “He keeps going back for more?”

      “He does. I think he’s doing the barrage attack.”

      “And that is?”

      “Approach them all to see if he can get a nibble. Basically it means no specializing. He’s gone after a blonde, brunette and a redhead now. Absolutely no one has taken him up on his offer for free bikini waxes.”

      I was horrified. “Is he really offering that?”

      He chuckled. “I went outside long enough to grab the display from the sidewalk and heard him. He was not offering bikini waxes.”

      “That’s good.”

      “He did, however, introduce himself as a gynecologist who offered a free initial visit.”

      I stilled. “What?”

      “Yeah. He’s not original.”

      “I’m so telling on him tonight.”

      “Let’s hope he makes it to dinner in one piece.” Eliot checked his watch. “Speaking of that, we should get going. I expect traffic to be busy leaving town.”

      “Okay. If one of those women takes him out, though, I’m making you tell my mother.”

      “Fair enough.”

      

      THE FAMILY BOOTH ALREADY bustled with activity when Eliot and I joined the party. A quick scan told me my mother appeared to be absent – although I knew she would eventually make an appearance – but Derrick and his baby mama Devon were already seated and feeding one another in a disgusting and schmaltzy manner.

      “Must you be so gross?” I complained as I slid into the far end of the booth. It was arranged in rectangular fashion, one long side with three tables spaced inside so multiple people could skim between the openings and sit.

      Devon scowled at me. Some people say pregnant women have a glow. After spending time with Carly and Devon, I thought the only thing they glowed with was toxic attitude. “Your cousin has never eaten a beet. I was letting him try one from my plate.”

      I fixed Derrick with a bland look. “So … you’re letting her beet you?”

      Eliot snorted as Devon viciously tried to kick me under the table.

      “That is not funny,” Devon argued, her face flushing. “Given what’s going on in downtown Mount Clemens right now I’d think you would be the last person to make jokes about people being used and abused.”

      “Oh, calm yourself,” I drawled. “I wasn’t making fun of people being used and abused. I was making fun of Derrick because you’re unbelievably overbearing and you’re now feeding him as if he were a child. You’re giving me fodder for weeks.”

      “Ugh. I really can’t stand you sometimes,” she grumbled.

      “I think she’s fine with that,” Grandpa announced as he eased himself into his regular seat at the opposite end of the booth. “She’s never been one who needs to be popular to prove her self-worth. Isn’t that right, kid?”

      I had no idea where he was going with this topic but I was instantly on alert. “There are some people who I prefer hating me because if they liked me that would suggest there was something wrong with me. As we all know, I’m perfect.”

      “If you’re perfect, I’m an angel,” Devon shot back.

      “Whatever floats your boat.” I grabbed the specials menu from the center of the table and scanned it. “Prime rib.”

      “That’s what I’m getting.” Eliot flicked his eyes to the door when it opened to allow Mario entrance, snorting when he caught sight of my cousin’s red cheek. “And here comes Romeo.”

      I snickered as I watched Mario stop at the register long enough to say something to his father, who didn’t look remotely worried about whatever tale Mario spun. Uncle Tim wasn’t known for his sense of humor, and he merely shook his head when Mario reenacted something from this afternoon.

      “What happened to him?” Derrick asked, following my gaze. “What’s that on his face?”

      “My guess is a palm print,” Eliot replied.

      “What does that mean?” Grandpa asked, suddenly interested. “Did someone hit him?”

      “At least three someones,” I answered, grinning at the memory of Mario being rocked to his heels by the tiny woman. “He spent the afternoon picking up women at the protest.”

      Derrick’s eyebrows flew so high they almost disappeared into his hairline. “He picked up women at the protest?” He was incredulous. “Is he stupid?”

      “You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Are you stupid?” Derrick barked to Mario as our younger cousin approached. “Why would you go to a protest to pick up women?”

      Instead of immediately answering, Mario scorched me with a dark look. “You just had to open your big mouth, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t realize it was a secret.”

      “It’s my story to tell.” Mario slipped into the booth, positioning himself closer to Derrick and Devon, and groaned as he sat. “I think I threw my back out.”

      “Picking up women at the protest?” Derrick asked.

      “Oh, let that go.” Mario haphazardly waved his hand. “You’re getting worked up over nothing. I had a theory I wanted to test.”

      “And what’s that theory?” Grandpa asked.

      “I believe the women at the protest don’t hate men,” Mario explained. “They’ve simply been disappointed by their male counterparts because romance novels have led them astray.”

      My mother, who was heading toward the table with a full plate from the salad bar, pulled up short. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, he’s going somewhere with this,” Eliot intoned. Initially he’d been uncomfortable when I dragged him to family dinners. Now he was used to the rhythm and gave as good as he got. I loved having him as backup.

      “I am,” Mario confirmed. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought … and I’ve been attending a Women’s Studies class at college.”

      That was news to me … and totally predictable at the same time. “You’re back in school? I thought you and Grandpa were running your food truck full time.”

      “We are, but winter is coming,” Mario pointed out. “And not in a fun way like on Game of Thrones. Yes, Avery, I knew exactly where your mind was going. The thing is, we can’t make a lot of money from the truck during the winter so I decided to take a few classes. That way I can further my education at the same time I’m earning money.”

      That sounded like a good idea. Per usual, his class selections seemed wacky. “But Women’s Studies?”

      “That’s where the women are,” Mario snapped. “It’s also a very useful class. Have you ever heard of ‘mansplaining’?”

      “No,” I deadpanned. “Never. Tell me about it.”

      Mario either missed the sarcasm or ignored it. “Mansplaining is when a man explains something to a woman in a condescending manner.”

      I pressed my lips together and snagged Eliot’s gaze. “Is he messing with me? I really can’t tell.”

      “I’m not sure.” Eliot moved his hand over my back. “Given his day, I’m going to assume he’s simply slow.”

      “I guess I’ll go with that.” I rolled my neck. “And why is mansplaining important?”

      “Because women don’t like it when men talk down to them,” Mario replied, his tone no-nonsense. “It’s a real thing. I’m not making it up.”

      “Well, I’m so glad you explained it to me.”

      Eliot chuckled. “I love your family. Have I ever told you that?”

      “You can have them.”

      “I heard that, young lady,” Mom admonished. “You’re stuck with us.”

      “To my joy and sorrow.”

      “Speaking of sorrow, don’t you think you should’ve called us after you were almost killed at that protest the other day?” Mom’s voice was accusatory. “I had to hear from your cousin that you were okay.”

      “Which cousin?”

      “That would be me,” Derrick replied. “I thought it best if someone informed the family that you weren’t bleeding out in front of the courthouse.”

      “Thanks.” I flashed him a sarcastic thumbs-up. “Well done.”

      “Don’t give him lip.” Mom warned. “He’s the good one right now.”

      “Suck up,” I hissed under my breath.

      “I’m fine being the good one,” Derrick said. “I like it when everyone knows you’re evil.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Let’s go back to talking about me,” Mario suggested. “I got two numbers today, by the way. I bet you thought I wouldn’t get any, Avery.”

      “How many women did you ask out?” I was legitimately curious. “Did you keep track?”

      He turned evasive. “That hardly matters.”

      “It matters to me.”

      “That’s because you’re what those male protesters call a ‘ballbuster,’” Mario countered. “You don’t need to know how many I asked, only how many saw through the crap and embraced the wonder that is Mario.”

      “That sounds like a really bad television show,” I noted. “The Wonder that is Mario, a television show for people who enjoy being slapped.”

      “Oh, is that what happened to your face?” Realization dawned on Derrick. “How many times were you slapped?”

      “Just one.”

      “I saw you slapped three times,” Eliot pointed out.

      “Oh, right. Three times. I enjoyed each and every love tap, though. Just wait. Those women will warm up to me.”

      “Forget the smacks,” Grandpa instructed. “He’s got a lot more slaps in his future. Trust me.”

      “Why do you say that?” Mom asked. “He’s a good boy. You’re a good boy, right, Mario?”

      “I’m the best boy,” Mario replied, unveiling the special smile he kept in his pocket for my mother when she was feeling petulant. “People everywhere wish they could be a boy like me.”

      Grandpa rolled his eyes. “He inherited the family mouth just like Avery,” he argued. “He’s going to get slapped. The only reason she doesn’t get slapped more is because she knows how to fight women – and win – and men would go to jail for putting their hands on her. Frankly, I’m surprised Mr. Long Hair over there hasn’t locked her in the basement to shut her up.”

      Eliot smiled indulgently. “I happen to be a fan of her mouth … er, at least most of the time. When she gets to be too much I go to the gun range.”

      “I can see that.” Grandpa had seemingly forgotten about his meal, which was unheard of because he enjoyed eating with the best of them. “Is this the radio guy who is on trial?”

      “For rape,” I acknowledged.

      “And do we actually think he’s guilty of rape?”

      I briefly met Eliot’s gaze and shrugged. “We don’t know. That’s up to the jury. I listened to some testimony today, and it was fairly compelling.”

      “He’s guilty,” Derrick interjected, grim. “Trust me. I was part of the investigative team who brought him in. He’s guilty.”

      “I’m not sure he is.” Grandpa wasn’t one to agree simply because a family member told him he should. “I listen to his radio show quite often, and he says he was set up. I can see that. Do you want to know why? People are creative when they want to take down a strong man.”

      His argument struck a chord in me. “You listen to his show?”

      He bobbed his head. “He says some sensible things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Things were better when women wanted to stay home and raise children. The happiest years of my life were when your grandmother was stuck at home taking care of our children and I was off fishing.”

      “Do you not hear what’s wrong with that statement?”

      “No. What’s wrong with it?”

      “She was home taking care of the kids – kids you were fifty-percent responsible for, by the way – and you were off having a good time. That’s not fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair, kid,” he reminded me. “Sometimes you have to do what you have to do. That’s why I like you. That’s a lesson you learned early.”

      “But I’m a woman working in a field dominated by men,” I reminded him. “Should I be home having kids?”

      “I’ve seen your work when left to babysit your cousins,” he replied without missing a beat. “You should never under any circumstances be left alone with children.”

      “So … I’m different?”

      “You’re you.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He let loose a disgruntled sigh. “Kid, you always have to back people into a corner so you can win. That’s the thing I hate most about you.”

      “I get it from you!”

      “I know, that’s why I hate it.” He remained calm, but it was obviously an effort. “I’m not saying that you shouldn’t work. You would go insane if you were stuck at home. Plus, let’s face it, the youth of America is not safe with you. That doesn’t mean other women shouldn’t stay home.”

      “I agree … as long as they want it,” I said. “Being a homemaker is an admirable endeavor. It is not something that’s owed to men, though. If a woman wants to stay home, good for her. If she doesn’t, then she shouldn’t have to.”

      “And what about the children?” Grandpa challenged. “Someone has to stay home to take care of them.”

      “Let the guy do it.”

      “Oh, please.” Grandpa rolled his eyes. “Is Eliot going to quit his job and stay home with your kids when they come?”

      “We’re not having kids.”

      I expected him to argue, but instead he merely nodded. “Actually, I’m pretty sure I already knew that. It’s probably a wise decision for the two of you. It will work. You can both keep your jobs and do whatever weird stuff you feel like at night without having to worry about tucking kids in.”

      “What about Derrick?” I asked, refusing to let it go. “When his baby gets here, should he stay home and take care of it?”

      “Of course not. That’s Devon’s job.”

      “What?” Eyes wide, Devon slowly tore her attention from her overflowing plate. “Did he just say what I think he said?”

      It was odd for me to be on the same side as Devon, but that didn’t mean I was going to abandon her to my grandfather’s old-fashioned views. “He thinks you should stay home after you give birth. Is that what you’re going to do? Give up your job?”

      “Um … actually I was thinking of getting an in-house nanny. After my maternity leave, I mean. I get six months of maternity leave, so the baby will be older when it’s time.”

      “You can’t do that,” Grandpa argued. “It’s not the nanny’s job.”

      “It is if she pays her,” I argued. “That’s the definition of a job.”

      “But … no.” He shook his head, fervent. “This is the sort of situation where Bart Savage is right. She should stay home. Derrick will bring home the bacon and she can feed it to the kid.”

      Devon was appalled. “I make more money than he does.”

      “Not everything is about money.”

      “Ugh. I can’t even deal with this family,” Devon groused. “I just … who would’ve thought I agreed with you, Avery?” She sneered in my direction. “I never saw it coming.”

      That made two of us. “I’m going to need cake to go with the prime rib,” I announced. “I’m feeling the need to eat my feelings.”

      Eliot laughed. “Then you can clean the house when we get back while I put my feet up and watch the basketball game. That is your job, after all.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How far are you willing to push this?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. If you could give me a hint when I get too close to the line that would be great.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll definitely give you a hint.” In the form of a kick to the behind.

      “That’s all I ask.”

      We lapsed into silence for a bit, everyone glaring at everyone else. Finally, Eliot leaned closer to me to whisper.

      “I should probably sleep with one eye open tonight, huh?”

      “And an athletic cup.”

      “Good to know.”
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          24 Twenty-Four

        

      

    

    
      I slept hard.

      Fighting with my family takes it out of me.

      Eliot stood with me for the entire argument — and the fact that Devon and I were on the same side was sobering — but everyone was testy with one another when we left, our bellies full of prime rib and my agitation firing on all cylinders.

