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      It was another glorious Georgia morning, but Momma Peach walked up to her bakery more slowly than usual. Momma Peach was sad that her new friend Sam had to travel to Arizona to take care of some sudden legal business concerning the sale of his town. And on top of that, Rosa and Mandy were both on vacation with their families; Mandy was in Florida and Rosa was in Mexico. It was going to be quiet in Momma Peach’s kitchen today. But, Momma Peach thought, staring up into the gloomy gray clouds starting to fill the morning sky over her town, at least she still had Michelle. “My sweet girl,” Momma Peach smiled and fished a set of keys out of her pocket book. “Oh yes, at least there’s still someone to keep me company.”

      A set of curious eyes watched Momma Peach unlock the front door to her bakery. As soon as the door was unlocked and Momma Peach stepped a foot inside, Old Joe hurried out of the side alley between a book store and an antique shop and hurried across the street on tired legs with scared eyes. His eyes searched the street for any signs of danger and then glanced up at the stormy sky and shook his head. What a morning for a storm, he thought and dashed toward the bakery. “Momma Peach,” he called out in a jolly, happy voice poisoned with the sour notes of a skilled con man.

      Momma Peach was just stepping through the front door into her bakery. She froze. “Oh, give me strength,” she whispered as her eyes slowly closed. “Please don't tell me that Old Joe just called out my name...I’m dreaming...oh, I’m dreaming.”

      Old Joe scooted up to Momma Peach, knowing she would surely give him his walking papers if he didn't play it real cool. “My, aren't you a grand sight for these old eyes of mine. Yes sir,” Old Joe whistled, “you sure are a fine sight, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach grimaced. She turned around and opened her eyes. A man her own age stood before her wearing a cheap brown suit and holding a wooden cane that was probably dug out of a dumpster. The rumpled suit and worthless cane she could overlook. What she couldn't overlook was the lying, backstabbing, hypocritical soul staring at her through a pair of eyes that were always on the prowl for a cheap con or two. “You lousy rat,” Momma Peach exploded and smacked Old Joe across the face. Old Joe went reeling backward a few steps, clutching his cheek and nearly fell down. “How dare you come back here!”

      Old Joe looked at her in shock. Momma Peach sure knew how to use her hand to say hello. For a few seconds, all he could see was stars. “Now...calm down, Momma Peach,” Old Joe begged.

      “Calm down?” Momma Peach asked and narrowed her eyes. She wrapped her right hand around the strap of her pocketbook and stepped toward Old Joe. “Calm down?”

      Old Joe dropped his eyes down to Momma Peach's pocketbook. “Oh boy, I'm in for a whipping,” he said in a scared voice and quickly stepped back onto the street. “Now, Momma Peach...we can talk—”

      “Your hair may be gray, and your face may hold more wrinkles than I remember, but underneath that slick voice still lurks the same old Joe who conned my husband before he went on home to heaven,” Momma Peach growled at Old Joe as she slowly eased toward him with a stony warning in her eyes. “Oh yes, I don't forget anything, you lousy, no good for nothing, lying rat!” she yelled.

      “It was just a friendly pool game! Your husband, he...” Old Joe swallowed as she wound her arm back as if to strike the false words out of his mouth. “Okay, okay…so I took your husband for a ride at the pool table. But that was years ago, Momma Peach. I'm a changed man. Honest.”

      Old Joe's statement was met with Momma Peach swinging her pocketbook at his head. Old Joe managed to duck and backed further out onto the street. The birds weren't singing anymore, and the sky was growing darker and darker overhead. Momma Peach's mood was a perfect fit for the gloomy morning. “Folks change when the good Lord touches their hearts...you ain't changed a bit. I can read your eyes,” Momma Peach hollered and swung her pocketbook at Old Joe's head again. This time Old Joe was too slow. Momma Peach's pocketbook crashed up against the side of his head and sent him sprawling down onto the street. Old Joe looked up and saw a gray work truck driving down the street toward him. The driver of the truck spotted Old Joe lying in the street and slammed to a stop at the last second. The left front tire of the work truck stopped mere inches away from Old Joe's head.

      He gasped, raising his head to look up. Momma Peach was unmoved. “Leave town, boy,” she snapped at Old Joe, spun around, and stormed off into her bakery.

      Old Joe sighed and placed his head back down on the street. How in the world was he going to get Momma Peach to help him?

      “Mister, you alright?” a concerned voice asked. Old Joe looked up and saw the driver of the truck, a middle-aged man with a thin beard, staring down at him with worried eyes. “Family argument,” Old Joe explained. “Be a good boy and help this old fella up.”

      The man was happy to oblige and carefully helped Old Joe stand up, brushing off his coat. “Maybe I should drive you out to the hospital and have a doctor look you over?”

      Old Joe brushed at his pants with his left hand and then positioned the cane in a dignified manner in his right hand. “I'm fine, honest,” he said, but then he looked up into a pair of bleeding-heart eyes. He saw an easy con. “But just in case, let me get your information…perhaps my lawyer will know best in case I have to file a claim.”

      “Lawyer?” the man asked and then sighed. “I knew it, I knew it,” he said and hit the hood of his truck with his right fist. “Oh boy, Brenda is going to have a field day with this one. She's been on my case about seeing an eye doctor because I've been having some trouble reading small print.” The man looked at Old Joe. “It's not like I'm going blind, you know? I can see just fine. But Brenda would swear I’m blind as a bat.”

      Old Joe grinned. Bingo. He took a step toward the sidewalk and then placed his left hand on the small of his back and made a pained sound. “On second thought, maybe I should see a doctor,” he said. “It would be smart to contact your lawyer, son. It's always best to have lawyers handle these types of issues.”

      The poor man sighed heavily. “Mister, I can't afford a lawyer. I work for the city. I can barely manage to send my daughter through college as it is.” The man stared into Old Joe's face, his brow furrowed. “Wait a minute…I saw Momma Peach hit you and then you fell down. All I did was manage to avoid running over you. I don't think I'm in the wrong here.”

      “Best to let a lawyer decide. I'm sure my lawyer will be upset to learn that your dear wife has been demanding you see an eye doctor and yet here you are, out driving,” Old Joe replied and made a painful face again.

      The man shoved his hands down into the pockets of his brown work pants and shook his head. “Brenda is going to hit the roof.”

      Old Joe began to move in like a hungry shark but then he spotted Momma Peach walk back out of her bakery and rush over to the truck. “Brad Hendricks,” she called out, “you don't pay no mind to what this old skunk is telling you.”

      Old Joe eased back from Momma Peach. “Momma Peach, this ain't none of your business. Now, you mind your own and—”

      Momma Peach wrapped her arm through Brad's and patted his hand. “Listen to me, honey,” she said, “you go get back into your truck and get on to work. I will handle this skunk.”

      Brad looked down into Momma Peach's loving face. “That fella told me to contact a lawyer, Momma Peach. I think I need to stick around and handle this.”

      “A lawyer?” Momma Peach exclaimed. She looked at Old Joe with furious eyes. “Are you trying to con Brad Hendricks, you worthless old barnyard fox?”

      “Well, I—” Old Joe tried to explain, his hand still rubbing the false injury on his back.

      “Let me tell you something,” Momma Peach erupted and pulled Brad closer to her, “Brad Hendricks comes from good people...good people, you hear? His daddy helped many poor folk in this town during the depression years, even though he was poor as dirt himself.” Momma Peach patted Brad's hand again. “Brad gives this town five days of good, honest, hard work and then goes home to his family the way a man should. His daughter is studying to become a nurse and his wife, bless her soul, is trapped in a wheelchair. And you dare try to con this man?” Momma Peach shook her head. “I'm gonna kill you. That's what I’m gonna do...I’m gonna kill you, as sure as I’m standing here.”

      “Maybe...we can talk another time...when you're calmer,” Old Joe told Momma Peach, and without missing a beat he turned and scurried away.

      “Who is that?” Brad asked Momma Peach.

      “A flea on a dog,” Momma Peach said in a disgusted voice. She looked up at Brad and smiled. “Get to work, honey. I’m sorry he troubled you. I will bring your wife some of my famous peach bread when I can.”

      Brad nodded his head. He hugged Momma Peach, thanked her for saving him a whole bunch of trouble, and drove away. He passed Old Joe walking on the opposite side of the street and drove on. Old Joe watched Brad drive by and sighed. “There goes my lunch ticket,” he grumbled. “Old Joe better figure out a way to play Momma Peach or Old Joe is dead.”

      Momma Peach walked back to her bakery, glanced up the street, spotted Old Joe turn the corner, and shook her head. “Darn old fox,” she complained to herself and walked inside.

      The phone sitting on the front counter was ringing when Momma Peach walked back inside. Momma Peach hesitated and then decided to answer the call. “Hello, this is Momma Peach,” she said, forcing her voice to sound pleasant and warm.

      Aunt Rachel's voice came through the phone. “Maye? Is that you, Maye?”

      “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach whispered and banged the phone against her head softly. Her aunt was like a leech that just wouldn't go away. A senile leech, or maybe just a leech who liked to play pranks on her niece, Momma Peach could never be too sure. “Aunt Rachel, this Caroline, your niece. You called me.”

      “Caroline? I don't live in North Carolina,” Aunt Rachel yelled into the phone. “I live in Virginia. Maye, what kind of games are you playing, girl?”

      “I'm not Maye,” Momma Peach nearly began crying in frustration, “I'm Caroline Johnson, your niece. I live in Georgia, I own a bakery…”

      “Maye, are you taking your medicine?” Aunt Rachel asked. “You know you start acting funny when you go off your medicine.”

      “I don't even know who Maye is!” Momma Peach cried and banged the phone against her head again. “Aunt Rachel, this is Caroline...oh, forget it. Why did you call?”

      Aunt Rachel sat grinning in her wheelchair, quickly glanced around the hallway leading away from the front desk, and let out a fart. No sense in holding it in, not at her age, no sir. Besides, she grinned, the nursing home she called home was filled with nothing but old farting machines. What was one more fart? “Is this the airport?”

      “The airport?” Momma Peach exclaimed. “Why are you trying to call the airport?”

      “Roger is getting married. I have to fly to Florida,” Aunt Rachel replied and smiled up at a nurse who was giving her a strange look. The nurse knew all about Aunt Rachel's infamous phone calls to her poor niece down in Georgia. “Is this you, Maye? Are you still living with all those cats?”

      Momma Peach dropped the phone and began banging her head against the front counter. “Give me strength, give me strength...those awful tunnels back in Mr. Sam's town sound mighty nice right about now...oh, give me strength.”

      Michelle walked through the front door just then and spotted Momma Peach banging her head against the front counter. “Is that Aunt Rachel?” she asked. Momma Peach nodded her head. Michelle giggled sweetly, walked over to the front counter, and picked up the phone. “Aunt Rachel, Momma Peach will call you back later.” Michelle hung up the phone and sat down on the front counter and began swinging her legs.

      “You're in a jolly good mood,” Momma Peach told Michelle.

      “I received a raise at work,” Michelle stated proudly.

      Momma Peach smiled, the phone call forgotten. “You’re going to be rich!”

      Michelle glanced down at the worn black leather jacket covering her dark gray dress and shook her head no. “It's only a few extra dollars per paycheck. But it's nice to be recognized for the work I do.”

      Momma Peach reached out and smoothed down the tight pony tail Michelle had her hair wrapped in. “You should be recognized. You’re so pretty, too,” she smiled. “I sure am proud of you. It's about time the folks in this town understand how important you are.”

      Michelle's cheeks turned red. “You make it sound like this town can't survive without me.”

      “I can't survive without you,” Momma Peach corrected her, and then gestured around the bakery. “Honey, pick out anything your heart desires, as a reward for being so wonderful.”

      Michelle examined the delicious contents of the bakery arrayed before her. “Now that's what I call a real raise,” she smiled happily. “But, before I dig into some of your famous peach bread, I need to talk with you, Momma Peach.”

      “Oh?” Momma Peach said. She rubbed her forehead where she had been banging the phone against it so recently and sighed. “Someday I'm gonna kill that old woman.”

      Michelle grinned. “I didn't hear that.”

      Momma Peach felt laughter erupt from her heart. “You can be my partner in crime, baby.”

      “Maybe,” Michelle laughed back.

      “Now, what do you want to talk to me about? There's not been a murder. I don’t see worry in your eyes.”

      “No murder,” Michelle confirmed in a relieved voice. “Actually,” she stated, “I'm not sure if what I have to say is serious or not. You see, Momma Peach, the St. Louis PD wired me over some information on a man named Joseph Ingles, some con man who has an arrest sheet a mile long. It appears this con man is heading to, as the people in this town would say, our neck of the woods.” Michelle paused as her skilled ears caught the distant sound of thunder. “I ran a check on this man, Momma Peach. He's been arrested for petty thievery, running scams, selling stolen goods...nothing serious, but a lot of it.”

      Momma Peach sighed, looking out of the front display window into the darkening morning. “And…?”

      “Nothing, really,” Michelle said. “I was just wondering if you might know who this man is and why he's decided to leave St. Louis and come here. Please don't be offended, Momma Peach.”

      “I ain't offended, honey,” Momma Peach assured Michelle. “You're right in thinking I might know the man in question because I do. As a matter of fact, I ran Mr. Joseph Ingles off just a few minutes ago.” She chuckled at the memory.

      “Really?” Michelle asked in a surprised voice.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Old Joe is what I call him, we go way back,” Momma Peach explained and walked over to the front display window. She felt at ease in her usual blue dress with the white stripes. She loved the pink cloth she covered her head with—her head covering was part of who she was. She loved her bakery and her town and the people in her town; she loved feeling at home and just being Momma Peach. But Old Joe was sure making her feel uncomfortable in her own home and heart. “Old Joe and I went to high school together. He dropped out and vanished for a bit. When I married my husband and we moved here, Old Joe showed up one day poorer than dirt and hungrier than a starving alley cat.” Momma Peach looked across the street and studied the familiar buildings that always brought comfort to her heart. “My husband was always a tender-hearted man who tried to see the best in folk, so he took Old Joe into our home.”

      “I see,” Michelle said and braced herself for some bad news.

      “I knew the man wasn't good from the beginning,” Momma Peach sighed. “One night that old skunk didn't show up for supper, so my husband went looking for him. He found Old Joe at a pool hall.” Momma Peach shook her head. “My husband came home flat broke and Old Joe vanished into the night. That was the first time I ever saw my husband hang his head down in shame.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “I am sorry, too, baby,” Momma Peach said in a hurt voice. “I loved my husband very much and swore to never forgive Old Joe for the harm he caused. But the good Lord commands us to forgive, so through the years, I have been asking my heart to forgive Old Joe...it sure ain't easy, baby.” She grimaced, remembering the blow she had dealt him that morning.

      Michelle jumped down off the front counter and walked over to Momma Peach. “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

      Momma Peach kept her eyes on the buildings across the street. “Old Joe has slithered into our town because he's in trouble, baby, and he thinks he can ask for my help. Now, I ain't planning on helping no snake. But I also know that there might be bigger snakes chasing the little one, so it might be smart for you to keep a careful eye out.”

      Michelle nodded her head. “Maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea to keep him out of our town, too,” she told Momma Peach.

      “A fox never leaves until the last chicken is eaten,” Momma Peach sighed. “Now,” she said and forced a cheery smile to her face, “I have a lot of baking to do. And you,” she smiled at Michelle, “run along and eat breakfast.”

      “How did you know I haven't eaten breakfast yet?” Michelle asked and then shook her head. “Why do I even ask...of course you know,” she said.

      Momma Peach walked over to a wooden shelf, retrieved a loaf of delicious peach bread, handed it to Michelle and pointed at the front door. “Go down to the diner and eat a healthy breakfast, baby. I will be in my kitchen, as always.”

      “I'll bring you lunch,” Michelle promised and left the bakery.

      Down the street, concealed around a corner, Old Joe watched with cautious eyes as Michelle walked up the sidewalk. Then he set his mind to work.

      [image: ]

      Old Joe eased around to the back door of the bakery like a snake searching for a shadowy hole to hide in before the noonday sun could burn it to a crisp. A heavy drizzle was now falling. The drizzle was sinking into his cheap brown suit and soaking him down to the bone. “This ain't no good for a man my age,” Old Joe grumbled, walking around a metal trash can. He stopped at the back door that led into Momma Peach's kitchen. “I ain't got time to play games. But I don’t want Momma Peach sending me to my grave, either.” Old Joe stared at the back door uncertainly. What choice did he have? “Here goes nothing,” he said and tapped the back door with his wooden cane.

      Momma Peach heard the cane hit the back door. She raised her head from a table filled with flour and spices, stared at the back door, and then went back to creating the dough for her scrumptious peach bread. Seconds later, the cane struck the back door again. “I'll kill you deader than a door nail!” Momma Peach yelled without even glancing up from her work. “Now, get!”

      “Old Joe just wants to talk, Momma Peach, that's all. We were friends once, remember? I was the man who gave you your first kiss, too. Remember?” Old Joe called through the door, standing in the heavy drizzle on the small back porch. “Now, don't be this way, Momma Peach. We go way back, you and me.”

      Momma Peach stopped working on the dough bread, wiped her hands on the white apron wrapped around her waist, walked over to the kitchen counter and grabbed a large cutting knife. “I'll show you way back,” she said and hurried over to the back door and yanked it open with her left hand. “Get!” she yelled and thrust the knife in Old Joe's face. “I'll slice you into little bitty pieces and feed you to the possums!”

      The sight of the knife sent fear through Old Joe. For the second time that day, he stumbled backward and toppled down onto his back side. He sat in a filthy mud puddle. “Are you crazy, woman?” he yelled.

      Momma Peach aimed the knife in her hand at Old Joe and narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing here, you filthy skunk? What do you want from me? Is it money? Speak now, before I make you into pudding.”

      Old Joe lifted a shaky hand into the rain-filled air and began pleading with Momma Peach. “Put down the knife, Momma Peach...ain't no reason to act that way toward an old friend...”

      “I don't call skunks like you old friends,” Momma Peach retorted. “Now tell me why you're polluting my town, before I call the cops to run you outta here.”

      Old Joe stared up at Momma Peach's furious face. He looked into her raging eyes and understood the sobering truth: there was no way in the world he was going to be able to con Momma Peach. His shoulders sagged and a haggard look passed over his face. “Momma Peach, I'm in trouble.”

      “Your trouble ain't my trouble.”

      Old Joe slowly began to climb to his feet. He looked around him, the glitter of the con gone from his face. “We made a promise once,” he said. “Way back before you ever met your husband, remember?”

      “Mention my husband again and I’ll kill you,” Momma Peach promised Old Joe in a tone that sent chills through his heart.

      Old Joe held out a shaky hand again and eased back a few steps. “Way back in the olden times when we were young and going to school we made a promise to always stand by each other, remember?”

      “I was just a baby in those years and you know it,” Momma Peach informed Old Joe and began to step back into the kitchen and close the door, convinced he was still trying to pull a con.

      “Wait,” Old Joe begged, “Momma Peach, we made a promise and sealed it with a kiss...your very first kiss.”

      Momma Peach hesitated with her hand on the doorknob. Pain struck her heart. “I remember,” she sighed heavily. “I regret letting your lips ever touch mine, too.”

      Old Joe carefully reached down and picked up his wooden cane off the wet cobblestones of the alley. “I know I did you wrong, Momma Peach. I know...I did your husband wrong. I'm mighty sorry, too.”

      “No, you're not,” Momma Peach told Old Joe in a voice that was slowly losing the will to fight. “Old Joe, you use, hurt, and con people and then throw them in the trash like they're nothing. You care about number one and nobody else. So don't stand there and try to play me with your lies.” Momma Peach looked up at the dark sky. “Maybe this rain will wash the filth out of your heart.”

      Old Joe saw something in Momma Peach's face—an expression of absolute pity rather than rage and anger—that deflated his balloon. In Momma Peach's eyes he saw the image of an old man with bad knees who was nothing more than a simple bum and criminal; a bum and a criminal who had no family and no one to care about himself. “I got myself tangled up into some real trouble, Momma Peach. Some dangerous men are set on killing me.”

      “Good riddance,” Momma Peach told Old Joe and then shook her head. “Oh, I can't let my heart be that evil, now can I?” she prayed. “We are to forgive as God forgives us.”

      Old Joe stared at Momma Peach. Was the woman weakening? He wasn't sure. “I'm getting mighty soaked standing out here in this alley. Can I come inside?”

      “No,” Momma Peach shook her head. “I can forgive you for hurting my husband, but I will not be unequally yoked, as the Good Book says. Now get,” Momma Peach said in a tired voice and closed the back door.

      Old Joe looked up and down the alley. He had no money and was mighty hungry. So he did the only thing he could: he began hitting the back door with his cane. “Momma Peach, we go way back. Please, hear Old Joe out. Please,” Old Joe begged.

      Momma Peach scratched her forehead with her left hand and closed her eyes. “Give me strength...give me strength to deal with this old fox,” she begged and turned back toward the back door. “I must be out of my living, loving mind,” she said and opened the back door. “You got five minutes to talk and you better wipe your feet before you step into my kitchen.”

      Old Joe smiled. “I knew it, I knew it,” he said in an excited voice and hurried into the kitchen. He wiped his feet and closed the back door. “I knew you wouldn't let Old Joe down.”

      Momma Peach shook the knife in her hand at Old Joe. “Watch yourself or I'll slice you up and bake you in my oven.”

      Old Joe held up his left hand. “I'm cool,” he promised.

      “You better be,” Momma Peach warned. She walked back to the baking table, set the knife down, and went back to work on the dough. “Who is trying to kill you and why?” she asked.

      Old Joe surveyed the kitchen as the rain dripped off his suit onto the floor. The smells of flour and spices made his tummy rumble. Momma Peach sure had a nice set-up from the look of things. “You're doing mighty fine for yourself, woman,” he complimented Momma Peach. “Mighty fine indeed.”

      Momma Peach raised a pair of strict eyes up at Old Joe. “My business ain't your business, you rat,” she said. “Now, tell me who is trying to kill you and why, or get out.”

      “Okay, okay, calm down,” Old Joe replied. He leaned on the wooden cane and glanced around the kitchen again. “Maybe I can have a taste of that peach bread before I talk, huh, Momma Peach?”

      Momma Peach looked up. She saw hunger in Old Joe's eyes. “Oh, good grief,” she complained, “I wouldn't let an alley dog go hungry. Don’t move.” Momma Peach hurried into the bakery, grabbed a loaf of peach bread, and dashed back into the kitchen. She tossed the loaf to Old Joe. “Eat.”

      Old Joe caught the bread. He tore open the plastic the bread was wrapped in and took a hungry bite without wasting a second. “Man alive,” he said, gobbling down the bread, “ain't never tasted bread this good in my life. Yes sir and yes ma’am.” Old Joe took a second bite. “You wouldn't happen to have any milk to go with this fine bread, would you, Momma Peach?”

      “Don't push it,” Momma Peach warned Old Joe. But, her heart got the best of her. She walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of cold milk. She went to the kitchen sink and poured some milk into a blue glass and handed it to Old Joe. “Drink it,” she said.

      Old Joe smiled. “You always did have a heart of gold.”

      “The Lord has a heart of gold. I just pity you,” Momma Peach told Old Joe and went back to work on the dough, kneading it with her practiced hands. “Talk, boy.”

      Old Joe took a drink of the cold milk and nearly fainted with joy. “Man alive, I'm on cloud nine right now.”

      “Talk!” Momma Peach demanded and tapped the knife sitting next to her with her left hand.

      “Okay, okay,” Old Joe said and eased toward the back door as he regarded the knife. “It's like this,” he said and took another bite of bread, “I was hustling some college boys down at the pool hall I always hang at. Nothing major, just some young roosters who thought their fancy college made them smarter than me.” Old Joe chewed on the bread, swallowed with a look of bliss on his face, and then took another bite. “At least, I thought I was just dealing with some young roosters that needed to be chased out of the chicken coop.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Turns out one of them was the son of some politician up there in the capital,” Old Joe explained and fiddled with the bread in his hands. “I took that boy for over five grand and left him steaming. Anyway, the next day, that boy shows back up at the pool hall. But this time he's alone.” Old Joe paused.

      “Keep talking or take a long walk,” Momma Peach told Old Joe.

      “It's not that easy,” Old Joe confessed. “I'm still trying to make sense of things myself, Momma Peach.” Old Joe looked down at the bread in his hand. “I ain't as young as I used to be, and my mind is slowing down on me.”

      “Fine,” Momma Peach caved in, “take your time. Just make sure you tell the truth.”

      Old Joe nodded his head. “That young rooster showed up with ten thousand dollars in his hands. He said he would wager it on our pool games and prove to me he was a better player. Man, I still took every cent from him. And then…and then...”

      “And then what?” Momma Peach pressed.

      Old Joe looked up at Momma Peach with scared eyes. “And then the kid was murdered. I saw it...I saw the murder take place with my own eyes. And I was seen witnessing the murder, too. Now the same people who killed that young rooster are after this old rooster, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach stared at Old Joe—she stared deep into his eyes, and to her shock, saw that the con man standing in her kitchen was telling the truth for once in his miserable life. “How do you expect me to help you?” she asked, confused.