      We fell into bed, a sleep coma of sorts, not long after returning. After a full nine hours of slumber, I was ready to wake and greet the day.

      “Hey.” Eliot stretched and gave me a sidelong look. “Are you growly this morning or cuddly?”

      “I am never cuddly.”

      “I beg to differ. After we binge-watched the entire season of Outlander you were cuddly. That show really does it for you ... even though you pretend you don’t watch it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t like Outlander. I like ... learning about history with a time travel twist, and that’s one of my only options. There’s a difference.”

      “You like that hot Scottish guy.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. “Yes, well, he strips down so often I can’t look away. I don’t really like him, I just can’t not look at him.”

      “That must be it.” He rolled to face me. “Do you want to talk about last night?”

      That was a loaded question. “Do you want to talk about last night? Obviously you do or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “I want to make sure you’re aware that I don’t want you to do any of the things your grandfather mentioned last night.”

      “What about being ready for sex at the drop of a hat? I mean ... he did throw that in toward the tail end of the fight. Apparently he believes it’s a woman’s job to provide sex whenever the male asks.”

      Eliot chuckled, the sound low and throaty. “To be fair, I think he threw that in because he wanted to see how far he could push you. I don’t think he believes that.”

      “Oh, you don’t know. He’s a Neanderthal when he wants to be.”

      “He might’ve been that way when he first got married, believed certain things because that was a sign of the times, but I very much doubt he would want that for his children and grandchildren.”

      I wasn’t so sure. “I’m mad at him.”

      “I know. The thing is, you love him. He’s a pain in the keister, but you truly love him. He loves you, too. There’s a reason he gravitates toward you.”

      “Yes, he likes messing with me.”

      “Besides that.”

      “He likes loud people and I’m always ready to make a scene.”

      Eliot’s hands snaked around my waist as he gave me a good tickle. “Besides that.”

      I squirmed. “I’m coming up empty. You’ll have to give me a hint.”

      “You entertain him ... and that’s what he cares about most. He also admires you. So, while he might have some antiquated ideas regarding gender roles, he wants what’s best for you. He would never deny that.”

      I wanted to argue the point but I knew that it was a losing cause. “Ugh.” I buried my face in Eliot’s chest. “My family makes me tired.”

      “You make me tired, but we still manage to make things work.”

      “You like me and you know it.”

      He laughed. “I do. I don’t want what happened last night to throw you off your game. You were already feeling susceptible to negative thoughts because you buried your inner scoop monster and let the story of the year pass.”

      “I really wish you wouldn’t bring that up.”

      “Well, I have no choice. I’m proud of the decision you made. It was the right one.”

      “Then why do I feel so ... unsettled?”

      “Because it doesn’t always come natural for you. That competitive streak you have — which you inherited from your grandfather, by the way — doesn’t allow you to lose gracefully. That’s why things got so out of control last night. No one in your family likes to lose.”

      “That’s because losing sucks.”

      “I don’t know. Do you remember when we played miniature golf this summer? I lost and we had a ball afterward.”

      I smiled at the memory. “You made all those pirate jokes because we were at a pirate-themed course.”

      “We had fun ... and I didn’t win.”

      “Yeah, but I won and that’s joyous for everyone.”

      He snickered before sobering. “Maybe this will be one of those occasions when everyone will win because you took a step back.”

      I blinked several times as I absorbed his words. “Step back? I’m not stepping back. I’m digging deeper.”

      “How?”

      “There’s more to the story,” I replied without hesitation. “I don’t know exactly what that ‘more’ is, but I’m definitely going to find out.”

      He sighed. “Of course you are.”

      “I can’t let it go now. I need to know.”

      “But what do you expect to uncover?”

      I shrugged. “If those women are telling the truth, they deserve their day in court and Savage should be locked up. If those women are lying, that needs to come out, too.”

      “Even though you don’t like him or the message he stands for?”

      “That doesn’t mean he should go down for a rape he didn’t commit,” I pointed out. “That said, I think it’s more likely that Savage is as bad as we think, but he’s also smart. He knew he had to get ahead of the story and he used Ally as a pawn in his manipulation.”

      “How are you going to prove that?”

      “I don’t know. Yet. I’ll figure it out.”

      His fingers glanced over my cheek as he shook his head. “You always do.”

      “Yeah.” I grinned. “You said it yourself: I like to win.”

      “Well, I’ll help you win if I can. What do you want me to do?”

      “I need to think about it.”

      “Can you think about it in the shower and over breakfast? We should probably head downtown sooner. I expect the parking situation to be a mess today as more people show up for the protest.”

      “Are you buying me breakfast?”

      “Yup.”

      “Then I’m in.”

      “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.”

      

      WE PARKED BEHIND ELIOT’S shop. He had a designated spot, which was to our benefit, and I dropped my computer in his office before wandering toward the front window. I was absolutely flabbergasted when I saw the sight playing out before me.

      “Will you look at that?”

      Eliot, perhaps recognizing the awe in my voice, skirted out from behind the counter and joined me. The look on his face when he took in the crowd — there had to be more than one-thousand people already gathered in the courtyard — was hard to explain.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” He exhaled heavily. “This is going to blow up in spectacular fashion.”

      I didn’t doubt that for a second. “I don’t even know where to start,” I admitted.

      “I do.” Eliot pointed toward a truck parked in the prime spot closest to the courthouse. I recognized it immediately ... and the people standing in the open window toward the back.

      “Oh, I’m going to ... !” I broke off and mimed a violent act. I had no idea what I was going to do, but odds were good it wouldn’t be pretty.

      There, holding court in the middle of the melee, were Grandpa and Mario. They’d dusted off their food truck, driven it south and parked it in the middle of the protestors. The signs on the exterior boasted self-righteous burgers and rage-free eggs.

      “I get the rage-free eggs thing,” Eliot noted. “You know, like cage-free.”

      I shot him a quelling look. “Yeah. I got it.”

      He poked my side. “Someone has the cranks this morning.”

      “I don’t have the cranks. I ... ugh.” My annoyance spiked as Grandpa handed John Crawford what looked to be a breakfast sandwich. “Are they trying to kill me?”

      “I’m guessing that’s a side benefit.” He watched me stalk toward the door. “I take it you’re going over there.”

      “You bet I’m going over there.”

      “I can’t until Fawn gets here to take over the floor. Please don’t pick a fight so I’ll be forced to leave the place unwatched to protect your honor.”

      I jerked open the door and glared at him. “I don’t need you to protect my honor. I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

      Eliot didn’t look convinced. “Don’t mouth off to the wrong person.”

      “Do I ever?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I disappeared through the door without another word — or a backward glance — and stomped across the street. Mario noticed me coming before Grandpa and whispered something to him as I closed the distance. In response, Grandpa merely arched an eyebrow and continued talking to John.

      “We thought it was important to feed you guys,” he said. “Protesting is tiring business. We’ll be here all day to make sure you have food and refreshments.”

      John beamed at him. “This is truly a great idea. It’s nice to have someone in a power position who believes in the cause.” He held up a fist for Grandpa to bump.

      Clearly uncomfortable, Grandpa spared me a glance. “Oh, well, we’re not taking sides.”

      John obviously hadn’t noticed me because he kept his gaze on Grandpa. “I get what you’re saying.” He tapped the side of his nose. “You have to be neutral. If you don’t serve the chicks then you’ll get arrested for not bowing down to the vagina.”

      Ugh. What was that supposed to mean? “I think my grandfather bows to the vagina more than he wants to admit,” I interjected, the words escaping before I thought better about uttering them. The last thing I wanted was to share a conversation with John, and now that was inevitable.

      The man turned slowly, his eyes darkening when he realized I was standing behind him. “Your grandfather?” He didn’t look happy with the realization. “Why would your grandfather be here?”

      “Because he’s an entrepreneur,” I replied without hesitation. “He likes making money.”

      “Who doesn’t?” John’s gaze was searing. “I thought maybe you were off this story. I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

      “You two know each other?” Grandpa asked, his eyes darting between us. “How so?”

      “This is Dan Crawford’s father,” I explained.

      “And that’s the dead guy?”

      John wrenched his gaze back to my grandfather. “He was a patriot, not some ‘the dead guy.’”

      Grandpa held up his hands. “I didn’t mean it in an insulting manner.”

      “How did you mean it?”

      “Ignore him,” I instructed Grandpa, jerking my thumb toward John. “He can’t help himself from being a tool. He’s been on his best behavior in public for the past few days. I think the act is wearing thin.”

      “Now you wait just a gosh-darned minute.” John reached out to grab my arm but I was expecting the move and easily sidestepped him, keeping distance between us.

      “Don’t even think about touching me,” I warned.

      “Definitely not,” Grandpa agreed. “If you touch her, I’m going to touch you ... although not in a dirty way. I just realized how that sounded.” Grandpa peered through the food truck order window and snagged my gaze. “He doesn’t think I want to get sexual with him, does he?”

      It was such a surreal moment I could do nothing but laugh. “I think you’re safe.”

      “And I think I’ve had it with your mouth,” John warned, extending a finger. “I don’t like your attitude. You’ve been nothing but a pain from the start.”

      That was rich coming from him. “We’ve seen each other once,” I reminded him. “You were drinking in your driveway and acting like the world’s biggest jackhole. The next thing I knew, you were all spiffed up and handling a news conference like a pro. It was all very ... odd.”

      “You’re odd,” he fired back.

      “I’m definitely odd,” I agreed, taking a moment to calm myself before barreling forward. “Have you talked to the police? They’ve been digging on your son’s murder. I’m wondering if they’ve gotten any answers.”

      “Why don’t you ask them?”

      “Because you’re here and it seems more convenient to ask you.”

      “Well ... I wouldn’t share that information with you even if I had it,” John snapped. “I don’t like you.”

      “You don’t have to like me.” I meant it, because I certainly didn’t like him. In fact, he made my skin crawl. “I don’t suppose you could take your attitude over to your friends and play with them, could you? I have a few things I want to discuss with my grandfather and cousin.”

      “And what if I don’t want to go?”

      “Then I’ll be forced to start talking about tampons and feminine napkins,” I replied without hesitation. “You have no idea how much material I’ve been saving up for a rainy day.”

      “You’re disgusting.” John was appalled. “I mean ... absolutely disgusting.”

      “That’s why I always win.”

      Instead of continuing the argument, John opted to slink away. The look he shot me over his shoulder promised we were nowhere done with one another. For now, I pushed him out of my mind and focused on Grandpa and Mario.

      “Are you guys crazy?” I couldn’t keep the accusation out of my voice as I glared at them. “Why would you possibly come here?”

      “Look around,” Grandpa ordered, stern. “We have a captive audience. These people are going to be working up an appetite. Do you have any idea how much money we’re going to be raking in for a couple hours of work?”

      I narrowed my eyes, suspicious. “So ... you’re just here for the money?”

      “What else would we be here for?”

      “Well, Mario is looking for dates,” I replied.

      “I’m still looking for dates,” Mario supplied. “This is a target-rich environment. These women want to be loved. The key is to love them like a romance novel hero.”

      “Oh, geez.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “And I don’t think it matters what you think,” Grandpa argued. “You’re not my keeper, kid.”

      “You realize the courthouse isn’t even open today, right?” I pressed. “These people are here because they want to fight. Savage is not on trial. It’s Saturday. There are no court sessions on Saturday.”

      Grandpa straightened. The reality obviously hadn’t occurred to him. “Oh, well ... huh. I didn’t even think about that.”

      I wasn’t surprised. “The people who are here today aren’t gathering because they’re invested in the trial. They’re gathering because they’re invested in the cause.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessarily a bad thing,” he hedged.

      “Not right now, no. But when things explode? That is going to happen. There’s no ‘if’ about it. It’s only a matter of when.”

      “If you’re so worried, why are you here?” Grandpa challenged. “You don’t have to work on Saturdays.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I was hiding behind a wall of guilt and worry, though, so he couldn’t see the truth. I was fine with that, comfortable even. “I want to be here when things explode,” I answered simply. “I think it’s going to be chaos.”

      “And chaos makes good news copy,” he mused.

      “It does,” I agreed. “You need to promise me something if you’re going to stay here.”

      “Actually, I don’t need to promise you anything,” Grandpa countered. “I’m an adult. I’m allowed to do whatever I want.”

      “I’ll call Jake,” I threatened. “I’ll tell him you’re stirring up trouble. He doesn’t have to allow you to stay here.”

      Grandpa’s expression darkened. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me.”

      We stared at one another for a long beat. He was the first to relent.

      “Fine.” He groaned as he shifted from one foot to the other. “What do you want me to promise you?”

      “That if things get rough, if it gets dangerous, that you’ll close up shop and protect yourselves.”

      “What about you?” he asked. “Are you going to do the same?”

      “To the best of my ability. Believe it or not, I don’t like getting punched in the face or shot at.”

      “Then why are you here?” Grandpa asked. “Why are you pushing things on a weekend?”

      “I don’t have a choice. There’s a big pile of truth out there and I need to find it. I can’t turn back now.”

      “That’s because you’re a pain in the butt.” Grandpa was resigned as he rolled his shoulders. “We won’t insert ourselves into the situation. We’ll be watchful in case there’s an issue.”

      I was relieved. “That’s all I ask.”

      “But if I see you in trouble, I might have to intervene. I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself.”

      “Because I’m a girl and need protecting?” I asked pointedly.

      “Because you inherited my mouth and you’re terrible with boundaries.”

      That was a better answer than I expected. “I’ll be around. Don’t push these people to say or do anything crazy. They’re primed for it without your help.”

      “Right back at you, kid.”
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          25 Twenty-Five

        

      

    

    
      I always hated babysitting.

      As the oldest female cousin in my generation, I was stuck with that duty regularly until my aunts and uncles realized I was ill-equipped for the job. After that, they never asked me again unless it was an emergency ... and even that option was removed at a certain point because they deemed I was bad under pressure.

      For some reason, keeping a watchful eye on my old-school grandfather and emotionally-challenged cousin felt like babysitting. I wanted someone to take the responsibility away from me.

      “I don’t like this,” I groused when Jake joined me in the space behind the truck. There was a line fifty people long waiting for food and drinks. Mario and Grandpa were making money hand over fist ... and the two sides were growing more and more vocal with one another while waiting for their turns to order.

      “I can see why you don’t like this.”

      I smelled something familiar, and when I glanced to my left I realized Jake had a fresh burger in his hand that he was enthusiastically munching while watching the crowd. “Traitor.”

      He smirked. “Your grandfather may be a massive pain, but he’s a fine cook. I remember when he used to make burgers for us all the time when we were kids.”

      It felt like a different life. “He said some things to me last night that ... bothered me.”

      Jake kept eating, but pinned his eyes to me.

      I told him about the previous evening’s dinner. When I was done, instead of commiserating with me he laughed so hard I thought he might choke on his burger. “It’s not funny,” I complained.

      “Oh, it’s a little funny.” He rubbed the back of his hand over his cheek. “You know your grandfather respects you. He thinks you’re the one most like him.”

      “Yes, but he’d prefer if the one most like him was a boy. He’s so disappointed Derrick isn’t the one like him he can hardly see straight.”

      “I think you’re seeing what you want to see because you’re crabby.”

      “And I think you’re annoying me.”

      He sighed, his shoulders hopping. “Fine. Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Great idea. How are things going with Lauren?”

      His expression shifted quickly. “Good.”

      I waited. When he didn’t expound, I decided to prod him. “Good like ‘She’s great in bed but incapable of watching a movie without repeating lines to the point you want to strangle her’ or good like ‘She makes you see little floating hearts when you look at her’?”

      He shot me a dark look. “Good like it’s none of your business.”

      Oh, please. If he thought that was going to work he had another think coming. “I like her.”

      He avoided my pointed gaze. “I know you do.”

      “I picked her out for you. She’s like a less-obnoxious version of me.”

      He chuckled. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s weird and we’re in a delicate place when it comes to balancing things right now,” he answered honestly. “Eliot and I are good. I wasn’t sure we would get there, but we did. We’re friends again despite the fact that we fell out years ago over something that had nothing to do with you. I thought there was a chance we might fall out again, but it’s worked out relatively well.

      “He’s good for you, puts up with your crap in a way I never could, and somehow manages to rein you in when you’re about to go off the rails,” he continued. “Things were tense when I was dating Cara. Most of that is on me. I saw her spiraling and didn’t do anything about it when it was still early and things might’ve ended up different. But they’re better now. I don’t want to ruin that.”

      I pursed my lips, considering. “That’s a bunch of crap,” I said after a beat, taking him by surprise. “You just don’t want Lauren and me spending too much time together because it makes you uncomfortable. You’ll have to suck it up. I like her and it has nothing to do with you.”

      He sighed. “You make me tired, Avery.”

      “You wouldn’t believe how many people say that to me on any given day.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” He trailed off, his eyes going to the food truck. “You know what I find interesting?”

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      He ignored my sarcasm. “I think it’s interesting that you had an argument with your grandfather last night and he’s suddenly here today, in the middle of a volatile situation where you could easily be a target, and he has a clear view of the courtyard.”

      “I ... what?” I was confused.

      “Do you have any idea what time he must have been here to snag that spot? He can see everything from that vantage point.”

      “Yes, and everyone can see him and order food.”

      “They can,” he agreed. “The thing is, while your grandfather enjoys making money — and irritating people to the point they want to cry, something you inherited from him — I don’t think he’s here simply for the business potential.”

      “Are you saying he’s here to watch me? To make sure I don’t get hurt?”

      “That’s exactly why I think he’s here.”

      I wasn’t sure I bought it, and yet the notion niggled at the back of my mind. “I think you’re giving him the benefit of the doubt when it’s probably something else entirely.”

      “Maybe, but I happen to disagree. I’ve known him a long time.”

      “So have I.”

      “Yeah, but while you’re watching the crowd, he’s watching you,” Jake pointed out. “Not everything is black and white ... and just because you think something, that doesn’t always mean it’s true.”

      He had a point, which was irritating. “Don’t you have a job to do?”

      His smile was benign. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      

      THE PROTEST CHANTS WERE so loud I was fighting off a headache within an hour. I decided to take a break and walk around the block to clear my head. I texted Eliot my intentions so he wouldn’t worry. The shop was so full of customers he merely lifted his head and waved out the window after reading it.

      I wasn’t much of a walker. My idea of exercising was playing in the pool, which was officially closed for the season. I had no idea how much I would miss it until the pool store employees showed up to cover it. Now it would be May before I saw it again. Eliot was making noise about us joining a local gym, but I planned to get earplugs before entertaining that idea.

      Still, I hated overwhelming noise — like what was happening in front of the courthouse — more than I did walking. I meandered through the streets, which didn’t take long because downtown Mount Clemens isn’t too large, and before I knew it I realized I was in the parking lot that faced the back of Jenny’s restaurant. Given the events of the past few days, I’d almost forgotten my earlier fixation with her.

      Mike Baxter was in the back messing with the dumpster. He had two bags to hoist inside but apparently the trash receptacle was overflowing because he was rearranging things to fit. He seemed agitated, and he viciously swore when a bag tumbled from the top of the stack and landed on the ground.

      “You need to get on the phone with the garbage company and get them out here, Jenny,” he barked, causing me to turn my attention to the open back door. It was early. The restaurant wasn’t due to open for at least another hour, but Jenny was obviously the sort who believed in extensive prep work.

      She appeared in the opening, her hair swept back in a bun, and fixed him with an annoyed look. “You’re the head bartender. Why don’t you call them?”

      “Because you’re the boss.”

      She let loose a throaty chuckle. “That’s not what you said last night when we closed the place down.” The words were flirty, the intent obvious. The way she looked at him made me uncomfortable. I was standing in the middle of the parking lot, nowhere to hide other than behind a car, so I reacted the only way I could: I ducked down and hid. There was no way I intended to own up to the fact that I’d been eavesdropping.

      Mike was so intent on his boss that he didn’t as much as look in my direction. Instead, he made a growling noise as he stalked closer to her, not waiting for an invitation before planting his lips on hers. They melted into each other, bad porn music playing in the back of my head, and I was debating if I could manage an escape while they were fixated on each other.

      That’s when another voice joined the fray.

      “You guys are so disgusting. I wish you would act your ages. I mean ... it’s like being in high school, and I should know because I was there a few years ago.”

      I jerked my head to the side, my eyes going wide when I caught sight of Lily. Where had she come from? More importantly, why was she hanging out with Jenny? Were they friends? If so, they’d both managed to conveniently forget that little tidbit.

      “What are you doing here?” Jenny asked, swiveling. “I thought we agreed you were going to keep your distance for a bit.”

      My heart hammered. Could it be? Were they working together? The mere notion boggled the mind ... and yet it was the first solid lead I’d had in days regarding Crawford’s death. If he really was the antichrist, as both women had indicated, then they might’ve decided forming a partnership was the way to go.

      “Well, I wanted to see what was going on at the protest,” Lily replied. “I figured I would stop here for something to eat before that. There’s a food truck out there, but I’m trying to watch my figure.” She did a little dance and showed off her assets. “How do you think it’s been working?”

      “I think you’re twenty-two and you don’t need to diet,” Jenny shot back. “Go inside. I’ll fix you something to eat. We need to talk anyway.”

      The second her back was turned, I shuffled to my left. If I could make it ten feet I could disappear into a stand of trees and circle back to the protest from the opposite direction. It would take longer, but it would be worth it.

      Because I’m me, though, I wasn’t paying close enough attention. I ran into a metal trash receptacle, my belt buckle making a loud clang in the process. I made a face as I slid around it, and when I risked a glance back at the alley behind Jenny’s restaurant I found the owner standing with Mike. It was clear that she recognized me by the twisted scowl on her face … and she didn’t look happy at the interruption.

      “Oh, well, crap!”

      

      “YOU HAVEN’T SEEN ME.”

      I raced into Eliot’s shop and immediately headed toward his office. The shop was devoid of customers and Fawn was cleaning the glass cases. She raised her eyes, confused, but kept her mouth shut. Eliot didn’t play that way.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he called out, following me. “Where have you been? I thought you were going for a five-minute walk. It’s been more than an hour.”

      I paused by his office door and debated my options. Finally, I chose the easiest route. “You haven’t seen me,” I repeated, shutting the door. At that exact moment I heard the bell over Eliot’s door clang to announce someone had entered the shop. I had no doubt who it was.

      I pressed my ear to the door and breathed evenly to calm myself. This was a big twist ...and I had no idea how to deal with it.

      “May I help you?” Eliot asked, his voice calm and welcoming.

      “We’re looking for Avery Shaw.” I recognized Jenny’s voice. “We believe she came in here.”

      “She’s not here,” Eliot replied. “Perhaps check across the street at the protest. She lives over there these days.”

      “But you know her, don’t you?”

      I had no trouble making out the voices. Jenny sounded agitated, which I didn’t take as a good sign.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” Eliot supplied. “We live together.”

      “I see.” I heard murmuring. Jenny and Lily were discussing something with one another but I couldn’t make out distinct words. “We would really like to see her,” Jenny announced. “We’re certain we saw her come in here. She darted through the door just as we were rounding the corner.”

      “Well, I’ve been in the lobby for the past two hours,” Eliot replied. “I think I would’ve noticed her enter. She’s not exactly quiet.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jenny made an exasperated sound. “We really need to talk to her. It’s important.”

      “I can get her a message,” Eliot offered. “Tell me who you are and I’ll see if I can track her down. She should be close enough to stop in if she’s not busy with something else.”

      “My name is Jennifer Williams. This is Lily Paddington. She interviewed us earlier this week.”

      I wished I could’ve seen Eliot’s face because imagining his expression was difficult.

      “I see.” He didn’t hesitate. “I’ll call her from my office and get her over here.”

      “We’ll just wait here,” Jenny offered. “Tell her we’re not leaving until she talks to us.”

      “I will do that.”

      I moved away from the door to allow Eliot in. His eyebrows were already migrating toward his forehead when he entered. “Are they armed?” I asked once he closed the door. “Do they look like they want to kill me?”

      “They don’t look happy,” he replied. “They almost look afraid. Why are they chasing you?”

      “Because someone put a garbage can in the weirdest spot in the world. I ran into it when I was sneaking away after eavesdropping on them.”

      “What were you doing eavesdropping on them?”

      I didn’t like his tone. “Hey, I was minding my own business and taking a walk when I happened upon them. I had no idea they were close so, of course, I stopped to listen.”

      “Of course.”

      “They said weird things, like how they weren’t supposed to be seen together. They’re obviously tight, though, because Jenny was going to cook Lily something to eat.”

      “I’m pretty sure that goes along with owning a restaurant,” he said dryly.

      “Well ... it was weird to me.”

      “What are you going to do about them?” he pressed. “They say they’re not leaving until you talk to them.”

      I glanced around the office. “You can bring me food here. Drinks probably aren’t a good idea in case I need to use the restroom. Eventually they’ll give up. They don’t seem the type to really commit to a good stalking.”

      Eliot’s face was devoid of amusement. “Avery ... .”

      “I can’t go out there,” I hissed. “They’ll shoot me.”

      “They’re not armed.”

      “Then they’ll yell at me and go back to get your gun range buddy to shoot me.”

      “I think you’re making a big deal out of this,” he pressed. “There’s no reason for them to shoot you.”

      “I know they were together.”

      “So what? They both shared the same jerk of an ex-husband. Maybe they bonded over that.”

      “But ... .” That made zero sense. “I think I’m going to stay in here. Let me know when they leave.”

      “You are not staying here.” He grabbed me by the back of the neck and directed me toward the door. “You’re going to deal with your issues like a big girl. Then, if you’re good, I’ll buy you an ice cream cone.”

      “It had better be a big ice cream cone.”

      “I’ll even include sprinkles.”

      “Now we’re talking.”
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          26 Twenty-Six

        

      

    

    
      I was reticent when I opened the office door, poking my head out to see if there was any chance I could escape without anyone noticing. That seemed unlikely because Jenny and Lily had positioned themselves between the counter and the door. If I wanted to get out I’d have to run through them.

      I was considering just that when Eliot gave me a little shove in an effort to increase my speed and joined me in the shop.

      “Fawn, why don’t you take a break?” he suggested, keeping his eyes on the visiting women. “Go to the diner and get something to eat.”