      “I don't know,” Old Joe confessed. “Momma Peach, in this big old world, you were the only person I could think of to turn to. You're...I reckon you're the only family I got.”

      Momma Peach listened to thunder erupt outside and shake her kitchen. “Oh, give me strength,” she begged, “give me strength.”
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      Michelle peeked into the kitchen and saw Old Joe sitting on a foot stool with his back toward the back door. Old Joe was hunched over on his hands snoring away. “That's the con man?” she whispered.

      “That's him,” Momma Peach said in a disgusted tone. “He may not look like much, and maybe his body is wearing down, but his mind is still sharp as a piece of broken glass.” Momma Peach pulled Michelle back into the bakery. “Baby, Old Joe said he witnessed a young man get shot to death back in St. Louis.”

      Michelle reached into the right pocket of her leather jacket and pulled out a note pad and pen. “What's the name of this young man?” she asked.

      Momma Peach started gnawing on her lower lip. “I don't know, baby. Old Joe didn't confess a whole lot to me and what he did confess came out in knots. For instance,” Momma Peach said and folded her arms together, “he seems to know that the murdered young man was the son of a politician, but he claims not to know the young man's name. I know better than that. I know Old Joe is playing hide-and-seek with me, too. He wants help, but he doesn’t want to give anything in return. Or maybe he wants me to fish information out of him because if I fall into that trap he'll be able to insist that I was practically an accomplice to his escape and whatever else he may have done along the way.”

      Michelle tapped the note pad and pen against the front counter. She looked toward the front display window and watched a heavy rain fall. “I had enough rain back in Nevada,” she confessed. “The weatherman I watch is claiming it's going to rain for the next five days.”

      “I know, honey,” Momma Peach said, watching it fall. She felt tired and frustrated. “I want you to run a check and see if you can find any reports about a young man who was shot to death.”

      “I can try,” Michelle promised. She turned her attention to Momma Peach. “Whoever is after that man might come here, Momma Peach.”

      “Don't I know it,” Momma Peach replied. “Oh, I could strangle that old fox with my bare hands.” Momma Peach closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “Now I am grateful Mandy and Rosa are away on vacation.”

      “Me, too,” Michelle agreed. She put the note pad and pen back into her jacket pocket. “I can run that man in, Momma Peach, and throw him in a jail cell.”

      “Won't do any good, baby. Old Joe will just claim he was only jiving about witnessing a murder. He's slippery...real slippery.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Michelle asked Momma Peach, hoping for an answer that would bring peace to her worried mind.

      “I am going to put Old Joe up in one of those fancy hotels out there by the interstate,” Momma Peach explained. “I want him out of town and away from my bakery.”

      “Those chain hotels aren't cheap.”

      “I know, honey,” Momma Peach said. “But I did some quick thinking and decided that the skunks searching for Old Joe might not look for him at a fancy hotel. Old Joe is a street bum who spends his nights in pool halls and rents crummy, run-down rooms that rats wouldn't stay in. I want to...what do you call it...in the Army, when those soldiers put makeup on their faces?”

      “Camouflage?”

      “That's it,” Momma Peach said and patted Michelle on her shoulder. “I want to camouflage him. You know what I’m talking about.”

      Michelle glanced back toward the kitchen. “I guess your plan makes sense, but still,” Michelle worried, “we're talking about a man who has killers chasing after him...killers that might eliminate anybody remotely connected to Mr. Ingles.”

      Momma Peach rolled her eyes. “Oh please, honey, don't call that man Mr. Ingles. You make him sound human.” Momma Peach looked over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “This rain is keeping folks indoors. I don't expect much business today. So,” Momma Peach looked at Michelle with pleading eyes, “will you give me a ride out to one of them fancy hotels?”

      “Of course,” Michelle told Momma Peach. “And from this point forward, I'm your shadow, too. As long as Mr…uh…Old Joe is in town, you and me, Momma Peach, are going to be glued together. If anything ever happened to you...” Michelle stopped talking and looked down at her soft hands. “You mean so much to me.”

      “And you mean even more to me,” Momma Peach promised Michelle and gave her a loving hug. “Now, let me go wake up that fox.” Momma Peach walked into the kitchen and yelled at the top of her lungs: “Rise and shine!”

      Old Joe nearly jumped out of his skin. His body jerked violently off the stool and crashed down onto the kitchen floor. Old Joe blinked open his eyes and began crawling in a confused direction. “Who...what? I ain't did nothing...”

      “Wake up, you old fox,” Momma Peach yelled at Old Joe, “I'm taking you to get a room and a meal.”

      Old Joe stopped crawling. He looked up at Momma Peach with blurry, sleepy eyes. “Oh...yeah...sure, I knew you were laying down an act on me,” he said in a bleary tone. “I knew Momma Peach wouldn’t forget her old friend. You can't pull one over on me.”

      “Old Joe is a dingbat,” Momma Peach said and rolled her eyes. “Get up off my kitchen floor and come on.”

      Old Joe struggled to his feet, grabbed his wooden cane, and followed Momma Peach out into the bakery. When he spotted Michelle, he froze. “Hey, what's the fuzz doing here?” he asked, alarmed. He pointed at Michelle. “I can spot a cop a mile away.”

      Michelle folded her arms together. “Mr. Ingles, I prefer to be called Detective Chan if you don't mind.”

      “Detective Chan is my family...real family,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “She's going to be helping us.”

      Old Joe began shaking his head. “No sir and no ma’am, I ain't putting up with no cop,” he said and slapped his wooden cane against the wooden floor. “I don't trust no cop, and—”

      Momma Peach snatched her pocketbook up off the front counter and smacked Old Joe across the top of his head. Old Joe stumbled backward into the doorway. “You will speak to her with respect,” Momma Peach hissed at Old Joe.

      Old Joe rubbed his head and slowly stepped back into the bakery. He looked at Michelle with distrust but decided to do as Momma Peach demanded. “Well, I guess a girl cop ain't half as bad as those rabid boyscout cops that are always giving me a hard time.”

      “Probably for a good reason,” Michelle told Old Joe. “I've seen your arrest record. You've been arrested for picking pockets, shoplifting, trying to pawn stolen goods, running scams, the works. So, don't play innocent with me, okay?”

      “Man has to survive, don't he?” Old Joe asked Michelle in a defensive voice.

      “Yeah,” Michelle replied, “with honesty and integrity.”

      Michelle's words slapped Old Joe across the face. But he wasn't about to say so. Instead, he began to argue. “It's easy to judge a man when you don't know his past. A nice, soft-faced lady cop like you, what do you even know about hard times?”

      Momma Peach looked into Michelle's face and took a step back. Michelle exploded. “My family was murdered in China, you pathetic bum,” she snapped in a tone that sent Old Joe hurrying behind Momma Peach for protection. “You're just a petty criminal who likes to con innocent people.” Momma Peach pulled Old Joe out from behind her and placed him squarely in front of Michelle. Michelle grabbed the scratchy lapel of his brown suit and shoved him back a step, so that he was almost against the front counter. She leaned her face into his. “Don't throw your lies at me, is that clear? And don’t you ever, ever presume you know a thing about what I’ve been through.”

      Old Joe looked into a pair of eyes that were brilliant and fierce. “Yeah...sure...I get it,” he promised Michelle nervously. “Now cool down, okay?” he begged. “Ain't no sense in letting your feathers get ruffled.”

      “Your kind makes me sick,” Michelle said and backed away from Old Joe. And to Old Joe's surprise, Michelle reached into the left pocket of her jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of red and blue playing cards.

      “What you got them cards for?” Old Joe asked.

      “Michelle?” Momma Peach asked.

      Michelle began shuffling the cards in her hands. “I met a con man in Los Angeles once who taught me a thing or two about cards,” Michelle explained. She locked eyes with Old Joe. “Care to play Pennies?”

      Old Joe cocked his head to one side. “What you know about Pennies?”

      “Enough,” Michelle grinned. “I've got one hundred dollars in cash in my pocket. We can play Pennies.”

      “I don't have a single dollar,” Old Joe lied with a nervous smile.

      “I'll sponsor you,” Michelle said.

      Momma Peach studied Michelle's eyes. She was up to something, but what? “Honey, Old Joe is mighty slippery.”

      “Okay, then,” Michelle said and began putting away the playing cards.

      “Now, wait a minute,” Old Joe protested, “Momma Peach, it ain't right for you to decide what a man can and can't do. If this cop...this woman...wants to play Pennies with Old Joe, then so be it. You just stand back and watch a pro at work.”

      Michelle winked at Momma Peach. That's when Momma Peach understood that Michelle was about to put Old Joe in his place. She smiled. “Sure, go ahead and play your silly old game,” she told Old Joe and leaned against the front counter to watch.

      Old Joe grinned. He was a pro at Pennies. “Rules of the game are,” he said and placed his wooden cane down onto the front counter, “high card wins after the second card is drawn. We work our way down until every card is face up. Each low card is worth a penny and each high card is worth a dollar.”

      “This could take a while,” Momma Peach said.

      “Not really,” Michelle explained. “Momma Peach, a penny represents a dollar and a dollar represents ten dollars.”

      “Oh,” Momma Peach said and didn't even try to understand why the game was called Pennies if no pennies were involved.

      “Split the deck,” Old Joe told Michelle.

      Michelle walked up to the front counter. “You can shuffle the cards and count them out. I'll watch you.”

      Old Joe nodded his head. He took the playing cards and performed a skilled shuffle that would impress any card shark alive. “Let's play,” he said and began counting out the cards. The game, Momma Peach realized, was based on sheer chance—whichever player was dealt the highest cards would win. But she also knew a con man didn't work with chance. No. A con man worked nine to five by cheating.

      Michelle nodded her head. She watched Old Joe deal the cards with slick hands. “Let's play,” she said and picked up her cards and settled them in her hands. She watched Old Joe pick up his, look down at his cards, and frown. “Ready?” she asked.

      “Huh?” Old Joe asked. He looked up at Michelle with confused eyes. “Oh, I...uh…” he said and focused on his hand. “I know I shuffled them the right way,” he whispered to himself.

      Michelle grinned at Momma Peach and slid a hidden playing card out of her right sleeve without Old Joe seeing. Momma Peach nodded her head and suppressed a chuckle. “Let's play already,” Michelle demanded. She slapped down two cards. Old Joe—reluctantly—placed down two cards. “Third card up,” Michelle said and slapped down a queen of diamonds. Old Joe's face went pale. “Third card up,” Michelle snapped. “Get with it or get out of the game,” she taunted him good-naturedly, as if unaware of his distress.

      Old Joe placed down a nine of diamonds, the highest card in his hand. “You owe me eleven dollars,” Michelle said in a pleased voice. Old Joe focused on his hand. His eyes danced with confusion. “Okay, let's play again.” Momma Peach watched Michelle slide a second hidden card out of her sleeve and ease it into her hand. Old Joe didn't notice. He was too busy wondering how he had messed up his shuffle. “Are you going to play or what?”

      “Huh? Yeah, sure,” Old Joe said and tossed two cards, face down, down onto the counter. “Uh...third card up.” Old Joe produced a nine of hearts. Michelle slapped down a king of hearts. She smiled. Old Joe frowned. “I guess I owe you twenty-two dollars,” he said.

      Michelle nodded her head. “Yep,” she said happily. “Want to keep playing?”

      Old Joe didn't like being taken by a cop. His temper flared. “Hush up and play,” he fussed and threw down two cards. “Third card up.”

      “Third card up,” Michelle grinned and put down an ace of diamonds.

      Old Joe nearly went berserk. He threw his cards down and snatched Michelle's cards out of her hand. “You've got all low cards, too...you rigged the deck!” he steamed and tossed her cards down onto the counter.

      “How does it feel to be played?” Michelle asked. “It doesn't feel good, does it?”

      “Slam a pie into that man's face and mush it around real good,” Momma Peach laughed and slapped the front counter with her right hand. “Oh boy, were you ever taken for a ride!”

      Michelle shook the sleeve of her jacket. High cards of different kinds fell out of her sleeve and floated down onto the counter. “You may have learned how to rig a shuffle, but I learned how to play a con man,” she told Old Joe. “Now, are you going to pay up? I want my money.”

      “You cheated!” Old Joe growled. His eyes were stubborn and confused.

      “A woman has to do what a woman has to do to survive in this world. And hey,” Michelle added, “don't judge me before you know my past.”

      Old Joe felt as if someone punched him in the stomach. He had just been played by a cop and put in his place. And even worse—he was played by a female cop. “You think you're smart, don't you? Well, Old Joe knew you were playing him all along.”

      Michelle winked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach winked back. “Let this be a lesson to you,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “My Michelle can't be conned or played by the likes of you.”

      “We'll see,” Old Joe whispered under his breath and grabbed his wooden cane and walked off toward the front door. “We'll see, cop.”

      Outside, the rain continued to fall and thunder continued to rattle through the rain storm.
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      Old Joe liked the fancy hotel room Momma Peach put him up in. “Now this is more like it,” he said, sitting down in a plush leather chair in front of a glossy walnut desk next to the large television set. The room was fit for royalty. For what the room cost, only royalty should have been allowed in the room, Momma Peach thought as she watched Old Joe enjoy his temporary luxury. “Oh yes, a man could get used to living in a pad like this.”

      Michelle closed the door to the hotel room and stepped inside. Her eyes soaked in a dark hardwood floor under burgundy walls hung with expensive-looking paintings; the paintings were obviously imitations but were still very beautiful. A set of glass doors covered with a dark brown curtain stood at the far corner of the room. The glass doors opened onto a private balcony. A large king-sized bed covered in a luxurious gray and blue comforter sat in the middle of the room facing a television set resting on an elegant television stand. “Not bad.”

      “Not bad at all,” Old Joe gloated. “I guess I won the game after all, huh, Detective Chan?”

      “Watch it,” Momma Peach warned Old Joe. “I can go right back down the elevators and get my money back.”

      “Okay, okay, cool it,” Old Joe said, trying to sound suave and easy. “I appreciate what you're doing for me Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach steadied her mind and focused on the task at hand. “Old Joe, give us the description of the young man you saw shot to death.”

      Old Joe stopped smiling. “Ain't important what that rooster looked like.”

      “It is to me,” Michelle stepped up.

      “No, it ain't,” Old Joe argued. “That rooster is dead. This rooster is alive. Let's focus on that.”

      “It doesn't work like that and you know it,” Michelle told Old Joe. “I want answers and I'm going to get my answers. I’m sure there’s an open warrant with your name on it somewhere. If you refuse to cooperate, I'll find one of those warrants and extradite you back to St. Louis and let the homicide department there start questioning you about the murder you witnessed.” Michelle yanked a pair of handcuffs from her right jacket pocket. “Your choice.”

      Old Joe stared at the handcuffs. “Is she for real?” he asked Momma Peach.

      “Very real,” Momma Peach informed Old Joe.

      Old Joe swallowed. He was in a bind. The last thing he expected was to find Momma Peach chumming around with an annoying cop. “Listen,” he said, “the kid I saw shot to death was a young, arrogant sap who didn't have enough sense to quit. He's dead and gone and I'm alive. We need to focus on keeping me alive and—”

      “You're going back to St. Louis,” Michelle interrupted Old Joe. She began walking toward him with the handcuffs at the ready.

      “Wait...wait a minute,” Old Joe cried out in panic. “I...okay. The rooster had…black hair and blue eyes, okay? He was about 5’10” or 5’11” and weighed about a hundred and sixty pounds.” Old Joe wanted to kick himself for caving in, but what choice did he have?

      “Okay,” Michelle said and put the handcuffs back into her jacket pocket. “Keep talking.”

      Old Joe sighed. He tossed a hard thumb at Michelle. “You really hang with her?” he asked Momma Peach in an upset voice. “Momma Peach, there are better, way cooler sisters to hang with.”

      Momma Peach walked over to Michelle and patted her shoulder. “Michelle is the coolest sister in the world,” she told Old Joe in a proud voice. “Now you listen to me and you listen closely. We want answers and you're going to cooperate. Is that clear, you smelly old alley cat?”

      “Why insult me?” Old Joe asked in a fake hurt voice. “Momma Peach, we go way back. There was a time when you talked real nice to me. Remember?”

      “I was mighty stupid when I was young,” Momma Peach replied and then chuckled to herself. “I was mighty stupid indeed if I let an old rat like you sweet-talk me. Oh, give me strength, give me strength.”

      “Bah,” Old Joe said, upset, and threw his hand in Momma Peach’s direction dismissively. “You ain't cool no more, Momma Peach. You turned into one of...them.” Old Joe tossed his thumb at Michelle again. “People like her take all the fun out of life.”

      “Fun? Do you want me to show you fun?” Momma Peach said. She took a threatening step toward him and wound her arm back with her pocketbook to remind him of what he was in for. Old Joe threw his hands over his head defensively and cowered. Momma Peach relaxed her arm and left him untouched, satisfied that he understood. Michelle suppressed a grin. She wished Momma Peach wasn’t so quick to swing her purse, but it’s true that it was a useful technique on occasion.

      “Hey...Momma Peach, please...” Old Joe begged, waiting to see if she would keep her distance.

      Momma Peach ignored him and backed up to Michelle. “I don't tolerate no one disrespecting Michelle. You better learn that here and now, yes sir and yes ma’am, or I will not spare the rod next time. Oh, give me strength!”

      Old Joe adjusted his rumpled suit jacket with two shaky hands. “You ain't one of us no more,” he said in a scared undertone. “You've...lost your soul, Momma Peach.”

      “No sir,” Momma Peach corrected Old Joe. “My soul belongs to the Lord and He runs my heart. You're the one whose soul has gone astray, Joe. You go around conning innocent people and then when life slaps you back, you start playing the victim. Your kind, you worm, needs to get right with the Lord. Now stand up like a man instead of cowering down on that floor before I get at you again.”

      Old Joe struggled to his feet. He blinked at Momma Peach, his mouth working in an expression of stubborn distrust. “Ain't no woman ever threatened me,” he stated. But he still stood well out of her arm’s reach. “Ain't right for a woman to beat a helpless old man. No sir and no ma’am.”

      Momma Peach cast her eyes at the hotel room door. “You can walk anytime you want.”

      Old Joe licked his lips. He glanced at the door and then looked down at the soft, welcoming bed that was calling his name. So what if Momma Peach threatened him or smacked him around a little? He would leave when he was good and ready. Besides, he needed Momma Peach—at least for the time being. “Ain't right, Momma Peach,” he repeated in an injured voice as he sat down on the bed and began rubbing his hands on the fabric. “But I will stay where I am, for now.”

      “Let’s get back to it. What was the name of the young man who was shot to death?” Michelle asked Old Joe in a stern tone. “I want answers.”

      “No ma’am,” Old Joe stated, “I gave you the description of that dead rooster. You're a cop, do your leg work and run down the name yourself. In the meantime,” Old Joe lay back on the bed and threw his arms behind his head, “I am going to sleep and fill this room with some good old snoring.”

      Michelle didn't argue. Instead, she reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and tossed it down on the bed. “There's a restaurant down in the lobby. Get yourself a meal.”

      Old Joe leaned up and looked at the twenty-dollar bill and then he looked into Michelle's eyes; he saw compassion and mercy, two elements he had never shown anyone before. “Sure,” he said and snatched up the money with greedy hands.

      “I will come back and see you tomorrow sometime. In the meantime,” Momma Peach narrowed her eyes, “you stay put in this room and don't go running off. If you do—”

      “Do so at your own risk,” Michelle finished for Momma Peach.

      “That's right,” Momma Peach told Michelle.

      “I will sit tight,” Old Joe said as he slipped the money in his pocket.

      Momma Peach studied Old Joe's eyes. “You're lying through your teeth,” she said in a disgusted tone. “Why, I ought to beat you bow-legged just for being so easy to read. How did you run all those cons when I can read your no-good face like a book? Oh, give me strength!”

      “Come on, Momma Peach.” Michelle walked Momma Peach out of the room and drove her back to the bakery through a flooding rain. “How are you going to help that man?” she asked Momma Peach, leaning forward in the driver's seat and wiping the windshield with the arm of her leather jacket.

      “First, I am going to sit tight and wait and see what you uncover,” Momma Peach explained. She reached into her pocketbook and fished out a piece of peppermint candy. “Old Joe is up to something. I can feel it in my bones,” she said and popped the peppermint into her mouth. “That skunk came to me for a reason...an ugly reason to boot. I ain't stupid.”

      “Why do you think he came to you?” Michelle asked, stopping at a red light.

      To their left was an old grocery store that people still loyally patronized despite its aging construction. The grocery store was a long green building with a bright red barn painted on the front. Momma Peach loved the old grocery store, even though Old Man Cranston never cut her a deal on any of his delicious tomatoes and would never confess where he ordered his produce from; Momma Peach figured the delicious produce came from Amish country. Momma Peach looked at the grocery store with longing eyes. “Honey, let's make a quick stop. I want to do some grocery shopping.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, baby,” Momma Peach smiled. “I ain't getting any younger and I want to enjoy what I love while I can. I haven't been in Old Man Cranston’s grocery store in over two weeks. I have been so busy baking up a storm and helping Mr. Sam.”

      “Sure, okay,” Michelle said and turned on her blinker. She looked into Momma Peach's eyes. She saw nostalgia rather than necessity. “Momma Peach, are you okay?”

      Momma Peach sighed. “Honey, there are times when I can't wait to get to Heaven. This old world surely wears me down sometimes, as it does all good folk. And when I feel tired, I like to visit places that make me feel warm inside. Old Man Cranston may be a grouch, but I am fond of him and his store. Can you understand that, baby?”

      Michelle eased her car forward and made a careful turn when the light turned green. “I admit I shop at the chain store closer to town. This place is kind of on the outskirts and it's easier for me to...” Michelle stopped talking. “Sorry.”

      “Don't be sorry, baby,” Momma Peach replied. “I ain't offended. Those big grocery stores scare me. All them aisles spread out like one long nightmare. I would have to walk a mile to get a loaf of bread and then go fetch my favorite ice cream. And don't get me started on all that organic stuff. Oh, give me strength. How much can a store charge folk for a loaf of organic bread? Those stores must think folks around this part of the state are filthy rich to be able to afford those prices.”

      “Yeah, organic stuff isn't cheap,” Michelle agreed.

      “Mandy said she paid $5.12 for a loaf of organic bread. Oh, give me strength and kick me senseless,” Momma Peach exclaimed and rubbed her forehead. “That price don't include tax, either.”

      Michelle drove up a narrow two-way entrance leading into the small parking lot in front of the grocery store. “Does this store sell organic food?” she asked Momma Peach, peering out through the rain.

      “Honey, Mr. Cranston sells real food,” Momma Peach smiled proudly. “Yes sir and yes ma’am, that man may be a grouch, but he knows how to sell real food at decent prices.”

      Michelle smiled. She turned into the parking lot and was happy to see it was filled with the vehicles of loyal customers. Old Man Cranston wasn't going out of business anytime soon. Maybe corporate America was poisoning every town across the land, but people were fighting the giants back inch by inch, by remaining faithful to their mom and pop stores. “Maybe I'll start shopping here.”

      “That's my girl,” Momma Peach clapped her hands. She waited until Michelle parked beside a run-down red truck and then unbuckled her seatbelt. “Let's do some shopping,” she said happily. “I want to forget all about Old Joe and let my mind rest.”

      Michelle nodded her head. She reached into the back seat and grabbed a gray umbrella. “Here you go,” she said and handed it to Momma Peach.

      “Thank you, baby,” Momma Peach said. She stepped out of the car and opened the umbrella and waited for Michelle to join her under it. As soon as Michelle was safely tucked under her arm, they walked through the parking lot together and entered the grocery store through an old pair of glass doors that creaked and moaned when they were opened and closed. A blast of cold air struck Momma Peach’s face, and it was filled with the smells of fresh produce, flour, coffee, home cooked donuts, and a hint of fresh fish. “Home,” Momma Peach said in a loving voice as she let her eyes wander around the three front check-out lines which still operated on antique cash registers. Mrs. Galley was sitting on a wooden stool behind the first check-out line ringing up Bailey Reece. And if Momma Peach didn't know any better, she would insist that Bailey Reece was wearing his best shirt and casting a cute smile at Mrs. Bailey. “That old coot probably cleaned his dentures, too,” she chuckled to herself.

      “Momma Peach,” a grumpy voice interjected.

      “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach begged in a whisper, shaking the rain from her umbrella. She turned around and saw an old man walking up to her, wearing a dark gray button-up shirt tucked into a pair of brown trousers. He had a white work apron wrapped around his waist and a hand-carved walking cane in his right hand. The old man looked tired, broken, worn-down and ready for a nursing home. Momma Peach knew better, though. She knew Mr. Cranston still had many good years left in his old bones. “Where have you been?”

      “Busy, you old frog,” Momma Peach laughed and hugged Mr. Cranston. Mr. Cranston hugged Momma Peach back with a mighty hug.

      “Got some fresh tomatoes in this morning.”