      Fawn eagerly glanced between faces. “And miss this? Your girlfriend is finally going to get what’s coming to her. If you think I don’t want to see it ... well, you’re crazy.”

      Eliot sighed and dragged his left hand through his hair (while keeping his right hand on the back of my neck to make sure I didn’t bolt). “Just go.” His voice was firm as he regarded her. “Make sure you stay gone for thirty minutes.”

      “But ... .” The look on Fawn’s face was murderous.

      “Go,” Eliot repeated. “This is a private matter.”

      “Of course this is a private matter,” she muttered under her breath, stomping out from behind the counter. “Everything Avery does is private ... or special ... something that makes you laugh. I can’t do anything right, and all she does is wrong but you treat her like a queen. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s a witch and she’s got you under her spell.”

      “Don’t make me curse you, Fawn,” I warned, managing to keep my composure despite the way Jenny’s glare jangled my nerves. “Just get out.”

      Once Fawn was gone, Eliot moved to the front door and turned the sign so it read “Be back soon” and then locked the door. “I want to make sure we’re not interrupted,” he said, sliding around Lily and ignoring the way she looked him up and down. “If things get out of hand, I will be forced to take matters into my own hands. I’m just making you aware of that.”

      Jenny slid him a sidelong look. “Mike says he knows you.”

      “We hang out at the range occasionally,” Eliot agreed.

      “He mentioned you took Avery to the range the other day and she spent the entire time watching him.” Jenny’s tone was accusatory. “Was that on purpose?”

      “No,” I lied smoothly before Eliot could respond. “He was trying to teach me how to fire a gun I bought eons ago. It didn’t go well. I have an aversion to firearms.”

      “Really?” Jenny’s demeanor was edgy, as if she wanted to catch me in a lie and was looking for any opportunity. “I believe I read a story about you shooting a man who was attacking you outside The Monitor about a year ago.”

      My heart stuttered at the memory. “That happened, but it wasn’t my gun.”

      “I don’t like where you’re going with this,” Eliot warned, his arms folded over his chest. “Avery shot him because he was going to kill her. He was advancing ... and the sheriff was already down thanks to this individual shooting him. She did what she had to do.”

      “Do you think I’m arguing with that sentiment?” Jenny challenged.

      “I simply want to know why you’re here.”

      “And I want to know why Ms. Shaw was spying on us,” she shot back. “Don’t bother denying it. We saw you. That thing you did when you pretended we weren’t yelling your name was mildly entertaining. Your boyfriend was so convincing when denying you were here I actually started doubting myself, even though I saw you go through the door.”

      Her attitude irked me. I’d originally planned to apologize and claim it was a mistake. Now, though, I really didn’t care if I’d ruffled her feathers. “I was out walking to clear my head,” I offered. “Then I saw Mike behind the restaurant ... and you. I was already suspicious because of your proximity to the courthouse and the fact that I know you’re married and caught you making out with your head bartender out in the open for anybody to see.”

      Jenny’s face slackened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

      “Oh, really? Don’t do that. It belittles us both.”

      “Besides,” Eliot added. “We both saw you when we were checking out the roof the other day. I recognized Mike.”

      “And I happen to know he’s not your husband,” I added. “Because you’d just finished explaining that you loved your second husband and he was a good stepfather to your daughter not long before, I was understandably curious as to why you would cheat on him.”

      “I ... you ... .” Jenny sucked in a breath to calm herself. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know you’re cheating on your husband.”

      “I love my husband,” she barked, her eyes flashing. “I just ... he’s not all that exciting. I know that sounds horrible, but it’s the truth. He’s been the absolute best stepfather my daughter could’ve asked for. It’s just ... he’s boring.”

      I tilted my head to the side, considering. “So divorce him. I don’t understand cheating on someone. It’s more hurtful than telling the truth. Unless, well, you want both of them.”

      “I don’t want to give up the life I’ve built,” she clarified. “Mike is important to me. We clicked the moment we met. I won’t apologize for that.”

      “And I’m not going to apologize for spying,” I supplied. “I didn’t seek you out. I was wandering around to get some space — all the people at the courthouse are starting to make me feel claustrophobic — and you guys drew my attention. If you don’t want to be watched, take it inside.”

      “Yes, well, that’s neither here nor there.” Jenny’s temper sizzled. “I want to know what you plan to do with what you saw.”

      That was an interesting question. “I don’t care about your affair.” That was the truth ... as long as the affair didn’t lead her to commit murder.

      “I’m not talking about the affair.” Jenny jerked her thumb in Lily’s direction. The younger woman stood with a worried look on her angular features. “You’re aware that Lily and I have been hanging out. You’re the sort of person who would use that information to her advantage.”

      Oh, well, that did it. “Yes, this is my fault,” I drawled. “I’m the one who has been lying and hiding a really odd partnership.”

      “I haven’t been lying,” Jenny fired back. “You didn’t ask about my relationship with Lily.”

      I searched my memory. Was that true? Sadly, there was a possibility she was right. I couldn’t remember specifically asking her about Lily. I’d asked Doug about his stepmothers, but he had zero contact with Lily, so I let it go.

      “Well, I’m glad we got that cleared up,” I offered. “Have a nice day.”

      Jenny didn’t move toward the door. “You think we did it, don’t you?” Her voice was high enough that it almost turned screechy. “You think we killed Dan.”

      “I think there’s a lot of weirdness going on here,” I clarified. “If you expect me to lie and say that I don’t find it odd that you guys are hanging out despite having nothing in common, you’re nuts. When you couple that with the fact that you have a very good shooter at your fingertips ... well ... it’s suspicious.”

      I could feel Eliot’s eyes on my profile but he kept silent.

      “We didn’t kill Dan,” Lily volunteered, her eyes furtive as they darted around the shop. “I don’t know why you would think that. I mean ... what’s in it for us?”

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “Money could be at stake. I’ll be digging into that. It could be revenge. Dan turned out to be a rotten husband, after all. I don’t know what you two are up to, but I’m going to find out.”

      “You’re looking in the wrong place.” Jenny’s voice was strong, assertive. “We have no reason to kill Dan. I told you he was a rotten husband, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him dead. He was my daughter’s father.”

      “And I’m sure she’s represented in his will,” I said. “Unless he left his money to Bart Savage, the most likely beneficiaries are his three children. That might be something you’re interested in.”

      “But it’s not.” Jenny refused to back down. “Besides, Dan wasn’t leaving anything to the kids. He told me that himself. He was angry because he believed they turned on him and he didn’t want to reward them for their disloyalty. Those were his words. The kids weren’t going to benefit, which means we weren’t going to benefit.”

      It was an interesting argument ... and part of me believed her. “Then who would’ve benefitted?”

      “His sole beneficiary,” Jenny replied without hesitation. “His father, John.”

      “And he knows how to shoot,” Lily added. “He had, like, thirty guns. He brags about it.”

      I shifted a quick look to Eliot and found him watching me with unreadable eyes. “That doesn’t explain why you two are suddenly buddies,” I said finally.

      “Lily came to me when she realized her marriage to Dan was crumbling,” Jenny explained. “He told her a lot of awful things about me — which is his way — and she realized after the fact that they probably weren’t true. She was still trying to salvage her marriage and wanted to hear the truth ... something that didn’t initially go over well.”

      “We argued,” Lily volunteered. “I thought she was lying to me. I realized after a bit that wasn’t true — she had no reason to lie to me — so I went back and we talked. She helped me figure out a few things before I left. I’m grateful to her. We sort of bonded over it.”

      “What things did she help you sort out?” I asked, legitimately curious.

      “An apartment, opening my own bank account, filling out a résumé.” Lily was rueful. “I had never done any of those things.”

      “I felt bad for her,” Jenny added. “The friendship simply grew the more time we spent together.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you hid it,” I persisted.

      “I didn’t hide it. I simply didn’t volunteer the information. I didn’t figure it was my place.”

      I blew out a sigh as I leaned against the counter. “You have answers for everything, don’t you?”

      Jenny shrugged. “I only have the truth. If you want a suspect, you should focus on John. He has the most to gain. I don’t feel bad for Dan. I don’t miss him. I don’t think he got what he deserved either.

      “He was a misguided man who never felt comfortable in his own skin,” she continued. “That’s why he wanted to tell others how to live their lives. He couldn’t live the life he envisioned for himself so he wanted to boss around others. It’s a classic response.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And how do you know that?”

      “I’m a big fan of therapy.”

      I wanted to ask if her therapist was aware of her extracurricular activities, but I opted to keep my mouth shut. “I’ll take this new information under advisement,” I said finally.

      “And mind your own business about my husband?”

      “I have no interest in ruining your marriage.” Honestly, that was low on my list of priorities. “That doesn’t mean I necessarily believe you. This whole thing makes me suspect.”

      “You’re good at your job.” She sounded sure of herself. “You’ll find out the truth. I have faith in that.”

      That made one of us.

      

      ONCE FAWN WAS BACK IN THE SHOP — her look of disappointment when she realized I was not only still alive but unbruised was hilarious — Eliot and I took a break on the bench outside. I wanted to talk away from Fawn’s prying ears, something he instinctively understood.

      “What do you think?” he asked, flipping my hand over so he could trace the lines on my palm. He’d been largely quiet since the showdown.

      “I don’t know.” I opted for honesty. “It makes sense in a way.”

      “The way she and Lily bonded?”

      I nodded. “My first impression of Jenny was that she was smart and capable. Lily is the exact opposite. I can see Jenny trying to help.”

      “But?”

      “But when so many coincidences come together, there’s usually a reason for it,” I supplied. “I mean, if Jenny loves her husband so much, why cheat on him?”

      “Sometimes an affair isn’t about love as much as it is lust.”

      “Yeah?” I pinned him with a look. “Do me a favor; if you fall in lust with someone else, just walk away. I would rather deal with that than betrayal.”

      His lips quirked. “Trouble, I don’t think that really applies to us. Some people are wired to cheat. They’re missing a chip in their heads that tells them it’s wrong to hurt someone in that manner.

      “Most people who cheat are dissatisfied,” he continued. “I’m not a cheater. Even if I was, I’m not dissatisfied. Believe it or not, you’re all I can handle. Taking on someone else feels ... overwhelming.”

      I laughed despite myself. “I guess it’s good I have such a big personality, huh?”

      “I think so.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I would rather you walk away.”

      “Well, it won’t be an issue for us. Push that out of your head and focus on the bigger picture.” He inclined his head toward the protesters. “That’s Dan Crawford’s father, right?”

      I followed his gaze, frowning when I caught sight of the man in question. He stood to the side of the rabble-rousers, amusement flitting across his craggy features. He looked to be having a good time, which only made me want to smack him around all the more. “That’s him.”

      “I’ll look into Crawford’s finances. I started a search the day after the shooting because I wanted to be proactive after ... well, after.”

      I squeezed his hand. I remembered his fervor after the shooting. He worked overtime to bottle his emotions and tamp down his protective urges, for which I was grateful. “If John really is the one getting everything, that would give him a motive. He seems the sort to hide behind something like this.”

      “Do you think he would kill his own son, though?”

      That was the question. “I don’t know.” I couldn’t decide if I believed John was capable of murdering his own son. “He didn’t seem all that broken up over Dan’s death the first day I met him, but he was drinking in the driveway. He could’ve been covering up his real feelings.”

      “Maybe,” Eliot agreed. “The thing is, I don’t think he’s your shooter even if he has motive.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Look at his hand, the one he’s holding his coffee with.”

      I narrowed my eyes and stared at the clutched hand, my stomach shifting a bit when I realized he was shaking. “Do you think he’s hungover, maybe going through withdrawal?”

      He shook his head. “That’s something else. This is a very specific sort of tremor. I know because my uncle had the same sort of issues when I was a teenager.”

      I slanted a look in his direction. “Don’t leave me in suspense.”

      “It’s Parkinson’s disease.” Eliot was matter-of-fact. “I would say he’s several years past his diagnosis and on medication. He shouldn’t be drinking, which would only make things worse.”

      “So he’s sick.” My mind was busy. “Does that mean he’s innocent?”

      “I think it means he’s incapable of finding his target and pulling the trigger,” Eliot replied.

      “The shooter missed a few times,” I reminded him. “Perhaps he got lucky and hit what he was aiming for after missing several times.”

      “Perhaps. I simply don’t think he’s capable of pulling that off. I first noticed the tremor when he was standing next to you at the food truck. I thought about going over and saying something to him, but I held back because I figured you wanted to handle the situation on your own.”

      “He’s not a threat to me,” I said.

      “No. I don’t think he was a threat to his son either. He might’ve talked big, but that doesn’t mean he killed him.”

      “So who does that leave?”

      “I don’t know. You’re the expert.”

      Sadly, I didn’t feel that way. “I need to think.”

      “Ah, words that strike fear in me each and every time.”

      I managed a smile and poked his side. “I’m serious. I feel as if I’m missing something. I hate that feeling.”

      “Go ahead and think.” He leaned back in his seat. “I’ll be here when you’re ready to bounce ideas off me.”

      “You’re always good for that.”

      “I am. I’m a god among mortals.”

      “And you’re humble.”
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      The situation in front of the courthouse felt hot later that afternoon, as if it were a powder keg ready to blow. The members of WASP and WOMB (which, to me, sounded like the most entertaining superhero movie ever) were busy amping up their rhetoric when I ducked inside Eliot’s shop for a breather.