      “You gonna give me a discount?” Momma Peach asked in a suspicious voice.

      “Are you ever gonna give me any of your peach bread to sell here?”

      “Nope,” Momma Peach beamed.

      “Then no discount,” Mr. Cranston fussed and then winked at Michelle. He grabbed Momma Peach's hand and strolled with her toward the small produce section of his store. As they walked, the old wooden floor creaked and moaned with every step. Michelle watched the old man disappear with Momma Peach. Her heart became sad. The old timers—the good people—were getting old and fading away into time while a fast-paced world filled with greedy merchants destroyed the land. But for a few seconds she stood very still and watched the old days come back to life in front of her eyes, a time filled with truth and a very special love and friendship that her heart just couldn't explain. And for a few seconds, she forgot all about Old Joe.

      But back at the hotel, Old Joe was on the phone. And though none of them were there to see it, back in town, a black sedan eased down the main street through the pouring rain and stopped in front of Momma Peach's bakery. The black car idled for a few seconds, then pulled away.
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      Momma Peach examined a large, beautiful, green tomato with skillful eyes. “You charge too much,” she said.

      Old Man Cranston rolled his eyes and thrust his hands into the front pockets of his apron. His thin gray hair was messy from work and his face seemed to show that he was unwilling to argue with a woman more stubborn than his own wife—and his face alone said all there was to be said. “I charge a fair price and you know it.”

      Michelle sighed. Momma Peach and Mr. Cranston had been arguing over the same tomato for the last ten minutes. She walked around the small produce section, looked at a wooden bin full of healthy bananas, and then focused on a wooden bin of delicious cantaloupes. The old wooden walls of the bins were painted over with barns, cows, hay fields, chickens and blue skies. “It is cozy,” she whispered.

      “I'll pay you what I think is fair,” Momma Peach continued to bargain.

      “You'll pay what I charge, you stubborn old mule,” Old Man Cranston said firmly, but with a smile.

      Momma Peach continued to study the tomato. She let out a heavy breath. “Honey, go get me a grocery buggy. It looks like I’m being taken to the cleaners today.” Old Man Cranston hid his smile behind a hand. “Don't smile at me, you cranky old badger. I swear I don't know how Mrs. Cranston has stayed married to you all these long years.”

      “I'm charming,” Old Man Cranston said and tipped Momma Peach a wink. “Are you ready to discuss the peaches?”

      “Oh, give me strength, this man is going to send me to the poor house!”

      Michelle giggled to herself and wandered off to fetch a grocery buggy. When she walked up to the front of the store she saw two men walk through the glass doors wearing gray rain jackets over black suits. The appearance of the two men immediately alerted Michelle; she knew in her gut that they were skilled fighters, possibly even deadly assassins. Both men were in their early thirties, both had military-style haircuts, and both had stony faces that matched their stone-cold hearts. Michelle decided to act casual. She walked past the two men, retrieved a grocery buggy, and made her way back to Momma Peach. The two men followed her. Michelle stopped walking. She turned around and spoke in a firm tone: “Can I help you?”

      “My name is Agent Brown, and this is Agent Green,” the first man said and quickly unzipped his rain jacket and produced an FBI badge. “We're looking for a woman by the name of Caroline Johnson.”

      Michelle took one glance at the badge and could tell it was phony. She examined Agent Brown's features. The man had black hair and gray eyes that did not betray a hint of softness. His buddy was much the same. Michelle knew she was in some serious trouble. “I'm Detective Michelle Chan. Usually, you FBI boys check in with my office before going on a search,” she said in an even tone.

      Agent Brown tossed his badge back into the pocket of his suit and zipped up his rain jacket. “Detective Chan, we don't need your permission for squat,” he snapped.

      “That's right,” Agent Green growled. He looked past Michelle and spotted Momma Peach fussing with Old Man Cranston over the price of a plump peach. “There she is.”

      Agent Gray nodded his head and started to step forward. Michelle held out her right hand. “Hold it,” she ordered in a voice that told both men that they were in for a fight. “Let me see your badges again,” she ordered.

      Agent Brown narrowed his eyes. “Don't push us, girly,” he warned. “We just want to ask Caroline Johnson some questions. We can do this clean or messy. It's up to you.”

      “I'm just asking for a moment of your time…I’d like to call your local field office and confirm your identities before you go questioning private citizens, if you don’t mind? What field office did you say you were from, again?” She paused and neither man replied, they only clenched their jaws. She continued. “Well, if you can't answer my questions maybe I'll make a call to Special Director Marshall McCall and see what he has to say. You boys know Marshall McCall, don't you?”

      Agent Brown glanced at Agent Green. “Sure, we know the guy,” he said in a cold voice and decided to placate Michelle. “There’s no need to call the field office. I’ll level with you. A wanted fugitive has escaped from custody. We believe he is hiding in this town. The last phone call he made was to a woman by the name of Caroline Johnson. Is that enough information, Detective?”

      “No,” Michelle fired back. “Produce some official court papers on your fugitive along with a name and then maybe I'll move an inch.”

      Agent Brown was growing impatient. He wasn't in the mood to argue with a small-town hick cop who, from her wary stance, looked like she watched too many Kung Fu movies. And even though he wanted to throw Michelle across the store, he knew a fight would bring far too much attention to himself and his buddy. “I won't warn you again. Move aside.”

      “Make me,” Michelle dared Agent Brown. She stepped back and patiently waited to be attacked by the two deadly killers. She was the last line of defense between Momma Peach and two murderous thugs. And no one touched Momma Peach. No one.

      Agent Brown nudged his buddy in the arm. “Let me handle her.” Agent Green nodded his head and stepped back. Agent Brown took one step forward on his left foot and then fired a hard kick at Michelle with his right foot. Michelle deflected his leg with her right foot and as Agent Green fell forward, she spun and struck Agent Brown in the face with a lightning fast fist. Agent Brown heard the bone in his nose break and felt blood gush out. “You broke my nose!” he yelled in a furious tone. “Get her!”

      Agent Green charged at Michelle and began throwing one vicious punch at her after another. Michelle deftly blocked each punch, slowly backing up to a wooden bin of oranges. When she reached the wooden bin, she jumped backward, landed on the edge of the bin, and then executed a perfect roundhouse kick into Agent Green's face. His skull took the full force of it and he felt his entire body launch into the air. He went flying backward and landed at the feet of Agent Brown. Michelle jumped down from the wooden crate and looked over her shoulder. She saw Momma Peach and Old Man Cranston rushing toward her. Old Man Cranston reached into the pocket of his apron and yanked out a classic revolver. “Hey, you!” he yelled and pointed at Agent Brown, “get out of my store!”

      Michelle retrieved her own gun from her ankle holster before Agent Brown could blink. “Get your hands up in the air. Now!”

      Momma Peach stepped up beside Michelle. “Honey, all I wanted was a grocery buggy,” she said. “Not two bruised melons.”

      “These men wanted to question you about a wanted fugitive,” Michelle replied, speaking in a professional manner. “Mrs. Johnson, it is my belief these men are imitating FBI agents and wanted to speak to you with criminal intent.”

      Momma Peach caught onto Michelle's voice. “Is that so?” she asked and looked at Agent Brown and Agent Green. Both men had yet to raise their hands up in the air. “You boys here about Old Joe?”

      Agent Brown wiped the blood from his nose. He pointed at Michelle. “This ain't over,” he warned and nodded at Agent Green. “Let's go.”

      Before Agent Brown could take one step, Old Man Cranston fired a warning shot up at the ceiling. “I believe Detective Chan ordered you to get your hands up in the air. My next shot won't be so friendly.”

      “You better do what you're told,” Momma Peach warned Agent Brown, pretending to act silly and dumb. “This old fart don't see too good, you know. He may shoot you in the wrong place.”

      Agent Brown stared at Old Man Cranston. “Listen, old man—”

      The glass doors opened. A tall, thin man in his mid-sixties appeared wearing a gray trench coat and a dark gray fedora hat. The man looked dignified, intelligent, and very, very clever. “Agent Brown, stand down,” the man ordered in a calm voice. He stepped up to Agent Brown and Agent Green. “My name is Nelson Davison. Is there a problem?” he asked Michelle.

      “Yes, there is a problem,” Michelle answered. “That man,” she pointed at Agent Brown, “produced a fake FBI badge and then attacked me. Impersonating an FBI agent is a crime and so is assaulting a police officer. I'm placing both of these men under arrest and beginning an immediate investigation.”

      “I see,” the man said, concerned but calm. He looked at Brown with upset eyes. “Did you attack this woman?”

      The man gritted his teeth. “Yes.”

      “I can see you didn't fare very well,” Agent Davison said, motioning his eyes at Agent Brown's bloody nose. He turned his attention to Agent Green and noticed an ugly bruise beginning to form on the side of the man's face. “I see you both did not fare very well. Which, I must say, serves you both right. Your orders were to locate Ms. Johnson and leave the questioning to me. And how many times have I warned you to stop using those phony badges?”

      “Who are you?” Michelle demanded. “I want some identification.”

      “Of course.” Agent Davison reached into the right pocket of his trench coat and pulled out an authentic FBI badge and presented it to Michelle. “Detective Chan, I must apologize for the behavior of these two men. But I also must insist that you waive your right to arrest them. You see,” Davison said, watching Michelle examine his badge, “my assignment is highly classified.”

      “Why?” Michelle asked and tossed Davison back his badge. Momma Peach strolled over, looking into Davison's dark green eyes and studying the brilliant mind therein.

      “I'm afraid I can't say,” Agent Davison replied and replaced his badge in the pocket of his trench coat. He looked at Momma Peach. “Ms. Johnson, I'm afraid I must ask you to come downtown to the police station so we can talk…in private.” He glanced around the store.

      By now, every customer in the grocery store was huddled around the front checkout counters, staring at the men and Momma Peach. “Oh, honey,” Momma Peach said, still pretending to act dumb, “I don't mind going down to the police station. You want to ask me some questions about my friend Old Joe, right? Sure, that's it.” Momma Peach flashed a cheesy smile at Davison. “Old Joe could never play a straight hand of cards. I warned him, oh, yes sir and yes ma’am, I warned that boy to play straight. Did he listen to me? Nooooo.”

      Agent Brown wiped more blood from his nose. “We're not through,” he promised Michelle.

      “Be quiet,” Davison snapped at Agent Brown. His voice told Momma Peach that the man obviously didn't like having two shadows lingering around him. Who were the two shadows, she wondered? By the looks of the two men, they weren't very friendly.

      Agent Brown gritted his teeth and then nodded his head at Agent Brown. “We'll be outside.”

      “Drive to the police station. Agent Davison can ride with me,” Michelle ordered Agent Brown.

      “You heard Detective Chan,” Agent Davison said. Agent Brown pointed a silent finger at Michelle and walked back outside into the pouring rain. Agent Green followed.

      “Well, now,” Momma Peach flashed a second cheesy smile at Agent Davison, “do you think I have time to finish arguing with my old friend about these peaches?”

      “I'm afraid not,” Agent Davison said. “Ms. Johnson, this matter is very urgent.”

      “Well now, how about that?” Momma Peach laughed and waved at all the onlookers. “I'm a VIP today, everyone.”

      “Y’all go back to your shopping. Ain't nothing to see here,” Old Man Cranston said grumpily.

      Michelle bent down and hesitantly replaced her gun back into the ankle holster. “Let's go, Ms. Johnson,” she said in her best tough police voice.

      Momma Peach pretended to smooth the front of her dress. “One second…I want to look fancy and pretty when you ask me questions.”

      “Of course,” Agent Davison said. Agent Davison didn't know much about Momma Peach. He didn't have a clue that Momma Peach moonlighted as a brilliant private detective. All he knew was that a woman named Caroline Johnson owned a bakery, was a widow, had an aunt living in Virginia and owned her own home. The FBI saw Momma Peach as a small-town hick who presented no clear and present threat to them. And that's exactly what Momma Peach wanted.
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      Thirty minutes later, Momma Peach walked into the small interrogation room at the police station and sat down behind the metal table. “My, it's smoky in here.”

      Agent Davison watched Momma Peach set her pocket book down on the metal table and then wave her hands in front of her nose and make a stinky face. He closed the door, knowing that Michelle was watching him from behind the viewing glass. “Ms. Johnson—”

      “Oh please, call me Momma Peach. Everyone else does. Ms. Johnson is so...stuffy,” Momma Peach told Davison and smiled at him with flirty eyes. “My, you're very handsome.”

      “Uh, thank you,” Agent Davison said feeling uncomfortable. “Ms. Johnson—”

      “Momma Peach,” Momma Peach smiled.

      “Yes, of course. Momma Peach—”

      “You have very handsome eyes. I bet your wife tells you that all the time,” Momma Peach teased. Michelle couldn't hold back her smile.

      “I'm...not married. I've been divorced for many years and—”

      “Oh, really?” Momma Peach said and began batting her eyelashes at Davison. “My favorite color is pink, and I like to take long walks on the beach.”

      Agent Davison stared at Momma Peach. “Uh...sure, thank you for that information,” he said and began to feel very uncomfortable.

      Momma Peach winked at Agent Davison. “Don't be shy, honey. I can read your eyes. You want to know if I am hitched to an old horse or not. Well, let me put your mind at ease and say that my barn has room for a new horse.” Momma Peach winked at Agent Davison again. “Now, mind your manners, I don't go further than holding hands until we get married.”

      Agent Davison's mouth dropped open. Was Momma Peach actually flirting with him? It sure appeared that way. “Ma’am,” he pleaded, “I just need to ask you some questions about—”

      “Old Joe,” Momma Peach chuckled. “I know. That old fox done went and got himself in a world of trouble again, hasn't he?”

      “I'm afraid so.”

      Momma Peach batted her eyelashes at Agent Davison again. “Honey, why don't you pull a chair over here and sit down next to me.” Momma Peach patted her side of the table with soft hands. “I don't bite.”

      “I'll...stand,” Davison replied. “Ma’am—”

      “Momma Peach.”

      “Momma Peach,” Davison said, forcing patience to his voice, “you had contact with this man you call Old Joe, correct?”

      “Sure, baby,” Momma Peach smiled, “I talked to Old Joe. That skunk came to me because he wanted to bum some money off me. But let me tell you something,” Momma Peach's face went from flirty to furious in a split second, “I ain't no fool!” Momma Peach hit the metal table with her right hand. “I work hard for my money and I save my pennies. I ain't about to give no bum money to go off and gamble. Oh yes, I know the whole story. Old Joe done went and ran up a high tab with some low-down bookie out there in St. Louis. Oh, yes sir and yes ma’am, and the time has come to pay up and he can't. Don't think I am that stupid.”

      “No, ma’am—”

      “Those two G.I. Joe men with you, they're the bookies after Old Joe. Oh, yes sir and yes ma’am, I have eyes and I ain't stupid,” Momma Peach continued to rant.

      Agent Davison clasped his hands together. It was clear to him that Joseph Ingles had contacted Caroline Johnson in order to acquire traveling money. Caroline Johnson, in his opinion, was a dim-witted hick who was better left alone to bake bread. For one thing, she was wrong about the men being bookies, but he wasn’t about to reveal that. “Ms. Johnson...Momma Peach, has Joseph Ingles made any personal contact with you?”

      “He sure has, baby,” Momma Peach griped. “That low-down barn rat showed up at my bakery this morning begging for money. Oh, yes sir and yes ma’am, he sure did. But don't you worry, ‘cause I sent him packing without a single penny. I told that skunk that I wasn't his personal bank and slapped him over the head with my pocketbook.” Momma Peach chuckled. “You should have seen that wobbly-legged mule high-tail it out of my bakery. Oh, it was a hoot.” Momma Peach slapped the metal table with her left hand and laughed. She sighed and in an instant, went back to being flirty. “I bet you don't run like no mule, do you, baby?” she asked Agent Davison and winked at him.

      Agent Davison stared at Momma Peach. The interview was over. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Johnson...Momma Peach. The FBI will be in touch if we have any further questions.” And with those words, Davison opened the door and scooted out as fast as his legs could take him. Michelle smiled from ear to ear.
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      Agent Davison thanked Michelle for her time and exited the police station. He walked outside to the back parking lot and climbed into the back seat of the waiting black sedan. “Well?” Agent Brown asked, sitting in the driver's seat.

      Agent Davison shook rain off his fedora and trench coat. “Caroline Johnson is a dead end. It seems that our missing puppet contacted her in order to get running money. But she didn’t have a penny to give him, as it turns out.”

      Agent Brown looked in the rear-view mirror and watched Davison place his fedora in his lap. “Senator Rarey isn't aware of Ingles. That stray dog isn't our problem, he's your problem. You're the one in quicksand.”

      “Ingles saw you two gun down Senator Rarey's son. Senator Rarey would be very upset if he found out the truth,” Davison snapped at Agent Brown. “Let me make this perfectly clear to the both of you: you are under my authority. Make no mistake about that.” Agent Davison lowered his voice. “You will do what I say, when I say, is that clear? If you refuse, I and the entire department of the FBI will ensure that you two become the most hunted men on the planet.”

      Agent Davison's threat threw cold water on Agent Brown's fire. Agent Green shook his head. “Cool it, man. We're in this for the money. Don't make it personal.”

      Agent Brown touched his bruised nose with a sneer. “It's already personal.”

      “Leave Detective Chan alone,” Agent Davison warned Agent Brown. “In case you two didn't notice, an entire store full of people have seen your faces and witnessed your little mishap with Detective Chan. Senator Rarey would be very upset to hear that you two idiots messed up a simple recon mission. And he would do everything in his power to ensure that you two are silenced if you dare go after Detective Chan.” Agent Davison forced calmness to his voice. “This town is a dead end. Drive me back to Atlanta. We're flying back to the capital.”

      Agent Brown looked through the front windshield into the rain. He glanced back at the rear door of the police station and gritted his teeth. As much as he wanted to storm into the police station and tangle with Michelle again, he knew that if he disobeyed a direct order he would end up dead. “Yes, sir,” he growled. He threw the sedan into drive and drove away into the rain.

      From the window of Michelle's office, Momma Peach watched the black sedan pull away. “There they go,” she told Michelle in a relieved voice. “Three deadly snakes slithering away into the rain.”

      Michelle sat down behind her desk and rubbed her neck. “You were fantastic, Momma Peach. You even fooled me.”

      Momma Peach grinned. “I was kinda convincing, now wasn't I?”

      “You sure were.”

      “Let's just hope those snakes leave our town for good.” Momma Peach glanced up into the dark gray sky and watched the rain fall. The rain seemed bothered and upset. Each rain droplet fell from the dark sky with cries of worry. “Let's hope,” Momma Peach whispered.

      “I heard Agent Davison call the Atlanta airport,” Michelle confirmed to Momma Peach. “He ordered a private jet to be hauled out to a private runway and be waiting for his arrival. It seems Moe and Larry will be flying out with him.”

      Momma Peach turned away from the window. “Baby, those two monsters seemed awful dangerous to me. All I saw was you hit one of them in the nose and kick the other one in the face.” Momma Peach shook her head. “That Kung Fu of yours is something else, yes sir and yes ma’am. But still...I was awful worried about you. I know the two monsters you fought with know Kung Fu, too.”

      “They were both tough guys,” Michelle admitted, “but far too arrogant in their fighting abilities. They saw me as weak and that's what brought them down.” Michelle continued to rub her neck. “Now word is going to get around town that Detective Chan got into another fight...I'm never going to get a decent date.”

      “Oh, honey,” Momma Peach said. She walked over to the desk and patted Michelle's shoulder. “The right man is waiting for you. I ain't saying that just to make you feel better, either. I know that love takes time and that when the right man comes along, that means the right time has arrived.”

      “My clock is ticking, Momma Peach,” Michelle sighed. She patted her soft stomach. “I would like to be a mother before I'm too old to remember my name.” Michelle stopped rubbing her neck. “I went out to Nevada to honor a friend. And by doing so, I put our lives in danger and we almost died.” Michelle looked up at Momma Peach. “I love being a cop, but I keep wondering when the day is going to come...when will becoming a mother be my full-time job? I keep wondering...if I'm even going to become a mother? We came so close to dying in Nevada, Momma Peach...”

      Momma Peach understood Michelle's heart. She sat down on the edge of the desk and pushed Michelle's bangs out of her pretty eyes. “Honey, this old world has dangers lurking in every corner. You fought an ugly darkness out there in the desert because you cared about honoring a friend. Sure, we almost got sucked down into a watery grave when that crazy woman...oh, that crazy woman...set that dynamite off and blew up Mr. Sam's town, but look at us now. We're still alive and breathing.” Momma Peach smiled. “The right man will come along and you two will start a beautiful family. Until then, baby, all we can do is keep on fighting with our hearts.”

      “I get tired of fighting,” Michelle confessed. She looked at Momma Peach in desperation. “Being a cop is in my blood, Momma Peach, but there are times when all I want to do is throw my badge down and walk away from it all. I see women pushing their babies around in strollers and I want to be them...I want to be a mother...a wife...” Tears began falling from Michelle's hurt eyes. “I want...”

      Momma Peach pulled Michelle into her arms. “I know, honey...I know.”

      Michelle wrapped her arms around Momma Peach and began to cry. “People see me as Detective Chan. Men are intimidated by me...women ignore me because they don't see me as someone who...I'm not ladylike...”

      Momma Peach stroked the back of Michelle's hair. “Baby, you're very ladylike.”

      Michelle buried her face into Momma Peach's shoulder and cried. “I hear people talk in this town...I heard what they say about me. Detective Chan, she's the Kung Fu lady...and earlier, at the grocery store...oh, Momma Peach, can you imagine what people are going to think now? But what choice did I have?”

      “You fought to protect me, Michelle...” Momma Peach couldn't finish her sentence. What could she say? Her dear friend was heartbroken and sometimes it was wise to just let a heartbroken person cry out their tears without insulting them with weak words.

      Michelle cried until she felt as if her heart was going to break open and crash down onto the floor in a million little pieces. When she felt her tears stop falling, she looked into Momma Peach's eyes. “It’s okay, I think I’m resigned to the fact that I'm never going to find love.”

      “No. Someday, honey,” Momma Peach promised and wiped at the last of Michelle's tears. “Someday love is going to find you.”

      “Someday isn’t today,” Michelle said in a sad voice.

      Momma Peach began searching her mind for a helpful answer, but the telephone on Michelle's desk rang before she could latch onto any useful thought. “You better answer that call, baby.”

      Michelle wiped at her tears and snatched up her phone. “Detective Chan,” she said in a tough voice, hiding her pain. “What? Oh, good grief...when?…I see...thank you,” she said and slammed the phone down. “That was the desk clerk at the hotel. I asked her to call me if she saw Old Joe leave the hotel. He left the hotel ten minutes ago.”

      “Why, that old rat,” Momma Peach said and squeezed her hands into two fists. “I'm gonna strangle him!”

      Michelle folded her arms together and forced her mind back into cop mode. “What would that man's destination be?” she asked. “Does Old Joe know anyone else in town, Momma Peach?”

      “Who knows, baby,” Momma Peach answered honestly, but then a light bulb went off in her head. “Michelle?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are there any gambling bookies in our town?” Momma Peach asked.

      Michelle unfolded her arms, placed her right hand to her forehead, and shook her head. “Of course,” she said, “I should have known. Richard Bent, the man who runs that pool hall out on Early Road, he runs poker games in the basement of the pool hall. I gave up trying to bust him because every time I arrived at the pool hall all the evidence was ran out of the back door and into the woods.” Michelle stopped rubbing her forehead. “I decided I had bigger fish to catch and stopped worrying over a small fry swimming around with a few poker chips.”

      Momma Peach searched her memory. “Richard Bent,” she whispered, thinking. “Wait, isn't he the fella who used to own those used car lots?”

      “That's him,” Michelle nodded her head. “He was shut down because he got caught reversing the mileage on his vehicles. He's a shady character but not really what we would call a dangerous criminal.”

      “Well, one rat draws another rat,” Momma Peach said and grabbed her pocketbook up off Michelle's desk. “Let's go play some pool. I doubt our rat is interested in playing poker.”

      “Momma Peach, maybe I should run Old Joe out of town. The man is obviously trouble. Why the concern with him?”

      Momma Peach lowered her eyes and began fiddling with her purse. “My husband, rest his soul, made me make a promise to him years ago.” Momma Peach walked back to the office window and looked out at the pouring rain. “My husband had a heart of gold…a heart that was always full of forgiveness and love. My husband helped every stranger he could and never said a bad word about anyone who did him wrong...even Old Joe.” Momma Peach closed her eyes and saw her husband appear in her heart. “My husband made me promise to love as Jesus loved and to always help folks, no matter the cost. If I send Old Joe packing...and trust me, honey, I want to send that old fox packing...I would be breaking a promise to my husband.”

      “I understand.”

      Momma Peach opened her eyes. “When I first saw Old Joe, I did send him packing...but when he came back...and I saw how pitiful he was...like an old dog being hunted by wolves that only has enough sense to chase his tail...” Momma Peach shook her head. “I will try to help that mangy dog learn some sense.”

      Michelle smiled. She loved Momma Peach's tender heart. “Well,” she said, “we better get down to Richard Bent's pool hall and see what our stray dog is up to.”

      “Oh, give me strength, give me strength,” Momma Peach begged and followed Michelle out of her office.

      A half an hour later, Momma Peach walked into a smoky pool hall crammed with six run-down pool tables bathed in old country music blaring down from the overhead speakers. The pool hall was filled with men standing around the tables drinking cheap beer and smoking cigarettes. Most of the men were wearing hunting hats and dressed like backwoods hicks; most of them also had large bellies flopping over their belts. “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach told Michelle and began swatting cigarette smoke from her face. She spotted Old Joe at a pool table in the back, looking suave and cool despite his rumpled suit. She watched Old Joe sink a shot and grin. A tall, rough-looking man shook his head and slapped money down into Old Joe's hand and walked away. Old Joe grinned. “Next,” he called out in a pleased voice.

      Momma Peach narrowed her eyes. “Give me a cue stick because I’m about to beat some sense into that man,” she told Michelle. Michelle grabbed Momma Peach's shoulder and held her back. The last thing she wanted to do was have to arrest Momma Peach for murder.
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      Old Joe didn't notice Momma Peach walking toward him. He was too busy conning a beefy, unemployed, truck driver into laying a few rounds of pool. “Now Old Joe ain't that good,” Old Joe said. “I think my last run was pure luck, to tell the truth. But I can’t turn down a good game and a good bet. Maybe you’ll get lucky, son! We'll play for ten dollars first, okay?”

      “Sure,” the truck driver grinned wolfishly. “I'll break.”

      Old Joe leaned on his pool stick and grinned from ear to ear. He stopped grinning when he saw the face of an angry momma pit bull walking toward him. “Uh oh,” he said as panic gripped his mind. He turned and decided to try and hightail it toward the bathroom at the far end of the room, but Michelle blocked his path. Michelle shook her head at him. Old Joe spun around and saw a pocketbook fly through the air and whack him upside the head. He stumbled back against the truck driver. “Hey, man, watch it. I'm trying to break here,” the truck driver roared and shoved Old Joe away. Old Joe went stumbling toward Momma Peach, and was met with her hand that gripped his upper arm with surprising strength as she steered him away from the pool table. “Momma Peach...wait just a min—” Momma Peach reached under his arm with her other hand and pinched his arm hard, so that he winced and went silent. Old Joe writhed but could not break free from her grip and she sat him down firmly in a chair, not letting go.

      A group of men standing close by broke out laughing. Momma Peach shot them a hard look. “Oh, are you gonna hit us with your mean old purse, lady?” one of the men laughed and made a fake scary face. “Oh, hide me, hide me!” he cried.

      Momma Peach grinned. “Look behind you, dummy.”

      The man turned to look over his shoulder. Michelle had her badge out and a no-nonsense look on her face. “Do you want to explain to your wife why you got picked up in the middle of the week for gambling? Or would you rather I call your parole officer directly?” His face fell and he stumbled back, dropping his pool cue in his haste to run to the door and his truck in the parking lot. “So much for Mr. Tough Guy,” Michelle said and rolled her eyes. She turned to look at the man's friends. “Anyone else want to tango?” she asked.

      “I'll tango with you, doll,” a hard voice said. Michelle watched a large, heavyset man push his way through the group of men. “I heard about you. What are you, Bruce Lee’s girly cousin or something?”

      Momma Peach looked at the large man and shook her head. “And you must be kin to the giant who lives up the beanstalk. Tell me, does your blubber shake the ground when you walk, too?”

      Michelle examined her opponent and watched his face darken with crude rage. The man was wearing a sweat-stained, gray t-shirt over a pair of grease-stained jeans. His head was nearly bald and his eyes were dull with drink. “The lady asked you a question,” Michelle told the man and tipped him a wink.

      “Hey, Grease, maybe you shouldn't mess with this dame,” a skinny short man said in a nervous voice, coming up to the man.

      “Shut up, Eric,” the big man growled and shoved his little friend over to a pool table. “Okay, ladies, this is our pool hall. It's time Grease teaches y’all some manners,” he said and pointed at Momma Peach. “But first, I'm going to make me some Chinese chopsticks out of the mouthy cop here.”

      Old Joe scrambled to his feet and tried to run. Momma Peach grabbed his arm before he could stand and forced him back into the chair. “Stand still, boy, and watch the show.”

      Grease began popping his knuckles. “Oh, there's gonna be a show alright,” he promised and pointed at Michelle again. “I'm gonna turn this little lady into a sponge cake and then turn you into a bowl of pudding and—” Michelle executed a powerful roundhouse kick before Grease could finish his sentence. Her kick caught Grease across his stubbly jowls. But Grease didn't budge. He simply looked dazed for a second, shook his head, and then growled, “Is that all you got?”

      Michelle looked at Momma Peach. “Uh oh,” she said and backed up a few steps. All the men in the pool hall scattered toward the walls, as if leaving plenty of space for Grease to wipe the floor with Michelle.

      Momma Peach made a pained face. “Honey, usually when you kick someone they fall down.”

      “Usually,” Michelle grimaced and waited for Grease to attack.

      “Time to tango,” Grease grinned and charged at Michelle like a rabid grizzly bear. Michelle looked to her left and right. She ran to the nearest pool table and jumped up on it, then dropped down onto her back and kicked Grease in the face with both of her feet before the man could get close to her. Grease stumbled backward but didn't seem phased or hurt. Michelle jumped to her feet and backflipped off the pool table. She landed on the wooden floor and braced herself. “Can someone turn off the music, at least?” she yelled, “there's only so much Conway Twitty a woman can take!”

      “Don't mess with Conway,” Grease growled as he slowly advanced toward Michelle. “Stay still, you pathetic grasshopper. I won't hurt you...much.” The men in the pool hall burst out laughing. Michelle remained calm and thought back to her training.

      “The bigger they are,” Michelle whispered.

      “Yep,” Grease agreed and threw a hard punch at Michelle. Michelle dodged the punch and brought her knee up into Grease's stomach. Her knee met fat. Grease laughed and pushed Michelle down onto the floor and tried to kick her. Michelle rolled under a pool table and managed to escape to safety. She jumped to her feet and waited for Grease. “Oh, are you going to hide now?” Grease teased Michelle.

      “Nope,” Michelle said. She jumped onto the pool table, snatched up a cue stick, and before Grease could blink an eye, struck the man in his face, swinging the stick into the side of his skull with a terrible force that made every man standing in the pool hall wince in pain. Grease stumbled backward, dazed and shocked. Michelle didn't waste a second. She threw down the pool stick and launched her body off the pool table and kicked Grease in his face. Grease crashed down against a pool table, dropped down onto one knee, shook his head, and then began to stand up. As he did, Michelle maneuvered in behind him, jumped onto his back, and locked him in a powerful chokehold. Grease began thrashing around like a raging bull, trying to throw Michelle loose. Michelle locked her legs around Grease's midsection and held on tight.

      Old Joe watched with disbelief. How in the world was this skinny Chinese woman taking down a giant grizzly bear? But sure enough, he thought, Grease was turning purple and losing strength. “I'll be…”

      “Put that lousy bull to sleep, baby,” Momma Peach cheered loudly.

      Michelle felt Grease losing his strength and slowly begin lowering down toward the floor. She held the chokehold until Grease dropped down to his knees and collapsed onto his belly. Michelle stood up and brushed her hands. “Anyone else?” she asked. All the men in the pool hall shook their heads no. “Then take a hint and get out of here...now!” The men jumped and scrambled toward the front door like frightened chickens.

      Old Joe tried to run but Momma Peach grabbed the back of his jacket and slung him back into his chair once again. “Stay put, boy, or I'm going to beat you bow-legged!”

      Michelle spotted an old, gray-headed man ease his head up over the front counter, look around, and then vanish. “Turn the music off before you run out of the back door!” She called out, exasperated. Seconds later the pool hall went quiet. Only the sound of a cigarette left burning in an ashtray made any sound.

      “Why did you leave the hotel?” Momma Peach demanded. “I want the truth.”

      “Oh Momma Peach, why do you think I left the hotel?” Old Joe motioned around the pool hall. “I'm broke. I need running money. That lousy twenty dollars your friend gave me is chump change.” Old Joe tossed a thumb at the front door. “The bus I rode in on passed this pool hall on the way in...and well, you know, a man needs a few dollars in his pockets. So what if I hustled a few braindead back-alley dogs? Shoot, I was doing them a favor.”

      “You left the hotel,” Momma Peach snapped at Old Joe and held back the temptation to whack him with her pocketbook. “Does the name Agent Davison ring a bell, dodo brain?”

      Old Joe's face went pale. “Agent...Davison...he was here?”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Along with two men who looked like they ate rattlesnakes for breakfast.”

      “Agent Brown...and Agent Green...” Old Joe whispered in fear. “Oh boy, they found Old Joe. Sure as Old Joe is standing here living and breathing...oh, boy.”

      “You’re going to talk,” Momma Peach ordered Old Joe. “But not here. This pool hall stinks of stupidity and sin. Come on.” Momma Peach grabbed Old Joe and dragged him out into the rain. “Honey,” she called over her shoulder to Michelle who followed them, “drive us back to the police station.”

      “Oh, boy,” Old Joe moaned miserably, “I should have stayed at the hotel like I was told.”

      Michelle jogged through the gravel parking lot and yanked open the back door of her car. Momma Peach shoved Old Joe into the back seat and crawled in beside him, dripping with rain. “Not a word until you get to the police station,” she told Old Joe. Old Joe sighed miserably and closed his eyes. Coming to Momma Peach for help had been a mistake.

      Momma Peach waited for Michelle to climb into the driver seat and buckle up. “When we get back to the police station, call the folks out there in St. Louis and tell them Old Joe is coming home.”

      “Oh boy, oh boy,” Old Joe commiserated.

      “Maybe I can get my room deposit back and a refund for the nights I paid for,” Momma Peach fussed to herself and threw a disgusted look at Old Joe. “I played Agent Davison like a fiddle. You have time, you pathetic barnyard skunk, to leave town with your hide intact.”

      Old Joe opened his eyes. “If you send me back to St. Louis I'm a dead man, Momma Peach,” he said through a shaky breath. “I ain't going back to St. Louis. No sir and no ma’am. I ain't wanted for nothing in St. Louis so ain't no cop gonna come and fetch me, either. So...the best thing for you to do is take me to the bus station and leave me be. I have enough dough to get me down to Florida.”

      “The St. Louis PD might want to know why a man who witnessed a murder didn't go to the police and decided to run,” Michelle informed Old Joe as she sped out of the gravel parking lot and zoomed onto the two lane road in the rain. “Perhaps you murdered the young man who was shot to death, huh?”

      “What?” Old Joe exclaimed. “Hey, now wait just a minute...I didn't kill no one. Old Joe may be a con man but he ain't no killer.”

      “You'll have to convince the St. Louis PD of that,” Michelle replied. “When a man witnesses a murder and decides to run...well, he loses all credibility in the eyes of the law.”

      “That's right,” Momma Peach agreed. “You witnessed a murder and did nothing. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “Hey, now, I had to protect number one, didn't I?” Old Joe said and immediately regretted his words.

      “You make me sick,” Momma Peach told Old Joe and scooted away from him.

      Michelle focused on her driving for a few minutes and then asked: “When did the murder take place? How long ago?”

      Old Joe looked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach refused to meet his eyes. “Four days ago,” he confessed. Old Joe looked around and then slumped down into his seat. “Wouldn't you know it, I done went and forgot my walking cane back there at the pool hall.”

      “Old Joe better shut his mouth,” Momma Peach warned. He quieted and looked out at the rain. His mind desperately began trying to create an escape plan. If Agent Davison and his two thugs were in town that meant his time on earth was limited.

      Soon enough, they were back at the police station. Michelle ushered Joe into the building, with Momma Peach following behind to make sure he didn’t try anything funny. Momma Peach didn't speak until she walked into Michelle's office and pointed him to a chair. “Sit down.”

      Old Joe walked to a chair in front of Michelle's desk and sat down. Michelle closed her office door, walked over to the desk, and snatched up her phone and dialed a number. Old Joe squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the worst. “Hello, Paul's Pizza? Yes, this is Detective Chan...I'm fine. I want to order two large cheese pizzas along with a gallon of your sweet tea, some bread sticks, and marinara sauce.” Michelle began tapping the edge of her desk with her right finger. “No, no salad or dessert...oh, buy a large pizza and get one free...I get two pizzas free? Sure, make those two pizzas cheese, too...yeah, tell your driver to bring the food up to the front desk. What's my wait time? ...Sounds good. Thanks a lot.” Michelle hung up the phone. Momma Peach was frowning in consternation. “I'm starving, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach shook her head. “Honey, you don't need to be eating no greasy pizza. But,” Momma Peach forced a smile to her face, “I guess my baby needs her strength.”

      “Fighting that whale of a man sure took a lot out of me,” Michelle confessed and crashed down into her office chair. “Old Joe, I have to call St. Louis and report you. You witnessed a murder and then ran off without contacting the police, and—”

      “Like the police would have taken my word seriously,” Old Joe huffed. “Shoot, those stiff-necked owls would have laughed me right out of the front door, especially Officer Macon, and he's a brother, too. He sure don't act like a brother, though.”

      “That's because decent folk don't judge other folk by their skin color,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “Sounds like this Officer Macon fella is a man who honors his badge the right way and not the wrong way.” Momma Peach sat down next to Old Joe and rested her feet. “The rainbow is a mighty pretty thing, but it ain't pretty with just one color. No sir and no ma’am. The rainbow needs all its colors to be pretty. The good Lord made his world full of different people to make it a beautiful place. Of course, you're too blind to see that.”

      Old Joe folded his arms together and slumped down in his chair. “I don't need a sermon.”

      “Would you prefer Agent Davison?” Michelle asked.

      Old Joe's face went pale with fear again. “Uh...maybe a sermon isn’t so bad,” he said and looked at Momma Peach. “Agent Davison is a deadly cobra, Momma Peach. Old Joe is telling the truth when he says this: Stay away from that man.”

      Momma Peach looked deeply into Old Joe's scared eyes. The man was telling the truth.
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      “You call St. Louis and I'll deny I saw anything,” Old Joe warned Michelle. He looked longingly at the pizza boxes arrayed on her desk and licked his lips.

      “Told you, baby,” Momma Peach said and shook her head at Old Joe. “You’re going to talk.”

      “You can threaten me all you want, cop, and call all the fuzz south of the Mason-Dixon line, but I ain't gonna speak a word to nobody and I'll deny I even spoke to you.” Old Joe pointed a finger at Michelle. “Ain't no lawyer going to waste time trying to convince me to talk, either. All you'll be doing by siccing your friends on Old Joe is sending him to his death. Now, I done talked a little and that should be enough to wet your whistle.”

      Michelle did not reply. She simply reached into a steaming pizza box and pulled out a gooey slice of cheese pizza. “Momma Peach?”

      Momma Peach's mouth began to water. The office was filled with the smell of sizzling cheese and marinara sauce. The smell was tormenting her stomach. “Be strong...be strong...be strong,” Momma Peach warned herself. “Oh, the heck with being strong, give me a slice of that pizza, baby.”

      Michelle smiled and handed Momma Peach a slice of pizza. She didn't offer Old Joe a slice. Instead, she retrieved a slice for herself and leaned back in her chair. “I can understand your position,” she told Old Joe and took a bite of her pizza, savoring it. When she finished her bite, she continued, “Three deadly men are after you and if you talk, well then, it's lights out for you.”

      “That's right,” Old Joe said and eyed the four boxes of pizza resting on Michelle's desk. “Old Joe is mighty hungry.”

      “You have money. Order your own pizza,” Michelle said in an easy voice. “I gave you twenty dollars. Maybe my lousy money is enough to buy you some food, huh?”

      Old Joe rolled his eyes. “Don't play the saint with me, cop. I know your kind. You gave me money because you wanted to try and soften Old Joe up on his insides. Well,” Old Joe fished a twenty-dollar bill out of his pocket and slung it down onto the desk. “Here, Old Joe is paying you back. I spent your twenty dollars on the cab ride out to the pool hall, but I earned it back.”

      “Fine with me,” Michelle said and continued to eat her pizza without a care in the world; or so it seemed to Old Joe. “I'm still calling St. Louis and reporting you. You can play dumb all you want, but Momma Peach and I heard you confess to being a witness to murder. Our testimonies, together with the fact that you ran away, well that puts you in danger of being accessory to murder. I think that will be enough for St. Louis to throw you behind bars for a while. I'm sure by then Agent Davison will show up.”

      “That's right, baby,” Momma Peach said and tore hungrily into her pizza. “Oh my, give me strength, Mr. Paul sure knows how to make pizza...oh, I am in love...oh, talk to me, my love...” Old Joe turned his head and watched Momma Peach devour the slice of pizza she was holding. The pizza sure looked good. “Pour me a glass of that sweet tea, honey.”

      Michelle finished off the pizza she was eating, leaned forward, picked up the gallon of sweet tea, and poured some into a blue plastic cup. Momma Peach took the cup and drained the sweet tea thirstily. “Mr. Paul, I might just marry you. Oh, give me a refill please, Michelle.”

      Michelle poured Momma Peach some more sweet tea and then looked at Old Joe. “The young man you saw murdered was the son of a very prominent politician.”

      “You don't think I know that?” Old Joe said and rolled his eyes at Michelle. “Cop, you must take Old Joe for a fool.”

      “Not a fool, just a plain old dummy,” Momma Peach corrected Old Joe.

      “Yeah, right,” Old Joe fussed. Deep down he was terrified. If Michelle sent him back to St. Louis, he was a dead man.

      Michelle read Old Joe's eyes and latched onto his fear. “This isn't my case, Old Joe. The St. Louis PD will handle matters on their end. My duty is just to send you back to St. Louis in one piece.”

      “One piece?” Old Joe asked and then laughed to himself. “If you send me back to St. Louis, Agent Davison and his two thugs will tear me apart and throw my body into a back-alley dumpster.”

      “Why should I trust your word on that?” Michelle asked Old Joe and picked herself out a second slice of pizza. The melting strings of cheese stretched from the pizza box and Michelle savored another bite. “You're a con man, Old Joe. You don't care about anyone but yourself.” Michelle took a bite of her pizza and licked sauce off her thumb. “But I do have a duty to the law. I’m sure St. Louis will put you up in a nice jail cell and if that’s not safe enough for you, then what can I do about that? Plus, for all I know, Agent Davison could be in the right and you could be in the wrong. How do I know you're not lying, anyway? Maybe you have a different motive for staying out of St. Louis, such as…perhaps you did kill the young man?”

      “I didn't kill no one!” Old Joe yelled. “I saw Agent Brown and Agent Green gun down that poor young rooster in the back alley of the pool hall I hang at.” Old Joe stormed to his feet and pointed his right finger at Michelle. “I always leave out of the back door, do you hear me, cop? I walked out of the back door, like normal, and saw Agent Brown and Agent Green fire three bullets into a young rooster who lost his spurs. I saw him…gunned down…with my own eyes...but I didn't kill him...” Old Joe began to shake. “I didn't kill him...I ain't killed no one in my entire life…”

      “What's the matter?” Michelle asked, watching Old Joe tremble. “Guilt getting to you?”

      Old Joe looked at his shaky hands and sat back down. “Old Joe don't feel guilty over nothing. I didn't kill that boy. I barely knew him. I just hustled him for his money.”

      “Hooray for you,” Momma Peach told Old Joe and nearly slapped him in the back of the head. “Money, money, money...that's all skunks like you care about.”

      “So what?” Old Joe replied as he struggled to calm down. “Momma Peach, I'm just a back-alley dog that people kick at. Who cares what I do? Someday Old Joe will go off and die and this world won't even know. Who cares if I hustle a few games of pool here and there to put some food in my stomach, huh? It ain't like anyone cares.”

      “Don't expect me to start playing the violin for you,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “A man decides to smell good or smell like alley trash. My husband started off emptying trash cans in a park but even with that job he smelled good, honest and clean. He could have hustled pool games or hid cards up his sleeves but he decided an honest day’s work was the best reward a man could give himself.”

      “Your husband was a good man,” Old Joe agreed in a soft voice. “I'm sorry I hustled him.”

      “Are you?” Momma Peach asked.

      Old Joe sighed. “Back in the day...no, I wasn't sorry. I was a kid learning how to play the rubes. Your husband was a bleeding heart who made a bet thinking he could set me straight.” Old Joe began rubbing his hands. “One game of pool...if your husband won, I would go back with him and clean up my act...if I won, hey, easy money.”

      “And you won,” Momma Peach said, feeling the old familiar pain ache in her heart. Oh, how she missed her husband. Nights sure were long and lonely sometimes; most of the time, really.

      “It’s the only game I think back on that sends regret into my mind,” Old Joe told Momma Peach.

      Michelle saw Momma Peach's eyes water up. “Momma Peach?”

      Momma Peach looked down into her lap. “My husband never liked giving up on anybody.” Momma Peach wiped at a single tear. She looked up at Old Joe. “You ain't worth helping. I know I made a promise to my husband...but some promises just have to be broken. Some stray dogs just need to be put down.”

      Momma Peach stood up and snatched herself a second slice of pizza. “Honey, do what you want with this man. I am going back to my bakery.”

      “I'll drive you—”

      “No, Michelle,” Momma Peach said in a soft voice. “I want to walk. I have an umbrella. You stay here and tend to this man and make sure he leaves town before nightfall because if he don't, and he tries to come begging again, I might lose my senses and kill him with my own bare hands.”

      “Momma Peach, don't be that way,” Old Joe begged.

      Momma Peach cast her eyes down at Old Joe. “Why did you come to me for help, anyway?” she asked. “Do you even know why? Because I do, now. You thought I’d be an easy mark if you gave me your two-bit apology about my husband. That was your sob story. Oh yes, I know you, boy. I ain't stupid. Or maybe I was for trying to help you.” Momma Peach shook her head and walked out of Michelle's office.

      Michelle was silent for a moment. Then picked up the phone on her desk and dialed St. Louis.

      Old Joe hid his face in his hands. “You're sending Old Joe to his death, cop!” he cried.

      Michelle eased the phone away from her ear. “Why did you come to Momma Peach?” she asked Old Joe. “For money?”

      Old Joe nodded his head yes. “Momma Peach was always a bleeding heart. I knew the woman would help Old Joe...at least, that's what I thought. Momma Peach has changed, sure as the sky is blue, she has. Momma Peach ain't no bleeding heart anymore. She's grown some tough skin.” Old Joe looked up at Michelle. “I didn't expect that woman to do me this way. So much for old friends.”

      “Yeah, friends,” Michelle said, privately wondering how he thought of himself as Momma Peach’s friend after everything he had done. Her call to St. Louis was brief but fruitful. A few hours later a Georgia state trooper arrived at the police station and took Old Joe away in handcuffs.

      “You killed Old Joe,” Old Joe hollered at Michelle as he was cuffed and pulled into the hallway. “You killed me, cop!”

      Michelle watched the state trooper pull Old Joe out into the rain. “Have a nice trip,” Michelle called out and walked back to her office to finish up some paperwork. An hour later, she drove to Momma Peach's bakery and found Momma Peach in the kitchen baking peach bread. “A state trooper took Old Joe off my hands,” she told Momma Peach and jumped up on the kitchen counter.

      Momma Peach nodded her head as she kneaded the dough. “Thank you, baby,” she said in a tired voice. “I sure am glad.”

      “But you feel guilty,” Michelle guessed.

      “I am supposed to love as Jesus loved, but...I couldn't deal with his lies anymore,” Momma Peach explained, using her wooden rolling pin to flatten out the bread dough on her baking table. “That man brought three deadly killers into our town, baby. He had to go.”

      Michelle nodded her head. “I agree that Old Joe didn't have a heart,” she told Momma Peach. “He came here to con you out of money. He said he expected to find a bleeding heart.”

      “I was a bleeding-heart kind of woman in the old days,” Momma Peach confessed. “I was a sucker. I guess...my husband was a sucker, too.” Tears began to fall down Momma Peach's face.

      Michelle jumped down from the kitchen counter, ran over to Momma Peach, and hugged her. “It's okay,” she told Momma Peach. “You couldn’t have known.”

      Momma Peach dropped the rolling pin in her hands and hugged Michelle. “I see my husband’s face in my memory...I see the hurt in his face...the humiliation...but he still insisted that we had to forgive Old Joe and pray for him. I don't want to pray for Old Joe. I want to hate him.”

      “I can't blame you,” Michelle told Momma Peach. “That man witnessed a murder and didn't say a word to anybody. Momma Peach, a man like that isn't worth much in my book.”

      Momma Peach looked up into Michelle's caring eyes. “I know, baby...and I feel the same way. But...for all our tough talk, I am just afraid I sent Old Joe back to St. Louis to die...and that I was driven to do that out of hate and revenge. We both know Agent Davison will get at that skunk like a rabid dog breaking into a hen house.”