      He eyed me speculatively. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded without making eye contact, causing Fawn to snort.

      “Look at her face,” Fawn said. “I think she’s going to pass out.”

      “I’m not going to pass out.” I barked the words even as I contemplated how to keep from falling over.

      “Come here.” Eliot appeared at my side. I hadn’t even seen him move, so my reflexes were definitely slowed. He led me to a small living room set in the corner of the room. He kept it to conduct business, and I was grateful to sink onto the low couch because it was directly below an air conditioning vent.

      “I’m fine,” I offered, leaning my face up to the cool air. “I just ... it’s loud out there.”

      “And you don’t take noise and heat well,” he mused, pressing the back of his hand to my forehead. “I think you’ve gotten too much sun.”

      “We won’t have to worry about that in another month,” I said. “It’s Michigan. We’re about to slide into six months of darkness.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating.” He got to his feet. “I’m grabbing a bottle of water. Fawn, keep an eye on her. If she tries to leave, stop her.”

      Fawn straightened her shoulders, her eyes going wide. “You want me to stop her? How?”

      “By any means necessary.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” I whined. “She’ll start pulling my hair and open-hand slapping if you’re not careful.”

      “Stay there,” Eliot ordered. “I’ll be right back.”

      Under different circumstances I would’ve disobeyed on sheer principle. But my head was pounding and I needed a few minutes to decompress.

      “Maybe you have a tumor,” Fawn offered helpfully. “That would explain quite a few things.”

      “I think it’s more likely that I’m about to transform into She-Hulk for the first time,” I drawled. “That means you should keep your distance from me because you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry ... and you tend to make me really angry.”

      “Oh, you’re so ... funny.” Fawn made a face that would’ve caused me to laugh under different circumstances and then stepped aside when Eliot returned to the room. His expression was hard to read as he pressed a cold washcloth to my forehead and opened a bottle of aspirin.

      “Here. Take this.” He pressed two tablets into my hand and cracked a bottle of water. I downed the tablets without complaint and guzzled half the water before handing back the bottle.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      “You’re welcome.” I expected Eliot to leave me to rest in solitude. Instead, he moved closer to me and rearranged my body so I could lay with my head on his lap. He tugged one of the throw pillows from under my feet and arranged it between my face and his thighs. “Why did you stay outside when you knew you were getting a headache?”

      That was a good question. “I didn’t realize it was happening until it was already too late. I was watching Mario and Grandpa.”

      “Ah. And?”

      “And what? My family is crazy. You need look no further than them when you want explanations for my attitude.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t think they’re that bad.” He was quiet for a moment and then obviously re-thought his stance. “But if Mario tries to pick up any of the women today they’re going to do more than slap him.”

      “I know. I told him to keep his tracker active on his cell phone in case they try to run an It on him.”

      Eliot’s finger was light against my cheek. “An It?” he finally asked, confused.

      “You know, try to lure him into the sewer. The clown is optional.”

      “Ah.” He laughed. “I can see that happening.”

      “Yeah, well ... .”

      We lapsed into silence for a few minutes, the only noise coming from Fawn as she issued exaggerated sighs from the corner. I kept my eyes closed, but the occasional burning sensation made me believe she was still glaring at me.

      I honestly didn’t care. I just needed a few minutes of quiet.

      Eliot allowed that. He remained close, his fingers brushing my forehead to check if my skin still felt warm to the touch several times while I recovered. Otherwise he read a magazine and remained quiet. I was just about to drift off for what I hoped would be a twenty-minute power nap when Fawn excitedly started squawking.

      “It’s Bart!”

      At first I tried to ignore her. The headache remained even though the aspirin was starting to do its job. She wouldn’t shut up, though, so finally I had no choice but to wrench open my eyes. “Why are you making all that racket?” I complained.

      “Shh.” Eliot admonished Fawn with a dark look. “Can’t you see she’s sick?”

      “She’s been sick in the head since you started bringing her around,” Fawn said dryly, clearly unimpressed with Eliot’s attempt at shushing her. “Why should I treat her any differently today?”

      “Because ... .”

      I cut off Eliot with a shake of my head as I struggled to a sitting position. “It’s not worth it,” I said, putting on a brave face for his benefit. I’m something of a whiner when sick, so it took everything I had to ignore my inner hypochondriac and pretend everything was fine. “I feel better. In fact ... .” My eyes narrowed when I caught sight of the lectern in the courtyard. “Bart is here.”

      “I believe that’s what I said,” Fawn groused, her tone withering. “I mean ... isn’t that what I said? Do you purposely ignore me or is it a happy accident?”

      I pretended I couldn’t hear her and pushed to my feet, striding toward the door with a clear purpose.

      “Where are you going?” Eliot asked, giving chase. “You need to rest.”

      “You just like playing doctor,” I shot back. “If Fawn wasn’t around, you would’ve found a way to turn the game naughty by now.”

      “Not when you’re legitimately sick.”

      “I had a headache from the sun and heat,” I replied dully. “It’s September. I wasn’t expecting such a warm day. I’m fine.” I yanked open the door and stepped outside, Eliot still giving chase. “What is he doing here? It’s Saturday. He’s not on trial today.”

      “He’s here to get attention,” Eliot said. “His fans are here.”

      “And his enemies.”

      “Yeah, well ... .”

      Bart waved to the crowd, half the assembled people cheering and the other half jeering. He was dressed in comfortable khakis and a polo shirt — his bodyguards flanking him — and he adopted a brave expression as he tapped the microphone to test it before speaking.

      “Good morning,” he intoned, his expression grave. “I want to thank all those who have stood by me through this terrible ordeal.”

      There was something about his demeanor that set my teeth on edge and I took an involuntary step forward. Eliot caught me before I could walk into the middle of the street.

      “This has been a trying time for me,” he said, offering up the appropriate facial expressions as he graced the crowd with a benign smile. “I often wondered if I would survive what was to come. You have no idea how difficult it is to be persecuted.”

      Several women screamed that he was a rapist while the men cheered.

      “The thing is, I’ve had a very good day.” He beamed at those gathered closest to him as he gripped the sides of the lectern more tightly. “A very good day.

      “First, you should know that my voice has not been silenced despite this torment,” he continued. “I still believe as strongly as ever that my message is the correct one. That’s why people have fought so hard to silence me.”

      “Where is he going with this?” Eliot asked, moving closer to me. “He seems ... triumphant.”

      I suspected I knew exactly where he was going. “He’s putting the final part of his plan in motion,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Son of a ... !”

      “Despite the nightmare this experience has been, something good has come of it,” Savage preached, his lips curving. “I got a call this morning. As soon as I’m cleared, I will be going national.”

      A ripple went through the crowd as excitement and disgust collided.

      “That’s right.” Savage nodded. “I am going to be hosting a national program, so everyone can hear my voice and our movement can grow stronger.”

      “You have to be cleared first,” a female voice rang out. “That won’t happen.”

      “On the contrary.” Savage’s smile turned smug. “I am going to be cleared. In fact, it’s going to happen Monday. I can’t go into great detail because my attorneys want me to wait, but come Monday I will be able to unveil a vast conspiracy that painted me as a sacrificial lamb.

      “This conspiracy is so insidious that it will turn your stomachs and make you question everything you know,” he continued. “When the truth comes out, even my enemies will be disgusted. When the truth comes out, I will be vindicated and my enemies will have a lot of explaining to do.”

      I pulled away from Eliot and swiveled, my mind racing. I no longer had a headache.

      “Where are you going?” Eliot asked.

      “Where do you think? He’s talking about Ally. I have to get ahead of this.”

      He didn’t argue with my assessment. “Do you want me to go with you?”

      I shook my head. “Stay here. Watch to make sure nothing happens ... and that Grandpa and Mario don’t get in trouble. I won’t be gone long.”

      “Be careful.”

      “Ally isn’t a threat to me. I am worried she’s a threat to herself, though.”

      “Still, be careful.” He gave me a soft kiss. “I think you’re finally getting that movement you were hoping for.”

      “Yeah, but at what cost?”

      He didn’t have an answer. I couldn’t blame him.

      

      IT TOOK ME FOUR KNOCKS before Ally finally answered the door. One look at her red-rimmed and puffy eyes told me exactly what I needed to know.

      “He cut you loose, didn’t he?”

      “How did you know?” Her voice was scratchy from crying. “Were you spying on me again? This is getting out of hand.”

      I shook my head. “I was downtown at the protest. He showed up to make a statement.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “About us?”

      “Not exactly.” I related the tale for her, leaving nothing out. When I was finished, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. She wasn’t without blame in this situation, but Savage used her in a way she didn’t envision and it would be a hard lesson. “I think you should let me in so we can talk.”

      “About what?” Fresh tears clogged her throat. “It’s over. He’s ruined me.”

      “Not necessarily. I have a way out of this for you.”

      “You do?”

      “You have to let me in to hear it.”

      She chewed her bottom lip, her mind clearly busy. Finally, she pushed open the door and nodded. She didn’t have many options. I was her only hope and she knew it. “Okay. I’m ready to listen.”

      I waited until we were settled in her small living room to lay things out. “You have to break the news first,” I instructed. “You have to tell your story. He plans to go public Monday. That means we need to get your side of things in tomorrow’s newspaper. Sunday is the highest circulation day. It will make a splash.”

      “But ... people will know what I did when that happens.”

      “You can’t stop that.” I was matter-of-fact. Coddling her now was a benefit to no one. “It’s coming out. All you can control is how you tell your story.”

      She ran her tongue over her teeth. “I’m going to lose my job either way. I’m going to be the laughingstock of the county.”

      “Perhaps.” I wasn’t convinced that was true. “You need to explain that you were complicit from the beginning. The thing is, Savage was, too. He came up with the idea. You need to make that clear so he can’t get ahead of you.

      “Then you have to be open and honest about your relationship with him,” I continued. “People need to realize that he emotionally manipulated you. You also need to separate yourself from the other women. Your story is not their story.”

      “You think they’re telling the truth about him?” She almost looked afraid to hear the answer.

      “I do.” I’d done a lot of thinking about this and I was fairly certain I knew exactly how things had gone down. “I think he’s been attacking women for some time, using his position to manipulate them. If they kowtowed and slept with him of their own free will, great. If they didn’t, he went ahead anyway.

      “Most women are afraid to accuse someone of rape,” I said. “They blame themselves for causing it. They think they did something, wore something that made it happen. They believe the men who accosted them when they say it was their fault. It’s a vicious cycle.”

      “But ... why get involved with me if he had access to all these other women?” Ally asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “No? I’m guessing you were in awe of him. You probably did whatever was necessary around the office to make his life easier. Odds are, Savage saw you as age appropriate and malleable. He knew he could bend you to his way of thinking ... and it worked.”

      “So, he manipulated me from the start.” She tapped her bottom lip, thoughtful. “You think he had this planned from the very first time he asked me out for coffee.”

      “Yes.” I nodded in agreement. “I don’t think he realized other women would join the fray. I’m assuming his original plan only included you because it would be easy to get the charges dropped when you admitted to lying. He needed to keep you on the hook for the duration of the trial because he couldn’t be assured you would go along with the plan otherwise.”

      “He has recordings of us,” Ally admitted, her lower lip trembling. “He recorded some of our conversations. He comes out looking like a saint in them and I look deranged. I don’t know how he managed it.”

      I had a few ideas, but they were hardly important now. “You have to own up to everything and tell the truth. You have to admit to what you did, beg for the public’s forgiveness, and then admit everything Savage did, exactly how he manipulated you.

      “Get ahead of his evidence,” I continued. “Talk about the recordings and how you’re sure he manipulated the editing. That will remove some of his power. Instead of being on the offensive Monday, he’ll be on the defensive. The most important thing is to make sure that you distance yourself from him. Do you understand?”

      Her hand shaky, Ally rubbed her chin and nodded. “I get it. This is my only move. Otherwise he’s going to get everything he ever wanted and everyone else will be painted as villains.”

      “This is the only option you have. You’ve got to tell the truth and take your lumps. It won’t be easy or pretty, but people will be more willing to forgive when they realize you were manipulated and did the right thing in the end. You won’t be part of the main narrative for long once you tell the truth.”

      “And you’re going to interview me?” She looked nervous but resigned. “That’s how this works, right?”

      “I’m going to interview you,” I confirmed. “It will take a few hours. Then you’re going to get in the shower and put on a nice outfit so a photographer can take your photo. It’s important you look clean and presentable.”

      “Because otherwise Bart’s posse of women haters will pick apart my appearance.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What if they still don’t believe me?” she asked, the fear returning with a vengeance. “What if they say I’m making it all up?”

      “You forget one thing.” This was the part of the story I was least looking forward to. “I was here the other night. I saw him arrive ... and what came after.”

      “But you’ll get in trouble for spying.”

      “Not if you don’t press charges. I’ll get some grief. I’m willing to absorb it for the greater good. The question is: Are you willing to put yourself out there for the same reason?”

      She thought about it for a full minute before nodding in acquiescence. “I’ll do it. You’re right. I have exactly one move and this is it. I can’t let him win, not after the way he used me. It’s not fair ... and he’s a pig.”

      “He’s definitely a pig.” I grabbed my notebook from my back pocket. “We’re taking this chronologically. Start to finish. Don’t leave anything out and think hard about the way he set this up so all the details are correct. It’s important.”

      “Okay. I need to get some caffeine before we start. It’s going to take a while.”

      “Good idea. Get some for me, too. I need to text my boyfriend and tell him where I’ll be so he doesn’t worry. We’ve got this. Trust me. I know exactly what I’m doing.”
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      Eliot was waiting for me when I returned to his shop. He obviously recognized the spark in my eyes because his smirk was at the ready.

      “You got what you wanted, didn’t you?”

      I tried to play it cool. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I know you.” He spared a glance for Fawn, who was practically sitting on the display counter so she could better hear us, and then directed me toward his office. “In here.” He shut the door before speaking again. “Did she go on the record?”

      I nodded. “She did. It’s her only option. Savage is going to throw her under the bus Monday. That means I have to get a story in tomorrow’s edition. I’ve already called Fish and told him to save me the prime spot.”

      “So ... how are you going to handle it?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. I have to be careful.” I’d run through various scenarios during the ride back to Mount Clemens and I had a plan. “I have to call Savage — or at least his legal team — to give him a chance to comment on the record. If I do it too early that will tip him off that I’m coming for him, so I have to wait until it’s too late for him to organize a news conference.”

      “How late is that?”

      “After the six o’clock news shows and before the ten o’clock. He can call a conference after that, but most of the news stations have skeleton crews on weekend nights so it will be better for me to wait until that time.

      “I know that you probably don’t like my job interfering with our weekend, but I have to do it,” I continued. “It’s the only way.”

      Eliot waved off my concern. “It’s fine. I knew when we got together that things like this would pop up. It’s a smart plan. What do you want me to do?”

      “You started background checks for me on some of the players right after the shooting,” I reminded him. “Can you finish them?”

      He nodded. “Those really did fall by the wayside. It won’t take me long to go through them. What are you looking for?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth. “If you find anything weird, let me know. Other than that ... I’m fishing. I’m writing up Ally’s part of the story first. Jared is taking her photograph right now. Once I finish with that I’m going to start interviewing the other players ... including both of the other accusers.”

      He leaned against the door and folded his arms across his chest. “How do you think they’ll react?”

      “Not well. They’ll both be here, though. There’s a four o’clock rally so it can make the news cycles. I want to be done with the main writing by then so I can focus on the other people I need to talk to.”

      “It sounds like you have a plan.”

      “I do.”

      “Then let’s get to it.” He leaned over and gave me a quick kiss, his lips curving. “Have I mentioned that I love that wild look you get in your eyes when you’re about to break a huge story? Are you going to want to celebrate tonight like you usually do?”

      “S’mores and video games? Um, yeah.”

      He snickered. “I was talking about the other thing.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a given.”

      “Then it’s going to be a good night no matter how late we work. Don’t worry about me. Do what needs to be done. This is your thing ... and you’re very good at it.”

      My cheeks flushed at the compliment. “I’m going to blow everyone else out of the water.”

      “Of course you are.”

      

      I TOOK MY COMPUTER TO THE upstairs apartment to work. It was quieter and I didn’t have to worry about interruptions. Eliot promised to monitor the protest and text if something happened. By the time I’d finished with the initial work, things looked normal in the courtyard and I was ready to move on to phase two.

      “Anything?” I asked, popping into the shop to exchange information before heading out to start questioning the other players.

      He shook his head. “No. It’s been quiet. Your grandfather and Mario are doing a ridiculous amount of business.”

      “Good for them.” I rolled my neck, briefly smiling when I realized Mario was standing next to Julia, who towered over him, helping her with condiments for her hot dog. “They’re kind of a cute couple, huh?”

      Eliot followed my gaze and smirked. “She’ll eat him alive.”

      “That’s why they’re cute.”

      In silence, he moved his hand across my back. “Where will you start?”

      “Jenny.”

      His eyebrows hopped. “Why her?”

      “Because even though this story focuses on Savage, I can’t forget about Crawford. He’s dead and there will have to be a reckoning. He’s still part of the narrative right now.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “I’m fine. You said your buddy wasn’t capable of shooting Crawford because that’s not how he rolls. I very much doubt they’ll move on me when downtown is so busy. That’s if they’re the guilty parties at all, which you don’t believe.”

      “I might not believe it, but I don’t want you putting yourself in danger if I’m wrong.”

      “It will be fine. I won’t be over there long. I simply need to talk to everyone I can ... and it starts with her.”

      “Well ... good luck.”

      “Thanks, but you said it yourself; this is the part I’m good at.”

      

      JENNY DIDN’T APPEAR SURPRISED when I strode into her restaurant.

      “I take it you’re back with more questions.”

      “I am,” I confirmed, heading straight for the bar. Baxter was behind it, a rag in his hand as he wiped down the counter, and the look he gave me was suspicious. “I need to ask you about Dan’s relationship with Savage.”

      Jenny furrowed her brow. “I told you that he didn’t get involved with Savage until after we divorced. I mean ... he would’ve gotten involved with the man before that if he could. Savage wasn’t on anybody’s radar at that point.”

      I glanced around the restaurant. It was mostly empty, which was disappointing. “What about Lily? She was with Dan when he joined forces with Savage.”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Where did she go?”

      Jenny shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not her keeper.”

      “You two are buddies.”

      “Do you keep track of all your buddies?”

      “I’m a complete and total busybody,” I admitted. “I often keep track of my buddies because I want to know if they’re going to do something stupid so I can mess with them.”

      “You sound like a great friend.”

      “I have my moments.” I stared at her. “Is it possible that Dan was close enough with Savage’s inner circle that he might’ve learned secrets? I’m not asking you this on the record. Something has come up. I’m simply looking for insight. I’m sure Lily told you at least something about Dan’s relationship with Savage.”

      Jenny eyed me for a long beat and then shrugged as she slid onto one of the stools at the bar. “When Lily came to me she was upset. Things weren’t going the way she thought they would. She married Dan for the money and then found out that he didn’t have nearly as much liquid cash as she thought.

      “Dan had a certain pattern,” she continued. “He acted like a great guy, painted himself as a victim of malicious females and hid his true colors until you were already under his spell. By the time I realized the truth it was already too late.”

      “And he did the same with Lily,” I mused.

      “Pretty much. He wined and dined Lily, took her shopping and schmoozed her. She thought she would be able to do whatever she wanted, shop as much as possible, while occasionally serving his sexual needs.”

      I made a face. “See, that doesn’t sound like a healthy marriage.”

      “I agree.” She smirked. “But Lily didn’t care about a healthy marriage. She cared about financial stability. She didn’t love Dan. To you and me, it seems odd that she would marry someone she didn’t love, but she cared more about the money.

      “She was dating someone before she married Dan,” she continued. “She loved him. She was young, so it was probably a case of puppy love, but she admitted that she was depressed when she had to break things off with him. She did it because the money was more important. I think it weighed on her.”

      “Well, I would hope it weighed on her.” While part of me liked Jenny, I found everything about Lily annoying. “Did she ever mention Dan and Savage having problems?”

      “DJ.”

      “What?”

      “DJ,” she repeated. “That was the guy she was dating. He was a little older than her. She talked about him nonstop for a bit when she first came to me, and I could tell she was having trouble reconciling her thirst for money with the one that got away.”

      That was all well and good, sweet even, but I was on a timetable. “What about Savage? What did she say about him?”

      Jenny shrugged as she returned to the present. “She never had much to say about him. She didn’t like him. I mean ... she thought he was a real hero originally. She admitted that. But she hated him by the end.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. She never said. I assumed it was because of his politics.”

      “Except she willingly worked for the radio station,” I noted, my mind drifting back to the original interview with Lily. “That’s how she met Dan. She was interested in Savage but didn’t think she could snag him. She adjusted her expectations after and settled on Dan.”

      “Really?” Jenny made a face. “She didn’t tell me that. I mean, I knew she worked at the radio station for a time, but she made it sound as if she couldn’t get out of there fast enough. She was only there for a few weeks before she quit.”

      “Probably because she didn’t want to work in the first place.”

      “I suppose.” Jenny shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter. You’re here questioning me, so does that mean I’m off your suspect list?”

      “Not yet. I’m focusing on something else today.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Check out the front page of The Monitor tomorrow. You’ll be surprised when you see what I’ve dug up.”

      “That’s it? Not even a hint?”

      “No. I have to get going. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      “You can count on that.”

      

      I WOUND MY WAY BACK TO THE protest, pressing the heel of my hand to my forehead at the noise. I thought watching warring factions go at each other for days would be entertaining. I was wrong. It was far too loud. As an only child, I liked my quiet time.

      I couldn’t wait until this whole thing was over.

      I headed to the food truck to check on Mario and Grandpa. I wasn’t surprised to find Mario inside doing most of the work and Grandpa outside telling stories to the assembled men.

      “It took me three weeks to recover in the hospital,” Grandpa announced. “I had tetanus from the wound and I still feel a twinge when it rains. That right there is why you never take women fishing. They simply don’t belong in the wilderness.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you talking about the time you got the fishhook stuck in your ear?”

      Grandpa swiveled quickly and scowled. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I’d heard that story so many times I could recite it myself. “You are, aren’t you?”

      “I was telling the story about the one and only time I went fishing with your grandmother.”

      “And she hooked him when she was casting,” one of the other men interjected, laughing. “That is a horrifying story.”

      “That’s not what happened.” I ignored the quelling look Grandpa shot me. “He was hooked by one of my cousins — that one, if you must know.” I pointed at Mario. “They were all so busy trying to pee over the side of the boat that no one paid attention to what anyone else was doing. It was an accident.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Grandpa admonished, his cheeks going red. “She was never invited on the fishing trips, so she doesn’t know.”

      “Maybe not, but you’ve told that story a hundred times,” I argued. “I’m not here to interrupt story hour anyway. I’m looking for John Crawford. Have you seen him?”

      “That’s the father of the dead guy, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think he’s over there.” Grandpa vaguely pointed toward the center of the courtyard, to where hundreds of people were gathered. I couldn’t see through the swarm, so finding the individual I was looking for seemed a difficult prospect. “Oh, well, great.” I rolled my neck. “That shouldn’t make him difficult to track down.”

      “Then you best get to it.”

      I ignored Grandpa’s pointed stare and turned back to the food truck. I needed a snack to bolster my energy. I found Doug standing behind me, an amused look on his face.

      “Hey.” I was surprised to see him. “What are you doing here? I didn’t think this was your sort of crowd.”

      “It’s not,” Doug replied, sheepish. “I’ve managed to avoid this place all week ... and it wasn’t difficult. But today I found myself sitting at home with nothing to do and I couldn’t stop thinking about my father.”

      “I get it.” I flashed a sympathetic smile. “It’s hard for you to hate him because you wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t have to feel guilty.” I meant it. “I think your father had some backward views, but that doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to mourn him.”

      “I guess.” Doug dragged a hand through his hair as he surveyed the crowd. “I saw footage on television. You don’t really see the scope on the small screen. This is ... wow!”

      “It’s definitely wow,” I agreed. “The crowd has been growing every day. A lot of the people who show up say they’re doing it for your father.”

      “And you believe them?”

      “Not really. Still, I thought it might make you feel better.”

      “I’m not sure anything will make me feel better,” Doug admitted. “My father died before we ever had a chance to reconcile. I don’t know that we would’ve ever had a healthy relationship, but I’ll always wonder if things could’ve been better than they were.”

      “I think it’s probably normal to feel that way.”

      We lapsed into silence for a few minutes, the growing crowd jostling us closer to the street. I was fine with that because I wasn’t looking forward to braving the crowd to track down John. The brief respite was welcome.

      “So ... .” I had no idea what I was going to say. I felt the need to fill in the awkward silence. I was cut off, though, when a man in his twenties started calling out to my companion.

      “DJ, where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Something jolted in the back of my mind as Doug turned to the man, a bright smile on his face, and waved.

      “I’ll be over there in a few minutes,” he yelled back. “That’s David Parker. We went to high school together. He’s a big fan of the cause.”

      “Yeah.” I licked my lips, uncomfortable. “He called you DJ.”

      “Douglas John. That’s my given name. When I was a kid — actually, all through high school — I went by DJ. Some people still call me that even though I feel I’ve outgrown it.”

      Alarm bells sounded. “Really?” My mind was working fast. “Did you used to date Lily Paddington?” I simply blurted it out because I didn’t have time to play games.

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. The color drained from Doug’s face and all hint of amusement fled his eyes as they locked with mine. “Why would you ask that?”

      He didn’t even bother denying it. Oh, well ... crud.

      I took a large step away from him. “I should be going.”

      “Why did you ask that?” Doug pressed.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I had so many thoughts buzzing through my brain I didn’t know where to start sorting them. “I have to get back to the shop. Eliot is expecting me.”

      “Is that your boyfriend? The one everyone says is so dangerous.”

      “He’s nowhere near as dangerous as I am,” I countered. “I have to go. It was good to see you. I’m sure we’ll be talking soon.”

      His eyes were dark and dead. “I have no doubt.”
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      I felt Doug’s eyes on me as I crossed the street. I didn’t bother turning around — that would be giving him power he didn’t deserve — but I knew he was watching me.