      Michelle didn't know what to say. Sure, she knew Agent Davison would find Old Joe sooner or later, but Old Joe wasn't her problem. The man had caused his own problems and now that he was gone, well...out of sight and out of mind. “We couldn't have helped Old Joe, Momma Peach. And sooner or later, that awful man would have caused us both a lot of problems and brought Agent Davison back to our little town with his two hired killers.”

      “Don't I know it,” Momma Peach told Michelle and shook her head. “Old Joe expected to hide out with me, maybe romance me into the bargain, and then probably take me for every penny I had and vanish into the night.”

      Michelle wiped at Momma Peach's tears. “I still have a lot of pizza left over. What do you say we go rent us a couple of movies and hang out at my place and eat pizza all night?”

      Momma Peach let her eyes fall down onto her baking table. Michelle's suggestion sounded inviting and warm. “None of those horror movies you like?” she asked. “I don't want any nightmares tonight.”

      “I was thinking,” Michelle put her arm around Momma Peach, “maybe we could rent some tear-jerker and cry into a box of tissues all night.”

      “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach said and forced a smile to her face. “Okay, baby, Momma Peach will cry into a box of tissues with you and get heartburn from eating pizza, but she won't sleep on that lumpy couch of yours.”

      “I'll sleep on the couch,” Michelle promised.

      “Deal,” Momma Peach said, feeling better. She gazed out the window as she rolled out the peach bread and allowed the sound of the falling rain to wash Old Joe out of her mind.
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      Far away, Old Joe was climbing out of a bathroom window.

      “Old Joe ain't gonna be no easy target,” Old Joe told himself as he crawled out into a dark and rainy night. When his feet hit wet grass, he looked to his left, saw a row of semi-trucks parked for the night, and then looked to his right and saw woods. “Legs, get moving,” Old Joe said and scooted into the woods like a slippery raccoon and vanished while a sleepy state trooper stood outside the bathroom door waiting for Old Joe to come out. Sure, the trooper knew the bathroom had a window, but he doubted an old man could manage to open the window and crawl out. But he underestimated the old con man, and the stakes were high.

      As he escaped into the dark woods, Old Joe cackled, thinking about the state trooper. Old Joe sure fooled him.
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      Momma Peach walked into the kitchen of her bakery feeling refreshed and happy after spending a night with Michelle, watching one sad movie after another while munching on delicious pizza. Sure, the rain was still falling and the morning was dark and gloomy, but so what? So what if the birds weren't singing and the sky wasn't blue? Sometimes rain was good for the land—and the heart. “Oh, let the rain wash our tears away,” Momma Peach sang as she walked into her kitchen smiling happily. “Oh, let the rain—” Momma Peach stopped singing. Old Joe was leaning against the back door with his arms folded over his chest. His brown suit was damp but not entirely wet, showing Momma Peach that he had been standing in her kitchen for a couple of hours.

      “Hello, Momma Peach,” old Joe said in a worried voice. He lifted his right thumb up to his mouth and began chewing on his thumb nail. “Now, don't be mad at Old Joe. You know that Old Joe was being sent back to St. Louis to die.”

      Momma Peach stared at Old Joe. And to her shock, instead of feeling anger and rage, she felt relief wash through her heart. Old Joe was alive. The old skunk had managed to escape, which meant that she had a chance to correct her mistake and fulfill her promise after all. “I ain't gone to that fancy hotel to get my money back yet. You best get on out there and take a hot shower before you catch your death. And before I change my mind,” she said, giving him a pointed look. “I will be along shortly.”

      Old Joe's tired eyes went wide with shock. “You're...not mad at Old Joe?”

      Momma Peach removed her pink rain jacket and placed it on a wooden coat rack beside the back door. “Jesus never gave up on me and it ain't right for me to give up on you. Somewhere deep inside of that cold heart of yours, there has to be a decent piece of man.” Momma Peach looked at Old Joe. “My attitude hasn't been very smart,” she confessed. “I have been letting my emotions think for me instead of my brain. You're in a heap of trouble, boy, and I sure don't want to be involved. But,” Momma Peach sighed, “I made a promise to love as Jesus loved...I was wrong to say that you were beyond help. And for that, I am sorry.”

      Old Joe saw remorse and sincerity in Momma Peach's tender eyes. What he didn't see was a bleeding heart that he could take advantage of. He saw a strong woman who could not be broken or manipulated. “Okay, Momma Peach,” Old Joe promised, “no more games from Old Joe. I'll act straight. I admit that I came here expecting to flip you around like a pancake...Old Joe sure didn't expect to meet up with a strong woman.” Old Joe continued to bite on his thumb nail. “I needed a place to hide out, you know...a place to think and gather my wits. I ran to you expecting a free meal and some free money to help me on my way. The truth of the matter is, you were the only person that I could think of to run to for help. I...panicked. My mind was out of order and I was running scared...I reckon I'm still mighty scared. Old Joe don't want to die.”

      Momma Peach listened to Old Joe. She searched his eyes and studied his heart. “You witnessed a young man die. Sooner or later, you're going to have to return to St. Louis and help get justice for that young man, yes sir and yes ma’am. And we both know you shouldn't have run, but I can understand your reasons. Fear can make a man act mighty stupid and mighty selfish.”

      “Yes, Momma Peach, fear sure can.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “I care about justice just as much as I care about the people I love. Three deadly men came to my town, three deadly men who may or may not be connected to a corrupt politician. I don't like rats and I know that I’m going to have to set out some rat traps in order to save Old Joe.”

      Old Joe stopped biting his thumb nail. “Won’t your cop friend send me back to St. Louis before you can set out any traps?”

      “Maybe not,” Momma Peach assured Old Joe. “Michelle is a brilliant detective. She cares about justice and if she thinks hiding you may bring down the men who shot and killed an innocent person, then she'll do just that.” Momma Peach stared at Old Joe and listened to the heavy rain fall outside. The kitchen grew silent. Old Joe bowed his head. “Old Joe, was the young man who was shot and killed innocent?”

      “The only crime that young man committed was being too prideful and arrogant.” Old Joe raised his eyes. “He kept boasting about being rich, how he was the son of some powerful politician, trying to scare me, you know, into letting him win back his money. He ran his mouth instead of his mind. Dumb.”

      “Why do you think he was killed?” Momma Peach asked.

      Old Joe shrugged his shoulders. “I don't know and that's the truth. What I do know is that being handcuffed and tossed back in the direction of St. Louis sure sobered up my mind and let me know how foolish I have been acting. It was sure dumb of me to go con a few pool games yesterday. I should have known Agent Davison and his two thugs would chase me down. Old Joe is just an old dog with bad habits.”

      “You should have accepted the twenty dollars Michelle gave you and been satisfied.”

      “I should have learned a lesson when your cop friend conned me yesterday when we played Pennies, too,” Old Joe confessed. “Pride, pride, pride,” he said in a shameful voice. “I thought there ain't a cop alive that can con Old Joe, but sure enough, your cop friend conned me real good and I was too blind to realize that I was being taught a lesson. You see, Old Joe thinks he can outsmart anyone, Momma Peach, but he can't. I am just a broken, pathetic, old street hustler who’s wearing down real fast and losing his edge.”

      “Maybe it's time you tried to settle down and live an honest life?” Momma Peach suggested gently.

      “How?” Old Joe asked. “Momma Peach, I ain't ever helped a soul in my life. Old Joe always came first. I’ve always been a selfish, cold hearted snake that ain't worth salt.” Old Joe shook his head. “Why, I would take a piece of candy from a baby and sell it for a few pennies if I thought it would benefit me. How's that for some honesty, huh?”

      Momma Peach folded her arms together. “The thief on the cross didn't pretend to be someone else in front of Jesus, now did he?”

      “I ain't never read a Bible before, so...I wouldn't know,” Old Joe answered honestly. “I couldn't even tell you where to find them ten commandants.”

      “The Book of Exodus,” Momma Peach said and drew in a deep breath. The day before she had been willing to allow Old Joe to be sent back to his death. She guessed, maybe, that the event opened her heart while sending a healthy fear through Old Joe. “Well, you are going back to St. Louis to do what is right, when the time comes. After that, Old Joe is coming back to Georgia and I am going to help you learn how to read your Bible and live an honest life.”

      “A lost cause,” Old Joe scoffed and waved his hand in the air. “I'll end up hustling pool games in no time.”

      “You let me worry about that,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “Now listen to me, I know that by now Agent Davison must know a few facts.” Momma Peach held up one finger. “Fact one: Old Joe was being wrapped up and sent back to St. Louis by Michelle. Fact two: Old Joe has escaped custody. Fact three: Old Joe is running scared.” Momma Peach held up her left fingers. “But Momma Peach knows a few things, too. Fact one: there is no arrest warrant out for you. Fact two: you're wanted by some men slithering under the radar. Fact three: You're dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?” Old Joe asked. “Me?” Old Joe chuckled to himself. “Sure, I'm a regular G.I. Joe, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach shook her head. “You're dangerous because you are a witness.”

      “Oh, who'd believe an old con man like me, huh? So what if I saw a man get shot to death. It ain't like the word of an old con man is gonna matter much in a court of law.”

      “Then why are three deadly men chasing you?” Momma Peach asked. That made Old Joe pause and think. “Now I know you're a slippery snake when you need to be, Old Joe. And I am gonna be mighty careful with you, too. But I see fear in your eyes and you best let that fear knock some sense into your brain.”

      “I don't want to die,” Old Joe confessed. “My mind is sober.”

      “I can see that. And my mind is sober, too. I ain't gonna be thinking with my emotions no more.”

      Old Joe looked down at his damp shoes. “I'm a dead man, Momma Peach. Sooner or later Davison is going to get me. It's just a matter of time.”

      “Then why did you come back here to me?”

      Old Joe shrugged his shoulders. “A stray dog always goes back to a warm door. I knew you were mighty upset with me, and Old Joe knows you had every right to be, but he also knew you...wouldn't turn him away into the rain again.” Old Joe looked up into Momma Peach's kind eyes. “You've changed, Momma Peach...for the better. Your heart is still kind and sweet, but you're no pushover. I figured if I showed up and promised to act straight, well, you would help me. What I don't know is...how you are gonna help me? But for some reason...well...here I am. Mighty strange. It's like you're a piece of steel and all of a sudden I'm a magnet.”

      “Not strange at all.”

      “Yeah?” Old Joe asked. “Then answer me this: why do I think you can help me? If I had any sense I would have kept running all the way to the Florida Keys and sneaked onto a boat and sailed off into the sunset.”

      “Why didn't you?” Momma Peach asked.

      Old Joe shrugged his shoulders. “’Cause I came to you expecting a bleeding heart that would be easy to con and met a woman that is mighty powerful. I think that maybe...you have someone on your side that can save me.”

      “God.”

      Old Joe nodded his head. “Yes.”

      Momma Peach reached out her right hand and touched Old Joe's shoulder. “Trusting in God is the right answer. Now, I am gonna call you a cab. Go on back to the hotel and rest. I still have a bakery to run. I’ll be along later with some food.”

      “And with your cop friend?”

      “Yes,” Momma Peach confirmed. “I don't like tackling a case without Michelle at my side.”

      “You mean her feet and fists,” Old Joe said and rolled his eyes. “That young woman took down a grizzly bear bare-handed yesterday. Man alive, I never saw anything like that before in all of my life.”

      Momma Peach smiled proudly. “She gave Agent Brown and Agent Green a run for their money, too.”

      Old Joe's eyes went wide. “Really?”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “I saw Michelle make two grown men walk away in shame.”

      “Well...I'll be.”

      Momma Peach walked over to the refrigerator in the kitchen and pulled out a peach pie. She handed the peach pie to Old Joe. “Here. I am going to call you a cab.”

      Old Joe looked down at the delicious peach pie in his hands. “I promise to behave myself, Momma Peach. I'll go back to the hotel and—”

      A sudden thought hit Momma Peach's mind. “On second thought, you better stay put,” she said. “It's possible Agent Davison might want to take a second look at Momma Peach. After all, there was a bunch of beer-gut men that saw me at the pool hall with you yesterday, along with the cops down at the police station. I know that man will surely come back and ask Michelle a few questions, too.” Momma Peach bit down on her lower lip. “Yes sir and yes ma’am, maybe sending you back to the hotel won't be so smart.”

      “Then where do I go?”

      Momma Peach thought and then grinned. “Help me move my baking table.”

      “Huh?”

      “Help me,” Momma Peach fussed, “and stop asking questions.”

      Old Joe set down the peach pie and helped Momma Peach push the heavy wooden baking table off to the side. Momma Peach bent down and picked up the worn, braided rug in shades of pink that the baking table had been standing on. “See,” she said.

      “Well, I'll be,” Old Joe said in a shocked voice. He bent down and examined a wooden trap door that felt and looked centuries old.

      “Mr. Anderson, a very kind white man, used to hide slaves here, in the days before the Civil War,” Momma Peach explained. “There are statues of all kinds of folks around this old country, but not one single statue of real heroes like Mr. Anderson, rest his sweet soul.”

      Old Joe stood up. “Is it safe down there?” he asked.

      “I ain't been down in that old cellar in years. But the last time I checked, it was mighty safe.”

      Old Joe fought back a smile at the thought—perhaps she hid her famous peach bread recipe down there? “Okay, then,” he said. He bent down again and began to fiddle with the rusted lock. He managed to pull the lock back and slowly opened the trap door. The smell of damp, cold earth struck his nose. “Mighty dark down there,” he said, peering down into a cobweb lined hole.

      “Man don't need light to sleep,” Momma Peach said and then grinned. “Get on down in that hole and rest up. You’ll find a couple old wool horse blankets on the cot in the corner. I need some time to think.”

      Old Joe sighed, retrieved his peach pie, and carefully made his way down a weak, wooden ladder that managed to hold his weight. “Momma—”

      “Say your prayers,” Momma Peach said and slammed the trap door shut and quickly placed the pink carpet back down onto the floor and hauled her baking table back into place. Not a moment too soon. Moments later, Michelle walked into the bakery with Agent Davison at her side. This time, Agent Davison was in no mood to be flirted with.
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      “I did some checking,” Agent Davison told Momma Peach in a stern tone. “It seems that you rented a hotel room yesterday. Mind telling me why?”

      Momma Peach calmly placed a peach pie into the oven and wiped her hands on the white apron she wore over her blue and white dress. “Is it a crime to rent a hotel room?” she asked in a calm voice that was completely different from the flirty tone she had manipulated Agent Davison with the day before.

      “It's a crime to harbor a wanted fugitive. I spoke to the hotel clerk and she testified that a man matching Joseph Ingles’ description was indeed at the hotel. And furthermore, you and Detective Chan were seen escorting him up to the room.” Agent Davison pointed a hard finger at Momma Peach. “I don't like being toyed with, Ms. Johnson.”

      “So go to a hardware store and play with some hammers,” Momma Peach replied in a sour voice. “An old friend came to town asking for help, so I helped by renting him a hotel room and stuffing some food in his belly. When I learned the truth, I sent my old friend to Detective Chan, who shipped him back to St. Louis. Case closed.”

      Michelle leaned against the back door and watched Agent Davison examine Momma Peach's testimony with a skilled and sharp mind. “I did send Mr. Ingles back to St. Louis, Agent Davison,” she stated. “If we had something to hide, then why would Momma Peach have assisted me?”

      “Why did you play dumb?” Agent Davison demanded.

      “I don't trust folks who give my belly a bad feeling. Sure, Old Joe is nothing more than a back-alley con man, but that don't mean I am going to turn him over to a snake. I respect the law and turned Old Joe over to Detective Chan.” Momma Peach nodded her head at Agent Davison. “You make my belly turn sour and ugly. I don't trust you. I think you're a flat-out liar.”

      “I could arrest you,” Agent Davison snapped.

      “On what charges?” Michelle demanded. “Ms. Johnson obeyed the law. Maybe she didn't please your ears or do it your way, but she certainly did the right thing in the end. It's not our fault that Mr. Ingles escaped and it's not likely that man will return to this town, either. He and Momma Peach didn't exactly part on friendly terms.”

      “Is that so?” Agent Davison asked Momma Peach. He looked around, uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. He also didn't like standing in a kitchen that reminded him of his grandmother. He didn't like the smell of fresh baking pies, spices, and flour. He didn't like the clean, innocent feeling floating around in the air—the feeling clashed with his dirty, corrupted heart.

      “Old Joe has problems,” Momma Peach sighed. “I wanted to help him, but the truth of the matter is...I failed. I betrayed Old Joe and sent him off to the wolves.”

      “Any idea where your friend might be running to?” Agent Davison asked.

      “Key West,” Momma Peach confessed. “Old Joe ain't no dummy. He knows the FBI is after him.” Momma Peach walked over to a wooden cabinet and fetched a fresh bag of flour out. “Old Joe will most likely, in my view, think leaving our country will be the best path to take. From Key West he’ll probably find a smuggler who can take him down to Cuba.”

      Agent Davison nodded his head. He needed more information. “What did Mr. Ingles tell you? Obviously, he told you he witnessed a murder. Did he give any details?”

      “Nope,” Momma Peach said, setting the bag of flour down onto the kitchen counter. “All Old Joe said was that he witnessed a young man being shot to death and that someone was chasing him. Old Joe didn't give a name of the young man he saw shot to death.” Momma Peach opened the bag and a puff of flour bloomed up into the fragrant air of the kitchen, making her smile for a moment. Then she was back to business. “But Detective Chan had an obligation to send him back to St. Louis, Agent Davison. I don't fool around.”

      “But you certainly like fooling around with the law,” Agent Davison said in a disappointed tone, hoping to shame Momma Peach. “Mr. Ingles is wanted for murder. He didn't witness a murder, Ms. Johnson, he committed a murder. He murdered the son of a very prominent senator who, for the moment, has decided to keep the murder of his son silent until Mr. Ingles can be captured.”

      “What senator is that?” Momma Peach asked innocently. She began pouring flour into a blue baking bowl right in front of Agent Davison, who stepped back to avoid getting flour on his jacket. “Good morning to bake peach pies. Yes, sir and yes ma’am.”

      “Smells great in here,” Michelle agreed.

      Agent Davison folded his arms together. Agent Brown and Agent Green were sitting out front in the black sedan. He was tempted to call them into the kitchen and interrogate Momma Peach using some of their less than savory techniques, in retribution for toying with him. But he knew that would be messy and cause more problems. At the moment, Senator Rarey was demanding answers and wasn't in the mood to tackle any additional, unneeded problems. Davison was acutely aware that unnecessary problems might just cost him his own life if he didn’t fix this situation. “The name of the senator is classified.”

      “Oh well,” Momma Peach shrugged her shoulders, “ain't none of my business anyway. Out of sight and out of mind, right?”

      “Just make sure it stays that way,” Agent Davison ordered Momma Peach. “I'm having you watched around the clock just in case your old friend decides to pay you an unexpected visit.”

      “Sure enough?” Momma Peach asked. “Well now, that kinda makes Momma Peach a celebrity, doesn't it, honey?”

      “It sure does,” Michelle told Momma Peach. She looked at Agent Davison. “Just as a reminder, we will need official court papers on any surveillance being conducted on Ms. Johnson. And, as I am sure you are aware, because her home is on county property and not in the city, I know Sheriff Mayton will demand papers as well. If no papers can be produced, then we will have to get in touch with your field office and make an official Freedom of Information Act request, which might get loud and messy if the media gets involved, unfortunately. And of course, Ms. Johnson has every right to sue the FBI if they violate her rights. The Fourth Amendment reads and I quote: The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized.”

      “Do you enjoy your job, Detective?” Agent Davison asked Michelle in a threatening tone.

      “Very much,” Michelle answered and narrowed her eyes. “Produce the court papers before any official surveillance begins or get out of my town. In fact, I think I'll call Special Director Marshall McCall and inform him that he has one of his field agents in my town levelling threats at me.”

      Agent Davison flinched. Marshall McCall was a straight arrow type of man who upheld the law without compromising his official and personal ethical and moral codes. Men like Marshall McCall made Agent Davison ill, but what could he do? Marshall McCall held a strong senior position; and Marshall McCall didn't hold a high opinion of Agent Davison, either. “No need,” Agent Davison muttered in an undertone and cast his eyes at the back door. What had started as a simple hit was turning messy, spreading like a puddle of kerosene that had the capacity to destroy the career of a very powerful senator. A powerful senator who was not afraid to take Davison down with him, if it came to it. “Ms. Johnson, see to it that you obey the law from now on. I'll overlook your offense this time...this one time,” Agent Davison emphasized, “but never again. And,” Agent Davison continued, hoping to sound authoritative, “if Mr. Ingles happens to show up at your back door you are to call me at once. Are we clear, Ms. Johnson?”

      She did not reply, regarding him for a long moment. “You don't have pretty eyes, after all,” Momma Peach finally said to Agent Davison as she chuckled to herself.

      Agent Davison made a sour face. “I'm not in the mood for games.”

      Momma Peach began to add her special spices to the bowl of flour. “Agent Davison, I ain't in the mood for games, either.” Momma Peach turned and locked eyes with Agent Davison. “But I don't back down from a fight. Now, get your sorry butt out of my kitchen before I beat you senseless with my rolling pin.”

      Agent Davison glanced at Michelle. Michelle nodded at the door leading back into the bakery. “I'll walk you out.”

      “And don't come back without a warrant,” Momma Peach called after him sweetly. “Are we clear, Agent Davison? Am I making myself perfectly clear? If you step a foot back into my bakery without a warrant I’m going to call Mr. McCall myself. Oh yes, I will. Now, get!”

      Agent Davison stormed off through the bakery and yanked the front door open. “I'm not leaving this town, Detective,” he snarled at Michelle. “My gut tells me that Mr. Ingles is close by and that your friend is hiding something.”

      “Don't step outside the boundaries of the law and we'll be just fine,” Michelle replied and nodded at the pouring rain. “You might want to get yourself an umbrella. This is forecasted to keep falling longer than expected.”

      “Indeed,” Agent Davison said darkly, and walked out into the pouring rain. He made his way to the front street, climbed into the back of the black sedan and slammed the door shut.

      Michelle watched as the black sedan slowly pulled away, then walked back into the kitchen and found Momma Peach working on a fresh peach pie. “Good thing Old Joe isn't around,” she said. “Agent Davison seems desperate. Desperate men make desperate decisions.”

      Momma Peach didn't look up at Michelle. She walked the bowl of flour over to her baking table, set it down, and looked up with an apologetic smile. “Momma Peach?” Michelle asked. Momma Peach looked down and began sprinkling flour on the baking table in preparation for rolling out another crust. She didn’t meet Michelle’s eyes.

      Michelle's eyes went wide. “Momma Peach...no,” she begged. Momma Peach bit down on her lower lip and nodded her head a fraction, sneaking a look out of the corner of her eye. “Why?” Michelle begged. “We sent Old Joe back to St. Louis. We did our part for justice.”

      “Well, baby,” Momma Peach struggled to explain in a voice knotted up with confusion, “Old Joe was waiting for me right here in my kitchen when I came in this morning.”

      Michelle dropped her head down and moaned miserably. “Where is he?”

      Momma Peach picked up her right foot and tapped the floor. “Down in the hidden cellar,” she said and cringed, waiting for Michelle to explode. “Now honey, before you go off like a fourth of July firework, let me explain.”

      “Please do,” Michelle said, “because my job is on the line here, Momma Peach. It's my duty to turn Old Joe back over to the state police. And before we go any further, let me say that I did some checking with the St. Louis PD and a body matching the description Old Joe gave us was found in a dumpster behind a pool hall. As of now, though, the body is being marked as a John Doe. The St. Louis PD believes Old Joe is the killer and wants him back ASAP.”

      “John Doe?” Momma Peach asked and rubbed her chin, getting flour on her face.

      Michelle nodded her head. “Great pains are being taken to keep the death of this senator's son under wraps. Old Joe is the last loose end that's being tracked down.” Michelle shook her head. “Momma Peach, it upsets me to admit this, but it seems there are some cops in St. Louis who are on the payroll of someone with a heavy thumb on the scales of justice, if you will.”

      “Dirty cops?”

      “Yeah,” Michelle confirmed. “I spoke with a Detective Branson. This man told me to mind my own business and forget all about Old Joe unless he turned up in my town, and when I demanded information from him, he gave me the basics and nothing more.”

      “My, my, what a shame,” Momma Peach said. “Dirty cops in St. Louis.”

      “Dirty cops are everywhere,” Michelle said miserably. “It's a sad truth. The other day I read an article about a New York state trooper shooting down an unarmed man. In California, a cop working for the LAPD shot down a homeless man without any justification.” Michelle shook her head. “In Florida, a deputy with the Palm Beach County Sheriff Department was seen beating a handcuffed woman in the face. Dirty cops are everywhere...but the cops who go on the payroll, they're the worst in my book. They pollute justice on a level that sickens the heart.”

      Momma Peach glanced down at the floor. “Old Joe must have known that this Detective Branson was on the payroll, then. He must have known that if he confessed to witnessing a murder...justice would have been turned against him.”

      “Are you saying Old Joe was right for running?” Michelle asked.