      Fawn was behind the counter when I entered the shop. She didn’t bother hiding her eye roll when she realized who was coming through the door. “Don’t you have something you’re supposed to be doing?”

      “I do. Where is Eliot?”

      “Oh, didn’t he tell you? He decided to start a new life far away from you. I think it’s for the best.”

      Her attitude rankled on the best of days. Today was not one of those days. I strode to the spot in front of her and slammed my hand on the glass case to make sure she was paying attention. “Listen, you moron, where is he? I have to talk to him right now!” I wasn’t one to panic, but I recognized I needed help, and he was my best option. “Where did he go?”

      Fawn’s expression was withering. “If he didn’t tell you ... .”

      I wanted to shake her until penny candy started pouring out of her empty head. “You are just un-freaking-believable.” I growled as I dug in my pocket for my phone and pulled up his contact information. I texted him first and waited. When he didn’t respond right away I called him. When his voicemail switched on, it took everything I had not to unleash a string of obscenities that were powerful enough to curl his hair from miles away. “I need you to call me right now!” I barked the second I heard the beep. “I figured it out. All of it. I need your help. I’m heading out to find you. ”

      I disconnected and rolled my neck as I focused on Fawn. She looked curious ... and amused. She was clearly basking in her power position. “I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me where he is.”

      “I don’t know where he is. He said he had to run an errand and would be back shortly. I would suggest you wait for him here ... but I don’t like you so, personally, I would be happier if you left.”

      “Oh, the feeling is mutual,” I shot back. “I just ... .” I wanted to mess with her, pull her hair until she cried. I didn’t have time. Doug would make sure of that. “If Eliot comes back here, tell him not to leave. It’s important.”

      “I’m not your messenger service,” she countered primly. “If you have something to say to him, you should say it yourself. He’s made it very clear that he wants me to stay out of your relationship.

      “I think it’s because he’s worried that he’ll see how much better I am if we spend too much time together,” she continued. “He’s loyal, so he doesn’t want to accept the truth. But he’s also smart, and eventually he will figure out that you’re mismatched.”

      Ugh. I didn’t have time for high school games. “You and I are going to have a long talk when this is over. I mean ... a really long talk. If you think I’m annoying now, just wait until I’m all hopped up on caffeine and sugar, and there’s nothing holding me back. Right now, I have to find Eliot. I figured it out.”

      Fawn’s agitation came out to play. “You figured what out?”

      “All of it.”

      “Well ... how great for you,” she drawled. “I’m sure Eliot will fall all over himself to congratulate you.”

      I didn’t care about that ... er, at least not right now. I needed his help. “Just have him call me the second you see him. I don’t want to be dramatic, but it’s a matter of life and death.”

      “Your death?” Fawn looked hopeful.

      “Actually ... yeah.”

      “Well, then I’ll definitely make sure your safety is a top priority.”

      Her tone was so fake there could be no mistaking she meant the statement to be sarcastic. “I will make you pay for this,” I warned as I strode toward the door. “You haven’t been on the receiving end of a full Avery Shaw insult extravaganza, but you’ll soon learn what a mistake you made messing with me.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “You should be.”

      

      ONCE I LEFT THE SHOP I spent several minutes scanning the crowd for Eliot. He wasn’t there, at least as far as I could tell. I very much doubted he’d left the area with so much going on. That meant he was close. With so many people around, though, finding him wouldn’t be easy.

      Jake was another story. I tracked his distinctive form fast. He stood on the steps of the courthouse, two deputies flanking him, and watched the activity unfold with quiet eyes. I could tell he didn’t like what he saw. Still, he would help me. If I couldn’t find Eliot, Jake was the next best thing.

      I took a step in his direction, intent on bringing him into the fold, but a hint of movement to my left caught my attention. It was Doug, which wasn’t surprising. But the look on his face was absolutely chilling. He might not have realized exactly how I figured things out, but he definitely recognized that my knowledge base had shifted. There could be no mistaking the mayhem on his features.

      I flicked my eyes back to Jake. Doug was capable of cutting me off if I headed in that direction. I could call Jake, but it was so loud on the street the odds of him hearing were slim. The best chance I had was to text him – but I needed to get away from Doug to do it. That left only one option, so I took it.

      I didn’t bother glancing over my shoulder. Instead, I dug in my pocket for keys and headed toward the stairwell that led to Eliot’s old apartment. I could lock myself inside and wait things out. Jake or Eliot would eventually appear and then I would be fine. Once Doug was in custody, I could move forward with my story on Savage. Then I would be able to write two stories and take over the entire front page of the Sunday edition.

      Life would be glorious.

      I simply had to barricade myself in the apartment to wait it out.

      I took the steps two at a time when I hit the stairwell. I was breathless by the time I made the second-floor landing, keys in hand. I heard the street door open at the exact moment I managed to unlock the apartment door, and my heart lodged in my throat as I pushed forward to finish my escape. Clearly Doug had followed me and was ready to make his move.

      “I need to use your bathroom,” Grandpa announced just as I was about to slam the door shut.

      I pulled up short, surprised, and shifted my eyes down the stairs. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “It’s me,” he agreed. “I need to use your bathroom.”

      “They have porta-potties on the street,” I reminded him.

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead. “I can’t use a porta-potty and you know it. I need to be able to read while doing my business.”

      Sadly, I did know that. The man was notorious for leaving bits and pieces of newspapers on the bathroom floor whenever he settled to do his business. “I have other things going on,” I argued, annoyance bubbling up. “I don’t have time for your crap. Besides, you’re a man. Shouldn’t you be in control of your own destiny on stuff like this? I’ll take care of the kids, you take care of the rest?”

      He narrowed his eyes to dangerous slits. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “No.” I saw no reason to lie. I was in a foul mood. He’d yet to make things better, so I was fine making them worse. “Find someplace else to go to the bathroom.”

      “Oh, you’re such a baby.” He turned on his heel and made to leave, allowing me to move into the apartment.

      I was about to slam the door to give him a proper goodbye when I heard an odd noise at the bottom of the stairs. I turned and found Grandpa pressed to a wall as Doug crowded into his space at the bottom of the stairs, a knife clutched in his hand. Grandpa wisely raised his hands in surrender, but I didn’t miss the look of murderous intent on his face.

      “What is this nonsense?”

      My heart gave a little jolt. I was so close to safety. Eliot and Jake both would’ve been proud of my reaction, that I tried to act smart instead of strategic. Now things were ... scattered, which meant I was going to have to wing it.

      Ah, well. Thankfully I was good at winging it.

      “What are you doing, Doug?” I kept my voice even as I regarded him. A flight of stairs separated us, which should’ve been enough to keep me safe. Grandpa’s presence changed things.

      “I’m here to talk to you,” he replied simply. “You’re up for that, right?”

      I stared at the knife. It was large, mean and pointed directly at my grandfather’s ample stomach. “If you want to talk, we can do that.” I chose my words carefully. “Let my grandfather go and I’ll listen to whatever you have to say. You can come upstairs with me and ... we’ll talk until the sun sets.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Grandpa barked, his eyes flashing. “You can’t invite him up there. He’s obviously a crazy person.”

      “Shut up,” Doug ordered, prodding Grandpa with the sharp end of the knife. “If you open your mouth again, I’ll shut it myself.”

      The look on Grandpa’s face didn’t reflect fear. In fact, what I saw there was anger. That left me feeling unsettled, to say the least.

      “Maybe I should make you shut me up,” Grandpa suggested, refusing to back down. “While you’re busy with me, Avery can lock herself in the apartment. The police will be here in seconds given how many are across the street. That could be the best outcome.”

      “You want to die?” Doug sneered.

      “Do I want to die? No. I’ll die for the mouthy wonder up there. I’m her grandfather. That’s my job.”

      Even though the situation was spiraling and required my full attention, my frustration bubbled up. “Because I’m a girl, right? You don’t think I can take care of myself and you need to be my protector because I’m a girl.”

      “I said nothing of the sort,” he shouted. “Why do you only hear what you want to hear? I never said it wasn’t okay that you’re a girl.”

      “You thought it.”

      “I did not.” He kept his eyes on Doug, as if gauging his chances of winning a fight. Doug was in his twenties and looked fit, so he seemed resigned to watching things play out in another manner ... which was a good thing.

      “We’ll argue about this later,” I said after a beat, forcing my attention to Doug. I needed to find a way out of this. There was every chance Eliot would come looking for me. If Fawn knew what was good for her, she would tell him right away that I’d stopped by. The apartment was the most rational place to look. “I want to talk to Doug.”

      “Oh, you want to talk to me now, do you?” Doug cocked a challenging eyebrow. “You didn’t want to talk to me on the street twenty minutes ago. You couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

      “Yes, well ... you have body odor.” Now wasn’t the time to insult him, but my mouth always has a mind of its own. I can never control it, even in the direst of situations.

      “You’re not funny.” Doug’s expression was dour. “I think you should come down here.”

      “I would rather not.”

      “No?” He poked Grandpa more viciously. To my grandfather’s credit, he didn’t cry out, which frustrated Doug. “Do you want him to die?”

      “Here’s the problem,” I replied calmly, rubbing my sweaty palms on the thighs of my jeans. “You’re going to kill me if I come down there. I have no doubt about that. You killed your father, after all. He was your flesh and blood.”

      “What makes you think I killed my father?”

      “You were in love with his third wife.” I hadn’t yet untied all the knots of the story, but I understood the basics. “You dated Lily, were in love with her, and then she married your father. That was either a cruel blow or part of a plan.”

      “I didn’t kill my father.” The denial was hollow, completely unbelievable, something Doug must have realized because he adjusted his stance and moved closer to Grandpa. “Come down here.”

      I shook my head. “You took advantage of the spectacle in front of the courthouse. I’m guessing Lily married your father to get his money and realized afterward that he was a tightwad. Others told her — you probably told her — but she thought she was different, strong and pretty enough to get him to change his ways. That’s a failing of a lot of women, thinking they’ll be the one to change the defective man.

      “She couldn’t stay in the marriage because your father got more and more militant about things the older he got,” I continued. “He wouldn’t share his money, and the only reason she agreed to marry him was because she had a specific idea in her head, one in which she didn’t have to work and he took care of her.”

      “You don’t know anything about Lily,” he spat, his eyes filling with ire. “She’s a good person. He confused her.”

      Something about his demeanor made me realize that Doug and Lily didn’t enter an agreement for her to marry his father together. Up until that point, it was a possibility I’d considered, that they were both cold-blooded enough to plot Dan’s downfall from the start. “She broke your heart.” It made sense ... in an odd way. “You were in love, but she was more practical. At least that’s probably how she described what happened.

      “You didn’t have the money to offer her the lifestyle she wanted,” I continued. “She thought your father did. He rubbed elbows with Bart Savage, after all. There had to be money there. She worked as an intern at the radio station for a brief period, set her sights on Savage, but failed to reel him in. That left your father.”

      “He bamboozled her,” Doug argued. “He enjoyed stealing her from me and then he used her. It wasn’t fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair.” Part of me felt sorry for Doug. What kind of father steals his son’s girlfriend, for crying out loud? Still, he was demented in a way I didn’t initially recognize. That was on me. “Did your father teach you to shoot?”

      “That’s one of the few things we did together,” he acknowledged. “I was good at it, even though I never particularly liked hunting. He made me go anyway, said it would turn me into a man. He had a lot of antiquated ideas.

      “It came in handy, though,” he continued. “I knew he would be at the center of things for this trial, so I bided my time. I waited until I had the perfect opportunity … and then I took it.”

      “That was probably smart,” I said. “You thought law enforcement would assume he was killed because of his ties to Savage. It was an easy way to cover up personal motive. Did you do it because you thought you would inherit?”

      Doug snorted, the sound utterly disdainful. “No. I knew better than that. My father told me I was disinherited for taking my mother’s side in their divorce. There’s no money. It goes to my grandfather.”

      “That has to bother you.” I knew it would bother me. “Your grandfather is even worse than your father.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” His expression turned whimsical. “They really were a match made in Heaven. They should’ve married each other.”

      “So ... it was revenge? Plain and simple, nothing else.”

      “It was revenge,” he confirmed. “It was clean revenge, too. I got away with it. No one was looking at me. I expected the initial interrogation from the cops – and it went exactly as I thought it would – but they’d moved on from me. You ruined things. I saw when you put it together in front of the food truck. I don’t know how you did it, but you put it together and I can’t let you live. I won’t go to jail.

      “He was a terrible father and he got what he deserved,” he said, his voice cracking. “I put up with a lot from him. I lived without a father most of my life because he was so caught up in himself. All he had to do was stay away from Lily.”

      “Yeah, well ... parents don’t always do what you want them to do.” I thought of my mother and sighed. “Trust me. You either need to learn to suck it up or retreat to an island parents can’t visit. Actually … I wonder if that place really exists. That would be so cool.” I shook myself out of the potential reverie and rejoined the conversation. “You’re hardly alone when it comes to weird parents. I know a thing or two about it myself.”

      “She really does,” Grandpa agreed. “Her mother is a pain in the rear. She spends all her time telling Avery and me what to do because she’s bossy. I hate bossy people.”

      He was the bossiest person I knew, so his comment was mildly entertaining. Still, now was not the time to dwell on it. “I figured it out when Jenny mentioned that Lily had a serious boyfriend before marrying your father and there was discussion about how he was the one who got away. His name was DJ.”

      “And you heard someone call me DJ outside. It was as simple as that.” Doug turned morose. “I can’t believe I got tripped up on that.”

      “I’m good. What can I say?”

      “You can say you’re coming down here,” Doug challenged. “You can say you’re willing to do the right thing.”

      “And die?”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “You have a choice. You could turn yourself in.”

      “I don’t want to do that.”

      “Well, then you’ve made your choice.” We were getting down to the nitty-gritty and I had a feeling Doug was about to force the situation. “It’s too late. You realize that, right? I messaged Eliot. He knows everything.” That was a bit of an exaggeration. Eliot knew I was looking for him, but he was unaware of the specifics. “There’s no way out of this. You’re simply compounding matters.”

      “I have to try.” He was resigned. “Come down here or I’ll kill your grandfather.”

      “Don’t come down here!” Grandpa barked. “I’ll disown you if you do.”

      I didn’t care about that. Despite how agitated I was with him, I wanted my grandfather safe above all else. Still, I knew better than to descend the stairs. We’d both be finished if I did.

      “I can’t,” I answered honestly. “If I go down there, you’ll kill us both.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll kill him.”

      Grandpa rolled his eyes. “At least she would still be alive, dummy. How are you a criminal if you’re this dumb?”

      Doug glowered at him. “Shut your mouth.”

      “I can’t go down there, Doug,” I repeated, drawing his attention to me. “If you hurt him, I’ll go into the apartment and lock you out before calling for help. Then you’ll face two murder charges instead of one, and there’s no way you’ll garner jury sympathy for killing my grandfather. You might be able to get away with second-degree charges if you stand trial on your father’s murder alone.”

      “But ... no.” Tears welled in his eyes. “I don’t want to go to prison.”

      “I don’t think you’ll have a choice. This is over, finished. There’s no way out of this for you.”

      “There is if you come down the stairs.”

      “No.” I vehemently shook my head. “I would do anything to save my grandfather. I would die for him. But both of us dying together serves no purpose, and we both know you won’t let him go because he knows everything. He may be annoying, but he’s not stupid. He’ll tell the cops everything he heard. We’re at a stalemate.”

      “But ... .” He worked his jaw, his mind busy as he tried to come up with a compromise he believed was shiny enough to bamboozle me. There was nothing. We both knew it.

      To my utter surprise, Doug took a step away from Grandpa and threw his knife on the ground. The misery etched on his face was jarring, but I was fresh out of sympathy.

      “Call the sheriff,” he said quietly. “You’re right. I’m done.”

      “You could run,” Grandpa suggested, taking me by surprise. “You might make it.”

      “I won’t.” Doug locked gazes with me. “She’s right. This is over. I just ... didn’t see it ending this way.”

      “I’m sure your father didn’t see things ending the way they did either,” I offered, digging for my phone. “I would start working on your defense strategy right now. It’s going to take some wrangling.”

      “Yeah.” He rubbed his hand over his short-cropped hair. “Do you think Lily will visit me in jail?”

      The hope in his voice made my stomach twist. He was unbelievably pathetic, and even though his father was technically the victim, I knew that Doug was a victim, too. He never really had a chance. I should’ve seen that from the start.

      “I bet she will,” I answered. “She’ll want to talk to you, maybe even thank you.”

      “I guess that’s something.”

      “If you say so.”
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      Jake and Eliot barreled through the door minutes after I texted them. Grandpa and I sat on the stairs, keeping a careful watch, but Doug was defeated. He rested with his back against the wall, hands on his knees, and willingly allowed Jake to take him into custody.

      Once the immediate danger had passed, Eliot pulled me in for a hug, ignored my grandfather when he mockingly held up his arms for an embrace of his own, and watched dispassionately as officers dragged Doug toward the door.

      “In case you’re wondering, I wouldn’t have enjoyed killing you,” Doug offered lamely.

      “That will help me sleep better tonight,” I said.

      “You’re lucky you’re already in custody,” Eliot growled, making a face when I shook my head. “What? I’m allowed to threaten the guy who tried to kill my girlfriend.”

      “He is,” Jake agreed. “That’s one of those unspoken rules that doesn’t get nearly enough attention. It’s totally allowed. It’s just as ingrained as that peeing while standing up thing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ha, ha.”

      Jake winked before sobering. “I’ll need you to come in and make a statement.” His gaze was serious when it landed on Grandpa. “Both of you.”

      “You can take Grandpa now,” I suggested. “I have some things to finish and then I’ll be along.”

      Jake stared at me for a long beat. “I guess I know what you’ll be doing.”

      Not all of it ... but he would find out the rest along with everyone else the following morning. “I need a few hours.”

      “Take whatever time is necessary.” Jake flicked his eyes to Eliot. “You’ll make sure she doesn’t blow me off for her statement, right?”

      Eliot nodded. “I will. I’m taking her to a late dinner after, so I’ll make sure she finishes in a timely fashion.”

      “Good enough.”

      Eliot waited until it was just the two of us to turn gooey, which is the way I preferred it. “I can’t believe it was Doug.” He buried his face in my hair for a long beat. “I also can’t believe that you managed to find danger during my fifteen-minute break. What are the odds?”

      “It just turned out that way.” I absently patted his back. “I’m okay. He never got close. He wasn’t a very good criminal. He kept demanding I willingly walk to my death, but there was no way that was going to happen.”

      “Yeah. He didn’t know you if he thought that was a possibility.”

      “Yeah.” I took a moment to rest my cheek against his shoulder and then pulled back. “I need to call Fish. I have two huge stories and more people to interview. There’s a ticking clock … and I don’t have much time.”

      He didn’t argue. “I’ll be close if you need me.”

      “That will be fun.”

      “Won’t it, though?”

      

      WE NEVER MADE IT TO our dinner. I worked until the very last second, and no decent restaurants were open that late. The Sunday newspaper goes to bed hours earlier than the weekly editions, so I barely made it under the wire.

      After that, we tumbled into bed and shut out the world for a full ten hours. By the time we woke the next morning, the local news was on and the anchors were fired up. Every television station was holding up copies of The Monitor as a source as they debated the turn of events.

      “You did it,” Eliot said as he rolled to a sitting position, his hair mussed from sleep. The first thing I’d done when I woke was grab the remote and turn on the television to watch the news. I wasn’t disappointed.

      “I did it,” I agreed, grinning as I enjoyed my moment. “Can you grab the newspaper from the front porch?”

      He slid me a sidelong look. “Is that the game we’re playing today?”

      “I have no idea what game you’re talking about,” I lied smoothly.

      “The ‘Eliot waits on Avery hand and foot all day’ game.”

      “Oh, that game.” I grinned as I kissed his cheek. “Sounds like a fabulous idea. I need the newspaper before I can commit, though.”

      “Fine.” He let out a resigned sigh as he climbed to his feet. “I’ll get your newspaper, Your Highness.”

      “Great.” I turned up the volume on the television and avidly watched the newscasters break down the mountain of information I’d unleashed the previous evening. Between Crawford’s plan — which was playing out exactly as I’d hoped — to Doug’s culpability in his father’s murder, it was a full slate. By the time Eliot returned to the bedroom I was so engrossed I barely registered that he was talking to someone. “Who ... ?” I broke off when I saw Jake trailing behind him. “Of course.”

      I took a moment to make sure that I was presentable — I really couldn’t remember what state I was in when I fell into bed upon returning home the previous evening — and breathed a sigh of relief when I realized I was covered by an oversized T-shirt and a pair of knit shorts. “Good morning, Sunshine,” I called out as Eliot climbed back into bed.

      Jake slid into the chair in the corner of the room. We’d become a comfortable threesome, but all of us on the bed together was too much. My head surely would implode. “You didn’t come to the station last night to give your statement,” he announced.

      I froze mid-click to check out one of the other newscasts. “Oh, I ... .”

      “It was late,” Eliot explained quickly. “I forgot, too. Don’t blame her. We were at The Monitor until they pressed the final button to send the pages to the printing plant. I have to admit, it was a little exciting. Avery did a dance when she realized she had the entire front page all to herself.”

      Jake snorted. “Yeah, well, it’s not the end of the world. I figured I can take your statement in person this morning. Doug confessed, so it should be an easy process.”

      “That’s fine. Eliot is going to order a big breakfast to be delivered, so we can all eat while you’re questioning me.”

      Eliot cocked an eyebrow. “I am?”

      I nodded without hesitation. “It’s Worship Avery Day. I get what I want.”

      “Ah.” Eliot grinned as Jake scorched him with a dark look. “What? She had a rough day yesterday. And I’m sorry, but I’m guessing you saw the package she put together. It was straight-up phenomenal. She deserves her accolades.”

      “She does,” Jake agreed, his eyes hard to read when they locked with mine. “Why didn’t you tell me what you’d figured out? I could’ve helped you.”

      “You know why.” I didn’t feel guilty for cutting him out of the story. We both knew there was nothing he could’ve done no matter how hard he tried. “There was only one way to play it when I realized what was really going on with Savage. I had to take the wind out of his sails.”

      “Well, you did that. He’s hosting a news conference in front of the courthouse this afternoon to deny your article … although it’s the buzz of the county. All people can talk about is his dastardly plan, even though we took in a murderer, too. He says you didn’t call until almost nine o’clock last night for his rebuttal, by the way. He’s a bit miffed.”

      “That’s true. I wanted to wait as long as I could to make sure he didn’t have time to make a news cycle before the paper went to print.” There was no sense in denying my ulterior motives. “I knew what he was going to say anyway. He screamed that Ally was lying, but you could tell he was panicking over the phone. It was actually kind of funny.”

      “Well ... he’s going to be putting on a show this afternoon.”

      I cast a look to Eliot. He didn’t say anything, but I figured I knew what was going through his head. “I guess that will be someone else’s story. I can’t ask Eliot to give up another weekend day.”

      He jerked his head in my direction. “What?”

      “Yeah, what?” Jake echoed. “You’re willingly backing off this story? That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “I’m trying to grow here,” I reminded both of them. “Eliot didn’t give me one ounce of grief yesterday. He deserves a quiet day ... of waiting on me.”

      He poked my side and immediately started shaking his head. “That’s not what I want.”

      His simple statement took me by surprise. “It’s not? I thought we were compromising.”

      “We are, but this isn’t the point where you’re supposed to compromise. What you did yesterday — you know, trying to track Jake and me down right away instead of rushing headlong into danger — that was compromising. This isn’t compromising, it’s abandoning what you want, which isn’t fair.

      “I’ll be the one compromising today,” he continued, brushing a hand over my hair. “I’ll go to town with you and get things done around the shop. Then, later in the week, I expect you to take a day off and we’ll compromise the crap out of each other.”

      Jake slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh, geez! I can’t believe I had to hear that.”

      Eliot snickered at his reaction. “You’re in our bedroom, dude. All decorum has flown out the window.”

      I kept my gaze on Eliot for what felt like a really long time. “So ... that’s it? You’re okay with me working today, too?”

      “Of course I am.”

      I felt a little mushy. “That’s kind of sweet.”

      “Ugh.” Jake made retching sounds from the corner.

      “I think I’m going to learn to like this compromise thing,” I admitted. “It’s working out well for me so far.”

      “That’s why compromise is good,” Eliot said, shifting to the nightstand to grab his phone. “Who wants what for their breakfast delivery?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but he held up a hand.

      “I already have your order, Trouble.”

      Since I hated being predictable, I decided to keep him on his toes. “Oh, yeah? I want sausage links instead of ham. How do you like that?”

      He chuckled. “You’re a wild woman.”

      “I am,” I agreed. “It’s also going to be a wild day. I can’t wait to make Bart Savage cry.”

      “I think we’re all looking forward to that,” Jake said, sobering. “I have to hand it to you, by the way. You managed to break that story in the one way that didn’t allow Bart to walk away with public sentiment in his back pocket. People think he’s even more of a monster now because Ally came off so sympathetic.”

      I thought about admitting that was the plan, that I’d manufactured the delivery of the interview in such a way that Ally couldn’t possibly lose. He probably already knew the truth, though, so there was no sense owning up to it. “I want tomato juice, too,” I instructed Eliot. “A whole vat of it.”

      “I’ve already ordered that,” Eliot muttered, focusing on his phone. “Jake, what do you want?”

      “A less complicated life,” he automatically responded, causing Eliot and me to burst out laughing.

      “Get used to disappointment there,” Eliot suggested. “With Avery in our lives, there is no such thing as ‘less complicated.’”

      “That’s our cross to bear,” Jake agreed. “I guess it’s good she’s worth a few laughs.”

      “She is,” Eliot agreed. “Now ... how do blueberry pancakes sound? They’re on special.”

      “Bring them on,” Jake said.

      Something occurred to me. “I want ham with my breakfast, too, just in case the sausage throws me off. Maybe my superpower comes from the ham or something. You never know, it could be a thing. I want both to be on the safe side.”

      Eliot’s lips quirked. “I think that can be arranged.”

      “I can hear you laughing at me,” I groused.

      “I wouldn’t do that on the day of your great triumph.”

      I sent him a dubious look. “Really?”

      “I’m saving that for tomorrow.”

      “Fair enough.”
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