      “I am suddenly realizing that maybe...I might have run too, honey,” Momma Peach answered Michelle. “I'm not protecting Old Joe from the consequences of the cons he has pulled, but sometimes even a dirty alley dog knows when to run from a bad fight.”

      Michelle rubbed the back of her neck. “I hate to admit this, but I agree. And I also kinda think...I was too hard on Old Joe. Maybe it wouldn't have killed me to listen to the man and evaluate his side of the story. All I saw was a sorry con man that I wanted out of this town.”

      “Old Joe isn't innocent,” Momma Peach reminded her. “And folks could tell when he was around, too.” Momma Peach rubbed her chin again. “In this case, Old Joe is innocent and I have set my mind to help him. Last night I felt horrible for sending the man back to St. Louis to face certain death. Now I have a second chance to redeem myself and help a broken man become whole.” Momma Peach looked up at Michelle. “Are you with me, Michelle? Oh, please say that you are, honey.”

      Michelle let her eyes fall down to the floor. She practically felt Old Joe looking up at her through the floorboards, awaiting her verdict. “Old Joe is innocent of murder. I can't let the real crooks kill him, Momma Peach. I swore to serve and protect and that's exactly what I'm going to do.”

      Momma Peach beamed. “That's my girl,” she said and kicked the floor. “You can change your britches, you old skunk. We're on your side.”

      Old Joe dropped down onto a damp cot in the dark cellar and threw his hands up to his face. “Well, I'll be,” he whispered into the darkness. “Good folk is actually gonna take up for Old Joe...I'll just be a son of a gun.”
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      Old Joe narrowed his eyes. “What kind of threads are these?” he asked Michelle dubiously.

      Michelle tossed a red and black plaid button-down shirt onto the kitchen counter, along with a pair of gray trousers. “Does it really matter what clothes you wear,” she pointed out, “with what’s at stake?”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Old Joe said and snatched up a pair of underwear that were among the clothes Michelle had bought at the local K-Mart. “Well, at least you had good sense and went to K-Mart. You even got my size right.”

      Momma Peach put two fingers to her right temple and shook her head. “Oh, give me strength,” she whispered. “How am I gonna put up with this old barnyard fox?”

      “If I’m a fox, maybe you should start by getting me some decent threads,” Old Joe retorted.

      “Be grateful and hush your mouth,” Momma Peach told Old Joe the way a mother tells her child to hush up and behave. “Michelle bought you good, honest clothes.”

      “Honest?” Old Joe exclaimed and made a face, looking at his new attire. “I ain't Paul Bunyan! I’m a city man, I sure don't live out in no forest chopping down trees. Shoot, do you think you’re going to protect me by dressing me up like a lumberjack? Honestly.”

      Momma Peach walked over to Old Joe and smacked him upside the back of his head. “Don't make me go crazy in my own kitchen, boy!”

      Old Joe rubbed the back of his head. He steadied his mind, looked at the new clothes in his hand, and shook his head. “I reckon my suit was getting a stink to it and could use a good wash,” he said begrudgingly.

      “You smelled like a farting cow,” Momma Peach told Old Joe and waved her hand in front of her nose for good measure. “Now go back down into the cellar and change.”

      “It's dark and damp down there. I’ll barely sleep a wink,” Old Joe protested. “Momma Peach, maybe I can sleep at your pad, huh?”

      Momma Peach pointed at the cellar door. “Get.”

      Old Joe let his shoulders slump. “Yeah, okay, I guess,” he said and snatched up his new clothes and crawled back down the ladder into the cellar.

      Momma Peach closed the trap door, replaced the pink carpet, and had Michelle help her push the baking table back into place. “That man is going to cause my hair to fall out,” she said and kicked the floor.

      Michelle wasn't sure what came next. Aside from keeping Joe alive and getting him some clothes that didn’t stink, they had not discussed a plan. “We can't hide him forever, Momma Peach,” she said in a worried voice. “If we want to clear his name, I have to begin investigating the murder, which means flying out to St. Louis, which means—”

      “You would be running into a snakepit,” Momma Peach finished for Michelle and shook her head. “You ain't going nowhere without me.”

      “Even if we did travel to St. Louis, we wouldn't get anywhere. Detective Branson would probably attack us with a bunch of legalistic jurisdiction garbage and run us out of town. And on top of that, Agent Davison would be on us like—”

      “White on rice,” Momma Peach finished with a weary smile. “I know, baby. I have been racking my brain trying to figure out what to do. For the time being, all I can come up with is hiding Old Joe.” Momma Peach looked at the floor. “Old Joe must know the name of the poor kid that was shot down...rest his soul, rest his soul.”

      “It would help if Old Joe gave us the name, that's for sure,” Michelle added. “If I had a name I could start exploring different roads and see where they lead me.”

      “Such as finding out the name of this hush-hush senator.”

      “For starters,” Michelle agreed.

      “Then that leaves us one choice,” Momma Peach said and tapped the baking table with her right finger. “Help me move the table again, baby. I have a plan.”

      “I hope your plan includes some Rolaids. I have heartburn after eating all that pizza last night. And boy, talk about some strange dreams. I dreamed I was on the moon fighting a green wooden mannequin wearing bell bottom pants. In the dream, I couldn’t land one single punch because there was no gravity. Every time I threw a punch the mannequin started singing ‘Stayin’ Alive’ by the Bee Gees. Strange.”

      “Honey, we better keep that dream just between the two of us,” Momma Peach told Michelle and wrinkled her nose in wonder. “Ain't no potential future husband needs to be hearing about those kinds of dreams.”

      Michelle considered Momma Peach's statement. “Yeah, I guess you're right, Momma Peach. If I told a date about that dream he'd probably think I escaped from a mental hospital.”

      “Agreed,” Momma Peach said and grunted as she began pushing the baking table back. Michelle helped. When the table was clear of the trap door, Momma Peach rolled the pink carpet away, opened the trap door and yelled down into the cellar. “Old Joe?”

      “I'm half naked, woman. Give a man some privacy!” Old Joe yelled back and scooted over to a dark corner.

      “Michelle and I have decided to keep you locked in this here cellar until you give us the name of the young man who was shot to death. And don't go saying you don't know because we know you do. The lies stop today.”

      “Now wait a minute, I done told you that young rooster—”

      Momma Peach slammed the trap door shut and locked it. She heard Old Joe start yelling and fussing. She chuckled to herself. “Done went and made Old Joe mad at me. Shame.”

      Michelle grinned. “Listen to him carrying on down there.”

      Momma Peach chuckled to herself. “Help me push the table back in place. We'll go get some lunch and give Old Joe time to think.”

      Michelle helped Momma Peach push the table back in place and then walked her up the street to the diner. After a peaceful lunch of chicken and dumplings that Momma Peach insisted tasted like plastic—and oh, don't get her started on the biscuits—they returned to the bakery, hopeful that the long silence would make Joe reconsider his stubborn silence. Instead, they found the back door kicked open. Michelle drew her gun and eased into the rainy alley. “Clear,” she yelled.

      Momma Peach plopped her pocketbook down onto the baking table and looked around her kitchen. “Nothing has been touched, baby,” she called back to Michelle. “But I sure do smell that sour cologne Agent Davison wears. That snake has been in my kitchen.”

      Michelle walked into the kitchen and closed the back door. She focused on the baking table. The table was in place. She bent down and knocked on the trap door three times. Old Joe knocked back three times. “Ready to tell us the name?”

      “I reckon,” Old Joe's voice came up through the door, tired and worn out.

      Michelle pushed the baking table out of the way, rolled back the pink rug once more, and unlocked the cellar door. When she pulled it open, Old Joe's head popped up like a spring. He looked at Michelle and rolled his eyes. “Cayson Rarey,” he said and glared at Momma Peach. “Agent Brown and Agent Green was in your kitchen looking for me.”

      “We know,” Momma Peach replied. “Did you hear anything they said?”

      “Oh, I sure did,” Old Joe said and actually grinned. “Old Joe has ears like an owl. I heard them two killers say a mouthful.”

      Michelle reached down her hand. “Let me help you up.”

      Old Joe looked at Michelle's kind hand. His first instinct was to tell the cop to take a hike. Instead, he humbled himself and let Michelle help him up out of the cellar and into the kitchen. “I... Thank you,” he said.

      “No problem,” Michelle replied. “Now, what did you hear?”

      “My tummy is mighty hungry. Hard to talk on an empty tummy.”

      “Oh, I didn't forget you,” Momma Peach said. She walked into the bakery and returned with a white to-go container and a large sweet tea. She handed the food and drink to Old Joe, whose eyes lit up. “Chicken and dumplings taste like plastic and the biscuits are as hard as a rock, and the tea is sweet enough to make your spoon stand up...but it's food, I reckon.”

      “Suits me just fine,” Old Joe said. He walked over to the kitchen counter, set down his sweet tea, opened the Styrofoam container to see his delicious meal of chicken and dumplings, green beans, and sweet potato casserole. Two soft, moist biscuits sat atop the green beans. Old Joe snatched up a biscuit and tore into it. “What's wrong with these biscuits, they’re—”

      Michelle shook her head at Old Joe meaningfully. “As hard as a rock, right?”

      Momma Peach gave Old Joe the stink eye, too. He looked from one woman to the other, his mouth full of food and his mind full of confusion.

      “Uh...yeah. Awful things...hard as a rock...can barely eat 'em,” Old Joe said and dropped his eyes back down onto the food. “Anyways, Old Joe heard something very interesting while you two were gone.”

      “Spit it out already,” Momma Peach griped. “I ain't gonna be young and beautiful forever, you old fox.”

      Old Joe leaned back against the kitchen counter. “I need a fork.”

      “Oh, good grief,” Momma Peach exclaimed. She snatched open a wooden drawer and fished out a clean fork and tossed it at Old Joe. Old Joe caught the fork and tore into the chicken and dumplings. “Talk.”

      “Seems like Agent Brown and Agent Green are getting mighty tired of Agent Davison bossing them around. Heard them both agree that I wasn't worth the trouble they were being put through.”

      “Ah, the ship is going through rocky waters,” Momma Peach smiled.

      “Way rocky,” Old Joe continued. “Seems like when those two boys are alone they do a lot of talking.”

      Momma Peach patted Old Joe on his back. “You just earned your lunch. Fill our ears full.”

      Old Joe took a large bite of chicken and dumplings. He was starving. “I learned quite a bit myself,” he admitted. “For instance, I didn't know why Cayson Rarey was killed. Old Joe thought it was because the kid had a big mouth and was using up his daddy's money. Turns out I was mighty wrong.”

      “Why was he killed?” Michelle asked.

      “Not so fast,” Old Joe told Michelle. “I still have my hide to look out for, young lady. But, it does seem like you're starting to understand Old Joe a little and that's just fine and dandy. We'll take our dance nice and slow until you learn Old Joe all the way around the block and back.”

      Momma Peach raised a hand at Michelle. “Don't get upset,” she begged.

      Michelle walked over to the back door and disengaged the lock. “I could kick your butt all the way around this kitchen if I wanted to,” she warned Old Joe. “I doubt that would do any good, though. Besides, I talked to Detective Brayson—”

      “A corrupt cop. I heard,” Old Joe interrupted Michelle and then returned to gobbling down green beans.

      Michelle was gritting her teeth. “I can't...exactly...blame you for running,” Michelle told Old Joe. “And I don't expect you to...exactly...trust me, either. With that said, I would appreciate any information that you are willing to give me. Your cooperation would be helpful.”

      Old Joe chuckled. “Your cop friend says her words like that and expects me to believe her. Maybe she don't feel so well?”

      “You do look very constipated, honey. Are you okay?” Momma Peach asked Michelle with concern. “I put fresh toilet paper in the employee bathroom if you need to...you know, make a number two.”

      Michelle blushed. “No...I'm fine, really. I...” she stopped talking and looked at Old Joe. “Not funny.”

      Old Joe chuckled to himself again. “You're not so bad, I reckon. I could have ended up with a lot worse than you. So here's the deal. I'll give you better information in exchange for better threads.”

      Michelle took another look at the clothes she had bought Old Joe. The old man did look like a retired lumberjack who was preparing to attend clown school. Perhaps her taste in men's clothing wasn't as refined as she had thought. “Whatever,” she said in a defensive tone.

      Momma Peach studied Old Joe's outfit. “You look like an ugly piece of burned meatloaf,” she said with a scrunched-up face. “Yes sir and yes ma’am, you look like something I would pull out of the back of my refrigerator from five years ago.”

      “I get it already,” Michelle exclaimed. “I have bad taste in clothes.”

      “Just men's clothing, baby,” Momma Peach said and shook her head at Old Joe. “I wouldn't go outside dressed like that. The buzzards might think you're roadkill and get at you.”

      Michelle folded her arms and stuck out her lower lip. “The clothes aren't that bad.”

      “I look like a deranged lumberjack,” Old Joe corrected Michelle.

      “Okay...so maybe you do look...” Michelle gave up. “Okay, okay, you look like a deranged, constipated lumberjack. Happy?”

      “Will be when I get some decent threads.”

      Michelle watched Old Joe gobble down some sweet potato casserole. She wanted to be angry at the man but felt sorry for him instead. “I'll get you some new clothes when I can,” she promised. “In the meantime, tell me what you heard Agent Brown and Agent Green talking about.”

      Old Joe snatched up the sweet tea and chugged some down. “Not too sweet,” he began to say but caught another hard look from Momma Peach. “Way too sweet...sweet enough to rot out a man's teeth. Awful stuff.”

      “Mrs. Edwards, that sneaky old woman—and oh, she's a sneaky one—will never learn to make a decent biscuit or a gallon of sweet tea the right way. It's a wonder I even eat her food and drink her tea. I must be out of my mind. Oh, give me strength, give me strength!”

      “Is there something I should know?” Old Joe asked.

      “Merely a cooking feud,” Michelle explained. “Eat your food.”

      Old Joe nodded his head and went back to eating. “So,” he said, “seems like Old Joe's young rooster wasn't killed because he didn't have enough sense to hush his mouth. Seems like he wasn't killed over using up large wads of his daddy's money, either. Seems like he was killed for some sort of political reason. His daddy didn't have him killed, that's for sure.”

      Momma Peach glanced at Michelle. Michelle nodded her head. “Okay,” she told Old Joe. “You opened up a few doors for me. Thank you.”

      Old Joe kept on eating. “Guess it won't hurt if I open one more door for you, then.”

      “I don't want to pressure you.”

      “I think for myself,” Old Joe said as he chewed his green beans. The green beans were delicious. Of course, he knew better than to say so. “Agent Davison is working against Senator Rarey. Senator Rarey don't know this. Senator Rarey, whoever the man is, thinks Agent Davison is on his side of the ball field.”

      Momma Peach soaked in Old Joe's words and stored them into her brain. “Old Joe, you stated that you saw Agent Davison's two thugs kill that poor young man. You never said if you saw Agent Davison there, too?”

      Old Joe glanced up at Momma Peach with a haunted look. “I saw him, alright. He was standing behind his two thugs like one of them ugly stone statues with mean faces. That man seemed…excited about watching that young rooster get shot to death... Our eyes met, just for a second, but that was enough to let me know I was looking into the eyes of an evil man with no soul. Yes sir and yes ma’am, no soul at all. That's when Old Joe ran like the wind.”

      Momma Peach connected a few dots. “If Senator Rarey found out that his trusted friend murdered his son, that would cause a lot of problems, now wouldn't it?”

      “Could be Agent Davison is trying to alter the current political leadership in Washington. The Democrats aren't happy that the Republicans won the House and the Senate. A lot of underhanded attacks have been taking place, according to the news. I'm not into politics so I don't pay any attention to the circus show taking place between a bunch of suits,” Michelle explained. “Until recently, that is.”

      Old Joe picked at his food, wrestling with his conscience. “There’s something else you should know. I heard Agent Brown say that Agent Davison killed that young man in order to force Senator Rarey into retirement. I heard more, but that's enough for now. Chew on the bone I gave you for a while. Seems like I'm a very important man even when I’m just minding my own business in a smelly cellar.”

      “Seems like you're acting like an old skunk again,” Momma Peach warned Old Joe. “You better clean your brain out, boy, and stop thinking about how you might con this Senator Rarey fella. His son was shot and killed, so you better chew on that bone.”

      Old Joe looked at Momma Peach. The woman was reading his exact thoughts. Instead of feeling remorse over the death of an innocent boy, he was thinking about how to pull off the biggest con of his life. “Yeah, okay,” he said and finished off his food. “What do you want Old Joe to do, Detective?” he asked.

      “Stay in the cellar and stay out of sight,” Michelle told Old Joe and pointed at the trap door. “If Agent Brown and Agent Green didn't find the cellar, that means you're safe down there.”

      Old Joe lowered his eyes and focused on the dark hole. As much as he hated to admit it, Michelle was right. Besides, his desire to live was more powerful than worrying about being bored in a damp old cellar. “Old Joe will be down below, Captain,” Old Joe told Michelle and picked up his tea. “Momma Peach, don't forget my supper.”

      “Don't forget your supper...why I oughta...” Momma Peach moved toward Old Joe with a dark look and chased him toward the trap door. “Get down the ladder before I kick you down!” Old Joe hurried down into the cellar. Momma Peach slammed the trap door shut and locked it. “Let's move the baking table back...again...” Momma Peach told Michelle wearily.

      “After I do, I need to return to the police station and start digging,” Michelle informed Momma Peach. “I think we have a few solid leads that could help us. But before I get too ahead of myself, I want to understand who Senator Rarey is. I'm also going to call Marshall McCall and ask him a few questions about Agent Davison.”

      “Agent Davison is working outside of his authority,” Momma Peach said as they heaved the baking table back into place. “Agent Davison is up to no good. And,” Momma Peach grunted as she gave the table one last mighty shove, “Agent Davison is working for a very deadly man. If you can find out who, we might be able to convince Senator Rarey to help us.”

      “I'm on it,” Michelle promised and glanced at the back door. “Momma Peach, why don't you close the bakery and come down to the police station with me? It's not safe for you here. Those two cowards might come back. I'd feel better if you were with me.”

      Momma Peach snatched up her purse, grabbed all the food containers, including Old Joe's, studied her empty kitchen, and then smiled. “I was hoping you would ask me to tag along. Let's go.”
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      From inside Mrs. Hensley's bookstore across the street, Agent Davison watched Momma Peach walk to Michelle's car. “No, sir,” he spoke into his cell phone, “we are still unable to locate the missing pawn.” Agent Davison glanced over his shoulder, studying the small, cozy bookstore that was no threat to his plans. He then focused his attention back on the front street. Michelle drove away with Momma Peach, leaving the bakery empty. “My men checked the bakery. The bakery was clear.”

      “I want him found and killed,” a man's voice hissed. “My career is hanging in the balance.”

      “I know, sir,” Agent Davison said in a worried voice. “I'm doing everything within my power to locate Joseph Ingles. But please, sir, I must remind you that I'm operating in shadow mode. I can't utilize my normal resources. And to make matters worse, Detective Chan somehow knows Marshall McCall, and has threatened to contact him.”

      “Marshall McCall would open an immediate investigation into your shadow ops and report everything to the Federal Security Advisory Board. Senator Wilcox is Senior Adviser to that board. If that man even has a suspicion that I'm connected with the death of Senator Rarey's son, my career will be over. The media will eat me alive and destroy my credibility. I'll end up rotting away in prison and lose everything.”

      “Yes, sir, I know.”

      “Do you?” the voice said in a terrifyingly dark tone. “Need I remind you that if I lose everything then so will you? Now you listen to me and listen closely.”

      “Yes sir, I'm listening,” Agent Davison answered, swallowing his fear.

      “You and I have worked very hard to achieve our plans.”

      “Yes sir, we have.”

      “And there are billions of dollars at stake,” the voice said in a grasping, covetous tone.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Senator Rarey is the only thing standing in the way of the new medical bill. If the medical bill passes, the pharmaceutical industry will rake in billions per year in clear profit,” the voice said, almost in rapture.

      Agent Davison looked over his shoulder and saw Mrs. Hensley dusting a book shelf a few aisles away. “Yes sir, I'm aware of—”

      “Shut up and listen to me,” the voice hissed again. “I've been promised a large sum of money by some very powerful men if I eliminate Senator Rarey and ensure the passage of the medical bill. If the deal falls through and Senator Rarey prevents the new medical bill from passing, those men will kill me and everyone associated with me. If you value your life, you will find Joseph Ingles and kill him, along with anyone he has spoken to, including this Momma Peach person and Detective Chan. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I understand your point, sir, but what do you expect me to do?” Agent Davison replied, his temper overcoming his fear. “I have no resources at my disposal and I certainly can't kill two innocent people without raising more red flags. This isn't St. Louis. There are no dirty cops around here to pay off.”

      “I. Don’t. Care,” the voice growled in a menacing tone. “All you had to do was kill a stupid little rich kid. Everything that happened afterward is your fault. This is your mess. Fix it or else.” The call ended.

      Agent Davison closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. He shoved the cell phone back into the front pocket of his trench coat. He walked out of Mrs. Hensley's bookstore, turned right, and hurried down the street. Agent Brown and Agent Green were parked around the corner, eating cheeseburgers. He climbed in.

      Agent Brown looked into the rear-view mirror and saw gnawing worry on Agent Davison's face. “Is there something we should know?” he asked.

      “Are you certain, absolutely certain, that the bakery was clear?”

      “Clean and clear,” Agent Green confirmed. “Joseph Ingles isn't in hiding in the bakery.”

      Agent Davison took a deep breath, smelling only the greasy cheeseburgers in the front seat. His mouth watered. “Drive me to the police station. Detective Chan and Ms. Johnson left the bakery a few minutes ago. My guess is they are going to the police station. If not, the tracking device you planted on Detective Chan's car will tell us where they went.”

      Agent Brown looked down at a tablet in his lap and followed a red dot moving through the grid of the small town’s streets. “It appears they are driving to the police station,” he said, stalling for time. He glanced at Agent Green, who nodded slightly, and then he turned to lock eyes with Agent Davison. “We want our money and want it now. We're backing out. You can send the entire FBI after us, but we'll be out of the country by the time you do.”

      Agent Davison stared into Agent Brown's eyes. The man meant business. “I'll pay you double if you help me. No, I'll pay you triple.”

      “You don't have that kind of money.”

      “If Senator Rarey leaves his seat, the new medical bill will pass, which means that the man I'm working for will flood my pockets with more money than you can dream of,” Agent Davison told Agent Brown. “Now you have a choice: kill me and walk away empty handed or help me and walk away rich.”

      Agent Brown looked at Agent Green. “What do you think?”

      The other man was silent. “Let's go for broke,” Agent Green finally said. Agent Brown nodded his head and turned to face the front again, easing the sedan down the street toward the police station. Agent Davison settled back in his seat and listened to the heavy rain fall.
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      Back in the bakery, Old Joe paced around the cramped cellar, doing what he did best in times of stress: wondering how he was going to get rich. “This is the chance of a lifetime...imagine the media coverage...the interviews...the talk shows...Old Joe will be famous...I’ll write myself a book and maybe even have a movie made after my life story.” Old Joe walked across the damp dirt as he sipped on his sweet tea. “All Old Joe has to do is make a simple call to this Senator Rarey fella and have himself a long talk. Yes sir and yes ma’am, that’s the only way to go. Old Joe is gonna pull off the biggest con of his life and walk away with his pockets full.” He looked up at the locked trap door in the gloom, but even that barrier couldn’t stop his dreams.

      Old Joe grinned from ear to ear. “No more hustling pool games or running penny schemes. No sir. Old Joe is gonna get himself a fat nest egg and retire in the Florida Keys where it's always warm.”
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      As they drove, Momma Peach had a flash of insight. She asked Michelle to make a side stop. “Baby, take me back to Old Man Cranston’s grocery store. I want to talk to him.”

      “About what?” Michelle asked, watching the windshield wipers fight the rain.

      Momma Peach stared out into the rain and focused on a row of small buildings that housed four different doctor’s offices. “Old Man Cranston’s brother was a Georgia state senator for many years. Old Man Cranston never went into politics himself, but he was his brother’s political adviser. If we need some advice, well I know Old Man Cranston is the man to go to.”

      Michelle spotted the street she needed to turn down in order to reach the police station and shook her head warily. She drove past that street and turned right on Turtle Dove Avenue instead. “Momma Peach,” she said carefully, “please don't get mad at me for saying this, but is it possible that we're being stupid for helping Old Joe? I mean, can an old dog really learn new tricks?”

      Momma Peach chewed on Michelle's question. “Honey, it’s true Old Joe is a man set in his ways. His brain is programmed to think a certain way. I don't know if Old Joe will...or can...ever change. All I can do is pray and hope for the best. I reckon I want to believe that love and kindness can change any stone-hearted old wolf, but I’m not foolish enough to let that wolf sleep in the chicken house with the hens.”

      “Old Joe worries me,” Michelle confessed. “I'm glad he came back. You’re right that we could have been sending him back to St. Louis to die. As a matter of fact, the more I think about it I am sure of that fact. But now that he's back, I want him gone again.” Michelle drove down Turtle Dove Avenue and passed one house after the next, each beautiful despite the gloomy rain. The homes were cozy and quaint, filled with families and laughter, or so Michelle dreamed in her heart. She saw herself living in one of the beautiful homes, married to a good man, raising three healthy children, standing in a warm kitchen cooking dinner, living the good life. “I guess Old Joe represents danger and I'm...well, the more I think about my clock ticking, the more I...become scared of danger.”

      Momma Peach patted Michelle's arm. “Baby, I understand how you feel. Danger is nothing to sniff at. I sure thought I was gonna be blasted to high heaven back in that hot desert. I am mighty fond of Mr. Sam, but I sure didn't like his town, not after that adventure. No sir and no ma’am. But I am still alive and breathing and you are right next to me. We’ll get through this too.”

      Momma Peach's words made Michelle feel better. They drove through the rain a little longer in silence. “Sometimes I wish...I want...I would give anything to be loved and have a sweet baby growing inside my belly.”

      Momma Peach looked at Michelle. Her heart broke. “I can always set you up on a date with the fella who started the paint store.”

      “No, thanks,” Michelle said and forced a smile to her face. “I...dropped into the paint store and kinda pretended to need paint. I took a look at the man you told me about. He's...not my type, and—” but before Michelle could finish her sentence, a man walked out of the darkness in front of the car. Michelle slammed on the brakes, but it was too late. Her car struck the man. The man went flying down onto the wet street like a bag of sand as her car screeched to a stop in the street.

      “Oh, give us strength,” Momma Peach cried out and hurried out of the car. She ran to the man and knelt down. The nerdiest person she had ever seen in her life looked back up at her and then...passed out. The rain pelted his glasses and pale cheeks. “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach begged as the pouring rain soaked through her jacket. “Who has my baby run over?”
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      Able Glates opened his eyes and saw a worried face mere inches above him. He screamed as he came to. “He's alive,” Momma Peach said, relieved. She tilted her face up into the rain and closed her eyes in a prayer of gratitude. “Oh, the boy is alive.”

      Michelle bent down and peered into Able's face. She guessed Able was about her age, maybe a year or two older. Sure, the poor guy had taken a terrible fall from her car’s bumper, but, Michelle thought to herself, he was kind of cute in a nerdy way. Behind his thick glasses she saw a pair of panicked green eyes. “Are you okay?” Michelle asked.

      Able stared up at Michelle. At first, he thought he was dreaming. Michelle was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his entire life. Surely he was dreaming. Surely the most beautiful woman in the world wasn't asking if he was okay. “My right leg hurts...a little,” Able told Michelle in a shaky voice. “I...guess I wasn't looking where I was going.”

      “No,” Michelle countered, “I wasn't paying attention to the road. I'm at fault, not you.”

      Momma Peach sat back, put her hands on her hips, and studied Able. The poor lad was wearing a gray and green striped rain jacket, a pair of dark gray trousers, and a pair of dark brown penny loafers.  His black hair was messy, wetly plastered to a forehead pocked with old pimple scars. “Bless his heart,” Momma Peach whispered. She examined the man's sharp nose and nervous, thin lips. “Bless his heart.”

      “Can you stand?” Michelle asked Able.

      “I can try,” Able said. To his shock, Michelle reached her soft hand down. Very nervously he lifted his right hand and clasped Michelle's hand in his. Fireworks went off in his heart—and, unknown to him, fireworks went off in Michelle's heart as well.

      Momma Peach noticed the surprise fireworks reflected in Michelle's eyes. “Love comes in many ways,” she whispered and hurried to help Able stand up. “Easy, honey,” she said, “don't put too much weight on your bad leg.”

      Able wrapped his arm around Momma Peach and felt a warm, soothing love pass through her into his heart. “I...I think my leg is okay,” he said and carefully tested it, adding more weight onto his leg. “Your car just nipped my leg, really,” he said and dared to look into Michelle's beautiful eyes. “Really, it was my fault. I was looking for 318 White Dove Lane...guess I'm kinda lost.”

      “White Dove Lane is the next street over, baby,” Momma Peach smiled. She was glad the man was alive, but that wasn't what brought a smile to her face. The wondering look in Michelle's eyes was what brought her joy. “I can't say that I’ve ever seen you around before.”

      Able couldn't stop staring into Michelle's eyes. “Huh? Oh...I...my mother lives here. You might know her? Her name is Mary Glates.”

      Momma Peach beamed. “Are you Mary Glates’s boy?”

      “You know my mother?” Able asked Momma Peach.

      “Your momma may be the quietest woman in the world, but she sure loves my famous peach bread. Twice a month your mother comes into my bakery, right on time, and buys two loaves of peach bread each visit. Now, your momma ain't no talker, but I manage to get a few words out of her. Wonderful woman, your momma. Heart of gold.”

      Able smiled. “Thank you for saying those kind words about my mother. I’m Able, by the way,” he said, and ducked his head nervously as he extended a hand to shake Momma Peach’s hand like the well-raised boy he was.

      Momma Peach glanced at Michelle. Michelle couldn't take her eyes off Able. “You’re...moving into town?” she asked.

      Able blushed. “I'm moving back home to live with my mother,” he said and then looked down at the wet street. “I was living in Philadelphia, but I lost my job due to financial cutbacks.”

      “Oh now, that's nothing to be ashamed of,” Momma Peach smiled and patted Able on his arm. “Have faith that everything is for a reason and that the good Lord is always in control.”

      “I know God is in control,” Able said, and a natural smile came over his features as he seemed to relax a little. He glanced up at Michelle. “I'm a Christian and have faith...it's kinda hard to be without a job, though.”

      Michelle smiled at Able. “You'll find work. Oh, by the way, my name is Michelle Chan. I'm the detective in town.”

      “You're a cop?” Able asked.

      Michelle gave Momma Peach a desperate look, and then looked back at Able. “Yes, I'm a cop.”

      But Able seemed very happy with Michelle's answer. “I always wanted to be a cop, but with my eyesight...well, I can't shoot straight. I have a lot of respect for cops...well, not all cops...I met a few cops with some bad attitudes in Philly, but for the most part, the cops are good guys.” Before Able could stop himself, he said: “And some cops are really pretty, too.”

      Michelle blushed to the roots of her hair. “Thank you.”

      Able blushed back. He wasn't even aware of the heavy falling rain anymore. Only Michelle's beauty was soaking his eyes. “Well, I guess I better be on my way.”

      “I can drive you,” Michelle blurted out.

      “Uh...sure,” Able smiled nervously. “The cab driver didn't seem to understand that I wanted to be let off on White Dove Lane and not Turtle Dove Avenue.”

      Momma Peach put her arm around Able as she walked him to the front passenger door and opened it up. “Sit up front, baby. Momma Peach will sit in the back.”

      “Oh...thank you,” Able said and slid down into the front seat. Momma Peach closed the door and grinned at Michelle. Michelle happily slid into the driver’s seat. “My mother's house shouldn't be far,” Able said, buckling his seatbelt.

      Michelle buckled her seatbelt and glanced over at Able. “I know the way,” she promised and eased forward, deliberately going below the speed limit. When she turned onto White Dove Lane they saw a street lined with gorgeous two-story homes on beautifully manicured lawns bordered by tall, healthy pine trees. Able pointed to a home with an old brown and white Swiss chalet style look. Michelle pulled up to the curb in front of the loving home and parked. “Here we are.”

      “Oh my, oh my,” Momma Peach said, casting her eyes around the beautiful house, “your momma lives like the queen she is.”

      Able cast his eyes up the pebble-stone driveway to the house. “My father was a wealthy business man. He died in a plane crash when I was twenty years old. Mother was left a considerable amount of money...” Able stopped talking. “Please don't tell my mother I said that,” he said in a panicked voice. “Me and my big mouth.”

      “Your secret is safe,” Michelle promised Able and smiled into his eyes. “Um...maybe I'll see you again?” she asked.

      Momma Peach decided to be a little cheeky. “Honey, what Michelle is saying is that she would like to have dinner with you sometime.”

      “Dinner...with me?” Able asked nervously.

      “As a way of saying she's sorry for running you over,” Momma Peach continued. “Michelle is just that way, tender-hearted, you know.”

      Michelle blushed furiously and tried not to play it cool. “Yes...maybe we can have dinner sometime?” she asked nervously.

      Able sat in shock. A beautiful woman was asking to have dinner with him. Had he died in that crash after all? “Sure,” he said eagerly, fumbling over his answer the way a clumsy nerd trips over a broomstick in the middle of the floor.

      “I'll call you,” Michelle promised, her heart beating fast.

      “I have Mrs. Glates’s phone number,” Momma Peach smiled. “Now honey, you better go on inside and see your momma. She's probably worried sick about you.”

      “Oh, yeah, my mother,” Able said, remembering his destination. He unbuckled his seatbelt and climbed out into the rain. “Bye,” he said and waved at Michelle.

      Michelle waved back and eased away from the curb. “Honey, are you in love?” Momma Peach asked from the back seat. She turned around and watched Able limping up the driveway. “He'll live,” she said in a confident voice.

      “I don't know what came over me,” Michelle confessed. She aimed her car in the direction of the grocery store.

      “Oh, Momma Peach knows what came over you. It's called love at first sight, baby,” Momma Peach told Michelle and laughed with joy. “Oh, Michelle is in love.”

      “Love?” Michelle asked, realizing her cheeks were still warm as she pulled up to a stop sign. “Why, I barely know the man. I can't be in love. Love takes time...years, even.”

      “Only takes a second for lightning to hit you,” Momma Peach informed Michelle.

      “Oh, come on,” Michelle protested, even though her heart was still racing madly. She struggled to return to logic and stated, “Love is a combination of commitment and dedication that is not attached to simple physical attraction.”

      “Horseradish,” Momma Peach pronounced. “Love is mysterious and beautiful and strikes like lightning.”

      Michelle was silent. She didn't say another word until she drove into the rain-soaked parking lot in front of the grocery store. “Here we are.”

      “Sit tight while I go inside, honey, and keep watch,” Momma Peach told Michelle and hurried out of the backseat and into the rain. She scooted through the parking lot, ignoring the rain, and made her way into the grocery store. Once inside, she stopped, looked around, and spotted Old Man Cranston standing over in the small produce section examining a cantaloupe. Momma Peach eased over to the old man and poked his shoulder. “Guess who?”

      Old Man Cranston spun around. When he saw Momma Peach he rolled his eyes. “Haven't you caused me enough trouble for one lifetime?” he griped.

      “No, not really,” Momma Peach said with a grin as she perched her hands down onto her hips. “We both know that I can cause you more trouble if you want.”

      Old Man Cranston shook his head. “I've got a bullet hole in my ceiling that needs fixing. One bullet hole is enough. What can I do for you, Momma Peach? You aren't here to fuss over my tomatoes, that's for sure.”

      “Senator Rarey. What do you know about the man?”

      Old Man Cranston’s eyebrows went up. “The senator from Missouri?”

      “If that's the man, yes,” Momma Peach answered.

      Old Man Cranston lifted his right hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “Does this have to do with the fight that happened earlier?”

      “Maybe.”

      Old Man Cranston nodded his head. “Walk with me to my office.”

      Momma Peach followed him to the front of the grocery store and to the small office tucked into the far corner behind sturdy wooden walls. She walked into the office and closed the door. “I can barely fit in this office,” she complained.

      Old Man Cranston sat down at a wooden desk crowded with invoices, inventory papers, order forms, and piles of paperwork that needed to be worked through. A coffee pot holding fresh, hot coffee sat next to an old-fashioned telephone. He picked up a coffee mug and poured himself a cup of coffee. “Coffee?”

      “Sure, honey.”

      Old Man Cranston grabbed a white coffee mug with little hearts on it, blew into the cup, and poured coffee into it. “My granddaughter made me this cup in her art class at school.”

      Momma Peach graciously accepted the cup of coffee. “Best way to drink coffee is from a cup made with love, baby. I am grateful.”

      Old Man Cranston sipped his coffee. “What's this about Senator Rarey?” he asked.

      “I want you to tell me all you know about that man.” Momma Peach took a sip of her coffee. The coffee was strong enough to make a cat explode into a million little fur balls. “A little strong,” she coughed.

      “The stronger the better. That's the way we drank our coffee in the old days when I served in the Army and I drink it the same way today,” Old Man Cranston told Momma Peach. “I might sell all of that sissy stuff folks put into their coffee, but I drink my coffee the way coffee is meant to be drank. Strong, black, no backtalk.”

      “I can see that,” Momma Peach coughed again.

      He sat back in his creaky, ancient office chair and took another sip of his coffee and then looked at a pile of order forms. “All this paperwork...it’s enough to drive a man insane. In the old days, things were much simpler.”

      “Amen to that.”

      Old Man Cranston sighed. “Okay, so you want to know about Senator Rarey?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Senator Rarey is an Independent...a real kiss-up, in other words. He plays ball with whoever pays him the highest. Take right now, for instance. You're aware that the Republicans won the House and the Senate, right?”

      “I don't like politics. I don't vote for men. I know Jesus is my king,” Momma Peach explained.

      “I second that,” Old Man Cranston smiled. “But still, Momma Peach, folks in this country seem to want to believe man and his politics can save their lives. That's why there's a big stink going around about this new medical bill the Republicans are trying to pass. The Democrats are furious. Those cry-babies are opposing the new bill with, let's just say, criminal intent. And it's funny that you should mention Senator Rarey, because as it stands right now, his vote can either pass or fail the bill.” Old Man Cranston took another sip of his coffee as Momma Peach absorbed his words. “A lot of money is at stake, too. Senator Rarey is in a position to come out a very rich man if he plays his cards right. Right now, he's most likely walking back and forth between parties checking on the highest bid.”

      “This man, he's no good?” Momma Peach repeated.

      Old Man Cranston shook his head. “Momma Peach, there ain't a decent politician in this country of ours. All the politicians up there in Washington are just as corrupt as a local thief trying to steal twenties from a cash register.”

      Momma Peach decided to take a sip of her coffee. “It’s growing on me,” she said, suppressing the cough this time. “Honey, tell me, does Senator Rarey have any enemies that you might know about?”

      Old Man Cranston rubbed his chin with his left hand. “The leading Democrat, a man named Denny Hilltop, has made it his mission to destroy Senator Rarey. You see, Senator Rarey beat out a very strong Democrat who was a shoo-in to take Missouri. I was kinda shocked that the guy won the race, myself. But that's politics. Needless to say, Senator Hilltop was furious, demanded recounts, tried to slander Senator Rarey, accused him of rigging the election, attacked his family with insults, the works. Nasty business, politics. People say politics ain't personal...but it is...oh, politics is very personal and very ugly…and deadly, sometimes.”

      Momma Peach stared into Old Man Cranston’s eyes. “So, when is this new medical bill supposed to come up?”

      “The votes are being tossed into the ring next week.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “I see.” Momma Peach took another sip of coffee, relishing the burnt-syrup richness. She was starting to get a taste for it. “What is this new medical bill, anyway?”

      “Well,” Old Man Cranston explained, “from what I understand, the bill will force insurance companies to lower deductibles, but it will allow them to raise their premiums.”

      “I think that's awfully dumb.”

      “It is dumb. We'll pay more out of pocket even though our deductibles are lower, because everyone has to pay the premium no matter what. But that's not the worst part.” Old Man Cranston set down his mug of coffee. “A new pharmaceutical tax will be tacked on to our insurance plans, and we will be forced to pay a new federal tax on every prescription we fill. The Republicans are insisting this tax will help the insurance companies lower their deductibles. I call it extortion, plain and simple.”

      “I think this new medical bill is just another way for the politicians to get rich and the pharmaceutical companies to get even richer.”

      “That's because you are a very smart lady,” Old Man Cranston replied with a begrudging grin.

      Momma Peach looked at an old wooden filing cabinet shoved into the right corner of the office and began to think. “If the Democrats, those snakes, oppose the bill, then they're likely to gain a lot of favor and maybe win back the House or Senate. Did I get that right?”

      “You’re starting to understand politics.”

      “And Senator Rarey is caught smack dab in the middle,” Momma Peach continued.

      “His vote will make or break the bill,” Old Man Cranston agreed. “Now, you tell me why you're suddenly interested in this man, Momma Peach. What's Senator Rarey got to do with Detective Chan flying into Kung Fu mode against those two thugs?”

      “I’m still putting the puzzle together, honey, but when I do you'll know the truth,” Momma Peach promised. “In the meantime, you sit tight and let my brain work.” Momma Peach stood up and kissed Old Man Cranston on his wrinkled cheek. “I sure am grateful for you,” she said and hurried out of the office before he could say anything, and was back out into the falling rain.

      Michelle spotted Momma Peach walking out of the store and drove up to her. Momma Peach climbed into the passenger seat and buckled up. “Well?” Michelle asked.

      “Honey,” Momma Peach said as she shook her head, “we got a game of dirty politics happening and some very deadly killers sitting at the card table. Take Momma Peach to the police station.”

      Michelle nodded her head and drove off into the rain.
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      “We have to figure out a way to trap Agent Davison,” Michelle told Momma Peach as she gobbled down a snack bar. “If we can get the man to talk, we'll have a shot.”

      “That killer won't be willing to let his tongue talk,” Momma Peach said and paced around Michelle's office. “You could call Mr. McCall and have him scare Agent Davison out of town, but what would that accomplish? Agent Green and Agent Brown, oh give me strength, would surely hang around like two ugly ticks attached to a hound dog’s ear.”

      “And Old Joe is still not in the clear, too,” Michelle pointed out. She walked over to the window in her office and looked out into the rain. She spotted the black sedan cruising by outside. “They're circling the police station like vultures,” she told Momma Peach.

      “If those snakes are here that means Old Joe is safe,” Momma Peach replied and continued to pace around the office. “We could contact Senator Rarey. But that man might be evil himself and have Old Joe killed. It's best if we keep Old Joe hidden.”

      Michelle kept her eyes on the falling rain. “I'll give McCall a call,” she explained, “and dig up some dirt on Agent Davison.”

      “Make sure the man doesn't spook Agent Davison, baby,” Momma Peach warned.

      “I'll be careful.” Michelle walked over to her desk and snatched up her phone. She called the FBI headquarters in Washington and made contact with a tough, no-nonsense man. “Hello, Marshall, this is Michelle Chan.”

      “Michelle, how are you?” Marshall McCall answered in a pleasant voice. “It's been a long time.”

      “Years,” Michelle confessed.

      “The years do pass quickly, don't they?”

      “Unfortunately,” Michelle agreed. “Marshall, I hate to admit it, but I'm calling professionally and not personally.”

      “I had a feeling. What's up?”

      Michelle drew in a careful breath and glanced over to Momma Peach. Momma Peach was now standing at the office window looking out into the rain. Michelle knew Momma Peach was in deep thought but also listening to her every word. “It’s about Agent Davison.”

      There was a brief silence on the line and Michelle could practically hear Marshall close his eyes and shake his head. “I've been trying to terminate that man from the Bureau for years, but I can never seem to collect enough substantial evidence to convict him. I can tell you that right now he is operating in shadow mode, which means...”

      “Which means he can't be contacted,” Michelle finished.

      “Exactly,” Marshall confirmed. “Agent Davison is in shadow mode, allegedly in St. Louis where he was to infiltrate a group of doctors and insurance agencies running a Medicaid scam. Senator Hilltop is the one who requested Agent Davison specifically for that. But Davison could be flying around the world right now and no one would know. I seriously doubt he's in St. Louis doing his job.”

      “Senator Hilltop? Isn't he the Senator who is vehemently opposing the new medical bill?”

      “With his teeth bared,” Marshall commented. “I shouldn’t say this, but Senator Hilltop has rallied the Democrats into a war with the Republicans over the new medical bill coming up on the House floor next week. And, as usual, the FBI has been ordered to turn a blind eye to all the dirty shots being fired across the aisle.”

      “Marshall, has there been any word about Senator Rarey losing a family member?”

      “Not that I'm aware of, why?” Marshall asked, concerned.

      Michelle covered the phone with her right hand. “Momma Peach, I need to tell Marshall the truth.”

      Momma Peach turned from the window and faced Michelle. Her face was serious. “Go ahead and tell your friend the truth. I reckon Agent Davison is up to his neck in troubles and might not be as spooked as I believe, but oh well.”

      Michelle lowered her hand away from the phone. “Marshall, a few days ago, a man named Joseph Ingles witnessed three men shoot and kill Senator Rarey's son. He died in an alley behind a pool hall in St. Louis. The men who killed Senator Rarey’s son are currently in my town searching for Mr. Ingles. One of the men is Agent Davison. The other two men, whose names I don't know, appear to be hired killers.”

      She heard the squeak as Marshall leaned forward in his leather office chair. “Are you sure about this, Michelle?”

      Michelle described Agent Davison's facial features. “Does that description match up?”

      “That's Agent Davison,” Marshall said. “This man, Mr. Ingles, who is he?”

      Michelle closed her eyes. Old Joe's scheming face appeared in her mind. “Well, Marshall, Mr. Ingles is a small-time con man. He was at the pool hall the night Senator Rarey's son was murdered. Mr. Ingles was leaving through the back door when he saw Senator Rarey's son shot and killed. It was bad luck. And,” Michelle shook her head, “Mr. Ingles managed to hustle a few games of pool out of Senator Rarey's son before he was murdered. To the tune of a couple thousand dollars, apparently.”

      “In other words, Agent Davison is trying to pin the murder on Mr. Ingles.”

      “Yes,” Michelle said. “Marshall, I admit that Mr. Ingles is a con man who can't be trusted, but the man isn't a killer. He should have gone straight to the police, but when I called St. Louis and spoke to a detective, I could tell their police department was very corrupt. Mr. Ingles had reason to run.”

      “I bet he did,” Marshall replied, thinking it over. He agreed with her statement. “Where is Mr. Ingles now?”

      “In hiding.”

      “Good. Don't tell me his location. Keep the man hidden. I'm flying down,” Marshall told Michelle. “In the meantime, stay away from Agent Davison. The man is very deadly, Michelle. And so is Senator Hilltop. I'm not surprised that Agent Davison killed Senator Rarey's son. Hilltop is sending a clear message to Senator Rarey to swing the vote in his favor or die.”

      “The FBI isn't as blind as people think.”

      “Oh, we are,” Marshall said, “at least that’s what we like people to think. I've suspected Hilltop of foul play for a long time. When he personally requested Agent Davison to fly out to Missouri for this special assignment, I knew something was up. Now I know what. But,” Marshall added in a serious tone, “if Mr. Ingles is killed, I won't have any ground to stand on. Michelle, protect that man with your life.”

      “I will,” Michelle promised and they hung up. “Marshall is on his way.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. Her mind was heavy at work. “Honey, we're gonna catch us a bad fish. I am sure of that. What I’m worried about is the other two bad fish swimming behind the big bad fish.”

      “Hired killers are outside of the law,” Michelle said and tapped her desk with her right finger. “The two men working for Agent Davison most likely have their information erased from every law enforcement database in the country and possibly even Interpol. The only justice men like that will ever face…is death.”

      “To kill or be killed, that's the code of killers,” Momma Peach mused. “And to con or be conned, that's the way of a con man.”

      “You're worried Old Joe is still hiding a few cards up his sleeve?” Michelle asked.

      “I know Old Joe is scared, but if that old skunk thinks for a second he has a reprieve there's no telling what kind of con he might try to carry out.” Momma Peach shook her head. “I want to help Old Joe, and I sure am gonna try, honey...but I ain't so sure Old Joe wants to help himself.”

      “We can't save the world, Momma Peach. What's important is that we're investigating a murder that implicates a very dangerous politician. This case is surely going to explode when it hits the spotlight, and further divide the country, politically.”

      “I know, baby, and that's why I’m worried about Old Joe. If Old Joe thinks he can get his five minutes of fame in the spotlight and catch a few pennies while he’s at it, you better believe he's gonna jump on that bandwagon and toot his horn.” Momma Peach walked to the office door and opened it. “Okay, I think we've been at the police station long enough. Agent Davison must be mighty curious as to what we're doing in here and that's what I want. We best be getting back to the bakery, baby.”

      Michelle drove Momma Peach back to the bakery. They found Old Joe in the cellar. Old Joe appeared happy and calm this time when they opened the hatch. “I wanted to make sure you were alive,” Momma Peach said, eyeing Old Joe as he crawled up through the trap door into the kitchen.

      “Old Joe is just fine,” he told Momma Peach and flashed a smile at Michelle. Michelle frowned and wondered what the con man was up to. Old Joe stretched his arms and casually walked toward the back door. “My, that cellar is damp. Is it still raining?” Old Joe asked, acting suddenly sleepy. But before Michelle could react, he yanked open the back door and hurried out into the alley.

      “I knew it!” Michelle exclaimed and began to give chase. Surely she could run down an old man. She slid to a stop at the doorway when Agent Davison stepped into view with a gun in his hand.

      “Not a move,” Agent Davison warned Michelle and looked over his shoulder into the alley. Agent Brown sneered at Michelle as he pushed Old Joe along, dragging him down the alley. He threw him into the back seat of the black sedan. “If you value your lives, ladies,” Agent Davison said in a cold, deadly tone, “forget everything and go about your daily life as if nothing ever happened. If you insist on playing the Good Citizen, then expect to be met with lethal force. The choice is yours.” Agent Davison spotted the open trap door. “Clever. Very clever. Now, both of you, get down into that hole, now!” Agent Davison motioned at the trap door with his gun. “And you, Detective Chan, disarm yourself.”

      Michelle looked at Momma Peach. Momma Peach nodded her head. “Stay calm,” Michelle told Agent Davison and fished out her gun from the ankle holster. She dropped the gun onto the kitchen floor and walked over to the cellar door. “Don't kill Mr. Ingles, please.”

      Agent Davison made a disgusted face. “Are you kidding me, Detective Chan? That man has caused me a great deal of trouble and now he must die. But don't worry,” Agent Davison pointed his gun at Momma Peach, “some poison in a little peach bread and Old Joe will die nice and slow. His death, of course, will be blamed on you, Ms. Johnson.”

      “That's been tried before,” Momma Peach told Agent Davison and narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m coming for you, boy, like a hurricane blasting onto land I’m going to come for you.”

      Agent Davison laughed. “You southern people sure have a strange sense of humor. Now get down into that hole before I decide to make you both eat a bullet.”

      Michelle grabbed Momma Peach and helped her down into the damp cellar. She climbed down the wooden ladder and watched Agent Davison slam the trap door shut. Above their heads they heard him lock it, toss the pink rug over the top and the scraping sound as the table was pulled back into place. “Marshall warned me to guard Old Joe with my life and now look,” Michelle moaned miserably and kicked a damp, dirt wall. “Old Joe is going to be killed and there's nothing I can do about it.”

      Momma Peach placed her hands against the dirt wall and bowed her head. “That dirty snake was going to make a run for it,” she said in a disgusted voice. “But why? What was he expecting to accomplish, knowing full well that three killers were still loose and looking for him?”

      Michelle didn't answer Momma Peach. She closed her eyes and kicked the dirt wall again and then grew very silent. It wasn’t just the battle that was over. She had lost the war. Those were the facts.

      Outside, Agent Davison hurried up the rainy alley, jumped into the back seat of the black sedan, shoved his gun into Old Joe's side and ordered Agent Brown to drive. “Time to die, Old Joe,” Agent Davison hissed. Old Joe closed his eyes. He was a dead man for sure, yes sir and yes ma’am.
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      Able Glates was never the type of man to approach a woman. He was bashful, uncertain of himself, and yes, awkward. He was also very intelligent, a prolific reader and a brainy guy, as evidenced by his graduate degree in computer science. Of course, his outer appearance often forecasted his character to the entire world, but so what? Able was content with the man he had become, regardless of what people thought of him. Many people assumed he was a nerdy loser who never dated in high school and probably lived in his mother's basement. But what did it matter what people thought about him? What did it matter that his boss back in Philadelphia was more than happy to make sure he was the first person let go from the computer department after the department was hit with major cut backs? He knew he was the smartest one there. What did it matter that Stan Banks's job was salvaged; even though Stan Banks didn't have enough sense to pee without hitting the toilet seat.

      What mattered was that Michelle Chan, the beautiful detective, had asked Able to have dinner with her; that's what mattered.

      “And a thank you to Ms. Johnson is in order,” Able said to himself, walking up the sidewalk toward Momma Peach's bakery holding a bright green umbrella over his head. His mother wanted him to thank her old friend Ms. Johnson for being so kind after the accident.

      Able didn't see that his right shoelace was untied as he strolled up to Momma Peach's bakery. He tripped over the shoelace and toppled down onto the wet sidewalk, ripping the right elbow of his rain jacket. “Drat,” Able moaned. Mrs. Hensley peered out the front window of her bookstore and saw a man sitting on his backside in a puddle with a bright green umbrella lying next to him. The man was examining his elbow. Mrs. Hensley shrugged her shoulders and sighed. She hoped Mrs. Glates’s boy would be smart enough to remember to tie his shoelaces next time.

      Able climbed to his feet and picked up his umbrella. “Hope nobody saw me,” he said and glanced up and down the main street and the cozy store fronts. “Oh well,” he said and walked into Momma Peach's bakery, setting his umbrella down next to the front door as he looked around. Delicious, inviting pies, breads, cakes and other goodies were arrayed before his eyes, displayed on wooden shelves. The worn but polished hardwood floorboards creaked when he walked across them. Able felt as if he had stepped back in time. “Nice,” he said and walked up to the front counter. “Hello? Ms. Johnson?” he called out.

      Michelle was perched at the top of the ladder, pushing up on the trap door and hoping to break the lock. When she heard Able's voice, she froze. “Momma Peach, someone is in the bakery.”

      Momma Peach hurried over to the ladder and looked up at Michelle. “Start yelling, baby. HELP!” Momma Peach hollered at the top of her lungs. “HELP!”

      “HELP!” Michelle cried out. “Can anybody hear me? We're in the kitchen!”

      Able heard the muffled cries for help float into the bakery. The cries appeared to come from the direction of a door that led back into a kitchen. “Ms. Johnson?” he called out again, uncertain.

      “It's Able,” Michelle said in shock. “Momma Peach, Able Glates is in the bakery. Oh, if he finds me locked in this cellar...oh, how embarrassing. He'll think I'm a complete idiot.”

      “No time to worry about our reputation or feelings, honey,” Momma Peach told Michelle and yelled: “Able, we're in the kitchen, baby. Come into the kitchen.”

      Michelle closed her eyes and moaned. “Sure, okay,” she said and began hitting the bottom of the trap door with her fist.

      Able heard Momma Peach's voice and then heard what sounded like someone hitting wood. “Ms. Johnson?” he called out again and slowly eased past the front counter and moved into the kitchen. The kitchen smelled of peach pie and mouth-watering spices. “Ms. Johnson, this is Able Glates, we met earlier when...uh, when we had our accident. Ms. Johnson?”

      “Down here, honey, underneath the baking table,” Momma Peach cried out. “There's a trap door under the baking table. You have to move the pink rug.”

      Michelle moaned again. Surely Able was going to think she was the worst cop in the land. “In here, Able,” she called out and continued to hit the bottom of the trap door.

      Able looked at the baking table and then dropped his eyes down to the pink rug. “Uh...okay,” he said. “What do you need me to do?” he asked in a loud voice.

      “What kind of lame-brain question is that,” Momma Peach mumbled to herself. “Get a grip, Caroline. The boy is a blessing in disguise.” Momma Peach took a deep breath. “Honey, move the table, pull back the rug and unlock the trap door.”

      “Oh...okay. I can do that,” Able said. He walked over to the baking table and began pushing on it. The table was heavier than he expected. Able pushed against the table and then placed his back against it and tried to use his legs for power. “I'm...working...on moving...the table,” he huffed.

      Momma Peach folded her arms together. “We're gonna be down here a long time, baby,” she sighed.

      Michelle felt like she wanted to dig a hole and jump into it. “How humiliating,” she told Momma Peach. “Able is going to think I'm a failure.”

      “No, he's not, baby,” Momma Peach promised. “So what if we got caught off-guard. We both saw that black sedan parked behind the police station when we drove away. But when we arrived back to my bakery the coast was clear.”

      Michelle shook her head. “I bet Agent Davison circled back on us while you were in the grocery store, hid in the alley, and had his two goons drive around to make us think he was in the car.”

      Momma Peach stared up at Michelle, who was still perched at the top of the ladder. “Who knows, honey? But I’m not going to allow you to beat yourself up. Now put on a brave face because your knight in shining armor is here to rescue his damsel in distress.”

      “I'm...working...on...moving the table,” Able yelled. The table wasn't moving. “I'm...making...progress.” Able pushed as hard as he could. His face turned red as a summer tomato. His insides nearly exploded. But finally, the table moved...an inch.

      Michelle looked up at the trap door. “Able, please hurry,” she begged.

      “I'm...working...on it,” Able called out and gave the table another hard push. Inch by miserable inch he managed to push the table off the rug that hid the trap door. When the table was clear, he dropped to his knees, pulled away the pink rug, and frantically began working to unlock the trap door. The lock was rusted and tough, but he finally pulled the lock free and opened the trap door. Michelle's face appeared in the open hatch of the cellar, bathed in the kitchen light, like a moonflower in the darkness. “Wow, you're beautiful,” he said before he could stop himself.

      Michelle blushed. She slowly climbed out of the cellar, embarrassed and not sure what to do with the creeping feeling of humiliation that threatened to overtake her. “Thank you.”

      Momma Peach's head appeared. “Well done, honey. Now give me a hand.”

      Able took Momma Peach's right hand and, with much effort, helped her out of the cellar. By the time Momma Peach was standing firm in her kitchen he felt his hurt leg begin to throb with pain. He sat down heavily on a stool and rubbed it. “I forgot all about my leg,” he confessed.

      “I sure am grateful for you,” Momma Peach told Able and kissed his cheek.

      “What were you two doing down in that hole?” Able asked as he continued to rub his hurt leg.

      “Long story,” Michelle answered Able. “What are you doing here?”

      “My mother wanted me to come over and thank Ms. Johnson for being so kind to me after my accident. She also wanted a loaf of peach bread.”

      “Remind me to give your momma a big, fat kiss,” Momma Peach told Able. “You saved us.” She looked around her kitchen. “What a mess, baby.”

      “We were locked in that cellar for over forty-five minutes. Agent Davison is long gone by now. And what are the chances of the state patrol tracking down a black sedan?”

      “A black sedan?” Able asked.

      Michelle looked into Able's sweet but confused face. “Yes, why?”

      “I passed a black sedan on my walk here,” Able told Michelle. “Steam was coming from under the hood. I asked the man standing beside the car if he needed help...he wasn't very nice and told me to take a hike.”

      “Where?” Michelle exclaimed.

      “A few blocks away on...what was that street? ...Maple River Drive.”

      Michelle grabbed Able and planted a sweet kiss on him. “My hero,” she smiled and ran to the back door. “Momma Peach, call the police station and tell them I need backup. We’ll need every officer available to get to Maple River Drive, fast.”

      Momma Peach snatched her purse off the baking table. “You're not going nowhere without me, honey. Able, you call the police station and tell them to send the Army to Maple River Drive.”

      Able didn't hear Momma Peach. All he heard was the birds sweetly singing in his mind. He stood staring at Michelle in complete shock and bliss. “Wow, what a kiss.”

      Momma Peach snatched open the back door. “Able, honey, snap out of it.” Momma Peach snapped her fingers. Able didn't respond. “Oh, give me strength,” Momma Peach exclaimed. She ran over to Able and smacked him in the leg with her pocketbook. “Snap out of it, baby!”

      Able heard Momma Peach hit him with her pocketbook, but he sure didn't feel it. “Sure, call the Army...Maple River Drive...I got it, Ms. Johnson,” he said in a dreamy voice.

      “Good,” Momma Peach said and ran back to Michelle. “Now honey, I have short legs so don't get ahead of me.”

      “Are you sure you want to come with me?” Michelle asked Momma Peach. Momma Peach looked deep into Michelle's eyes and with that one look let her friend know how foolish her question was. “Thanks, Momma Peach. Let's go.”

      Able watched Momma Peach and Michelle disappear into the back alley. He raised his right hand and touched his lips. “What a kiss,” he repeated, and then his mind woke up. “Wait, I just let the woman of my dreams run out into the rain. I better...I got to...I must...” Able stammered, turning from side to side, wondering what to do. “Call the cops first.” Able limped into the bakery, found the phone, and called the cops. After he called the cops, he limped back into the kitchen and out to the rainy alley. “Hold on, Michelle, I'm coming,” he promised, as he walked slowly but surely in the direction of the action.

      Michelle didn't hear Able. She was jogging through the rain at a steady pace. Momma Peach was right behind her, desperately trying to keep up. She spotted a bike parked in a bike rack in front of a humble but prosperous hardware store. “Don't arrest me for stealing, baby,” Momma Peach yelled at Michelle. She stopped in front of the bike to examine it doubtfully. The bike was an old, rusted, yellow ten-speed that looked like it was about to fall apart. Momma Peach nodded her head. “It figures,” she said, and planted her backside down onto the banana seat that was covered with gray duct tape. “Don't crash on me,” Momma Peach begged the bike, expecting the tires to explode. Surprisingly, the tires held up. Momma Peach slung her pocketbook up onto her shoulder, steadied her nerves, and started to peddle. The bike took off on wobbly wheels and nearly spilled over. Momma Peach pumped her short legs as fast and hard as she could and managed to keep the bike upright. “Hold on, baby,” Momma Peach yelled at Michelle, gaining speed. “I’m on my way!”

      Mrs. Hensley spotted Momma Peach climbing onto the bike from her bookstore, shrugged her shoulders, and went back to dusting a shelf. If Momma Peach wanted to go for a bike ride in the rain, what was that to her? Momma Peach was always doing strange things, bless her heart. But there wasn't a better woman in town, and that was a fact.

      “Hold on, baby,” Momma Peach cried out, breathing hard and pumping her legs. “I’m coming.” The yellow bike wobbled up the sidewalk with its precious cargo on board. “Momma...Peach...is coming...Momma Peach...better...lay off...the pizza...too...give me...strength…”

      [image: ]

      Michelle ducked behind a tall pine tree. When she saw Momma Peach wobbling up on a run-down bike, she waved her hand at her. “Get off,” she whispered fiercely, motioning her friend to be quiet.

      Momma Peach stopped peddling, took a second to catch her breath, looked up into a rainy night sky, and nodded her head. “I made it,” she whispered triumphantly as she climbed off the bike and leaned it against a pine tree.

      “Up there,” Michelle said. She grabbed Momma Peach and pulled her behind the pine tree. “There's Agent Brown.”

      Momma Peach looked down a street filled with humble one-story homes. The houses were neat, well-built, and warmly-lit, filled with good families and decent hearts, even if none of them worked fancy jobs and barely hung onto the lower rungs of the middle class. The black sedan was parked in front of a house with green shingles that was quite lovely. Agent Brown was standing at the hood of the sedan, looking around. “What's your plan, baby?”

      “Depends,” Michelle said. “If Agent Brown is alone, I'll try and fight him. But if Agent Green is with him, I think I'll wait until backup arrives.”

      “Do you think Old Joe is in the car?”

      “Most likely, since Agent Brown is standing guard.”

      Momma Peach studied the wet street and sweet homes. The last thing she wanted was for Agent Brown or Agent Green to pull out their deadly guns and start shooting. The lives of innocent people were at stake and Momma Peach knew extreme caution had to be taken. “Honey, if the police come blaring in here with their sirens yelling, those killers will start shooting away. I think it was a bad mistake to have your knight in shining armor call the police. Yes, sir and yes ma’am, it sure was.”

      Michelle focused on the homes. “You're right, Momma Peach. Men like Agent Brown and Agent Green will go down shooting.” Michelle bit down on her lower lip. “Okay, I'm going to have to try and take them out before backup arrives.” Michelle looked at Momma Peach. An idea popped into her head. “Hey Momma Peach,” she grinned. “Can you dance?”

      “I can do the twist just as well as the next person, baby. Why do you—” Momma Peach stopped talking. Her eyes grew wide. “No, baby...no, please, don't make Momma Peach—”

      “You go dance in the street and draw Agent Brown to you. I'll wait here behind this tree. When he gets close enough I'll handle him. Pretty simple, right?”

      “No, baby, it's not,” Momma Peach stated in a pained, panicked voice. “But, I trust you, and…well, if you think I should do a dance, then, I will do a dance.”

      Michelle nodded her head. “Get his attention and then stand close to the tree,” she said.

      Momma Peach made a constipated face and then slowly walked out onto the street. She drew in a deep breath and yelled: “Hey, ugly!”

      Agent Brown's head snapped up into the air. His eyes raced down the street. And there, standing at the end of the street, he saw Momma Peach…doing the chicken dance. “How did she get out?” he growled. Agent Green stormed out of the passenger seat, spotted Momma Peach, and yanked out his gun. “Put your gun away,” Agent Brown snapped. “Anybody could be watching us right now. Let me handle this. Stay with the car.”

      Agent Brown began walking down the street. His eyes darted from tree to tree searching for Michelle. The woman had to be around somewhere. He knew a decoy when he saw one. “That's right, ugly, come to Momma Peach!” She yelled and shook her butt at Agent Brown.

      Agent Brown narrowed his eyes. “You're a dead woman,” he promised Momma Peach, but didn't run at her. Instead, he stopped some distance away, surveying the scene. He didn’t know it, but he was close to the tree Michelle hid behind. “Where is Ms. Chopsticks?” he asked.

      “Now, why did you have to go and insult my friend?” Momma Peach asked Agent Brown. She grabbed her pocketbook and slung it through the air as hard as she could. Agent Brown ducked out of the way of the projectile. When he looked up, he was met with a hard fist to the face. “Get him, baby,” Momma Peach yelled and ran to her purse and snatched it up. “I'll keep Mr. Green or Brown...or whoever he is…occupied!”

      Michelle dropped down into a fighting position. “You can shoot me if you want, or fight me.”

      Agent Brown felt his nose. Blood was oozing down across his upper lip and onto his chin. “No. I'm going to kill you with my bare hands,” he snarled and reached into his jacket pocket, pulling out a gun that he then threw onto the wet lawn some yards away. “We're fair now,” he told Michelle.

      “Stop talking and fight.”

      Agent Brown hissed and approached her. He feinted in one direction and then tried to throw a front kick followed by a vicious punch at Michelle. Michelle spun to kicked Agent Brown's leg out of the way before it connected and easily ducked his punch. Using her momentum, she followed through with a back kick that caught him off guard, and Agent Brown toppled down onto the street. Agent Brown yelled in fury, jumped to his feet and spun around. “I'm going to enjoy killing you!” he yelled and positioned himself into a taut fighting position. “Come and get some, cop!”

      Michelle glanced up the street and froze. She saw Agent Green running toward Momma Peach. Then she saw Momma Peach whack Agent Green in the head with her pocketbook. Agent Green stumbled backward and began reaching for his gun. “No!” Michelle cried out. But before Agent Green could reach his gun, Able appeared out of nowhere and dived at Agent Green and, amazingly, managed to tackle the man down onto the street. “Cannonball!” Momma Peach yelled and jumped onto Agent Green before he could stand up.

      “Fight me!” Agent Brown screamed at Michelle. “Or I’ll go help my friend take care of your pathetic sidekicks!”

      Michelle looked back at Agent Brown, narrowed her eyes, and nodded her head. It was time to fight.  Slowly, she began to move in a circle. Agent Brown mirrored every move Michelle made. “Die!” he yelled, and executed a deadly roundhouse kick that would have knocked the strongest man alive unconscious. Michelle exploded upward from her fighting stance and into a front kick that caught Agent Brown in his chest while he was mid-air. Agent Brown flew backward and crashed down onto the street, clutching his ribs. Michelle backed away and waited.

      Agent Brown slowly crawled to his feet. “Get him, baby!” he heard Momma Peach yell. He looked over to see that Momma Peach was holding onto Agent Green's legs while the nerdy young man was hanging onto the agent’s waist. He saw the man lift Agent Green's jacket and bite into bare skin. Agent Green cried out in pain.

      “You're dead—” Agent Brown began to threaten Michelle but stopped when he heard the sound of approaching sirens. He cast his eyes around at his gun, looked back at Michelle, and then made a mad dash toward the wet lawn the gun was resting on. Michelle threw her body into the air and kicked Agent Brown square in the back. Agent Brown was thrown forward. He crashed down onto the street heavily, belly first. He lay still for merely a moment. Unable to contain his fury, forgetting all about the approaching police, he jumped to his feet, spinning around as he prepared to attack Michelle once again.

      Michelle was waiting for him. “Don’t move an inch” she warned Agent Brown, and aimed his own gun straight at his face. She was wet, hungry, angry, and her hair was dripping with rain water, but she was alive. “Get your hands in the air.”

      “Get him, Ms. Johnson!” Able yelled.

      Michelle darted a glance up the street. Able was holding down Agent Green's legs. Michelle watched Momma Peach do a belly flop onto Agent Green's stomach. For a second, she actually felt sorry for Agent Green.

      “You're going to have to kill me, cop,” Agent Brown told Michelle and began walking toward her. “You ain't got the guts!”

      Michelle looked into the dark eyes of a vicious killer—a man with no soul or conscience. “Don't make me use deadly force!”

      “You ain't got the guts!” Agent Brown repeated in a yell and lunged at Michelle. Michelle fired a single bullet. The bullet ended the life of a serial murderer.

      All was silence on the street for a moment, though in the distance the sirens got louder. Michelle took a steadying breath.

      “I got the other gun, honey!” Momma Peach yelled.

      Michelle looked up the street and saw Momma Peach toss Agent Green's gun onto a wet lawn. She ran over and aimed the gun in her hand at Agent Green just as the man managed to wrestle Momma Peach off his stomach. Able, bless his heart, was still holding on for dear life. “Don't move,” Michelle warned Agent Green. “Your friend is dead. You're next if you move an inch.”

      Agent Green looked up into Michelle's eyes and darted a look down the silent, wet street. He knew that the woman was telling him the absolute truth. “You...killed...Jack?” he asked.

      “He's dead and you will be too, if you don't tell me where Agent Davison took Mr. Ingles,” Michelle threatened Agent Green. “Able, dear, you can let go of his legs.”

      Momma Peach crawled to her feet, ran to Able, and enveloped the man into her arms. “Our knight in shining armor...oh, honey….you saved us again!” she yelled in joy and smothered Able with kisses. “Oh, my sweet baby...you're my hero, oh yes you are!” Poor Able held on for dear life and tried to breathe.

      “Where is Mr. Ingles?” Michelle demanded again of Agent Green.

      “Who knows?” Agent Green snapped. “Jack and me, we had had enough of him. We told that traitor to take a hike.”

      “My sweet hero, oh, yes you are!” Momma Peach continued to smother Able with love, oblivious.

      Michelle stared down into Agent Green’s eyes. The man was speaking the truth. “Get to your feet.”

      Agent Green sneered at Michelle and slowly climbed to his feet. “I'm cool, cop,” he said as he rose to one knee. But his face was filled with murderous rage. And then, with one quick move, he pulled out the knife hidden in his pocket and lunged toward Michelle. Michelle fired one last shot and put Agent Green to sleep for life.

      Momma Peach stopped hugging Able. Able stared at Michelle and then looked down at Agent Green. “You...shot him?” he asked in disbelief.

      “I had to,” Michelle answered, expecting the worst. She supposed now Able would see her as a cruel-hearted cop, not the noble detective he once thought.

      But instead, Able began clapping his hands together. “What are you doing?” Michelle asked, confused.

      “I'm proud to see that the woman I've fallen in love with knows her stuff,” Able said, smiling at Michelle.

      “In love...with me?” Michelle looked at him in amazement. “We just met…”

      “Oh...yeah,” Able said and stopped clapping. “I...oh, boy, you must think I'm a weirdo or something. I'll go now.”

      Able began to walk away. Momma Peach gave Michelle a stern look. Michelle threw her hands up into the air in confusion and then ran over to Able to stop him from leaving. When he turned around in surprise, she grabbed him and gently kissed him.

      “Love can take a lifetime, or mere seconds...a wise woman told me that,” she whispered in Able's ear and placed her head down on his shoulder. And for the first time in her life, Michelle felt like she had come home. And as Able wrapped his shaky arms around Michelle, he felt like he had come home, too.

      Momma Peach nearly began to cry. She wrapped her arms around Michelle and Able and hugged them fiercely as three police cars raced onto the street.
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      As Momma Peach hugged Michelle and Able, Agent Davison was busy kicking in the back door to an abandoned garage. “Inside,” he ordered Old Joe.

      Old Joe stepped through the door and into a dark room that smelled of grease and old cigarette smoke. He spotted an empty five-gallon bucket, turned it over, and sat down. “I ain't no harm to you. I will keep my mouth shut.”

      Agent Davison kept the door cracked in order to allow daylight into the room. He looked around and saw weeds growing up through a cracked concrete floor stained with grease. A few tools were scattered about, worthless and rusted beyond repair. A broken glass-paned door on the opposite wall of the room opened up into a small front room that held only the reek of mildew and more cigarette butts. For the time being, they were well hidden. “Shut your mouth.”

      “Don't kill me,” Old Joe begged Agent Davison. “Look, what am I, huh? I'm just an old con man. Who'd believe anything I say, huh?”

      “You said it yourself: you're a con man,” Agent Davison replied and pointed his gun at Old Joe's chest. “I'm not going to kill you,” he promised. “I'm going to do worse than kill you. You're going to be the man who goes to prison for killing Senator Rarey's son. I was going to kill you and frame Caroline Johnson for your murder, but my men have abandoned me and forced me to change plans.”

      “Frame me…?” Old Joe asked confused. The thought of prison was worse than death. Old Joe couldn't imagine being caged up behind bars, having his freedom snatched away from him. “Send me off to prison?”

      “Yes,” Agent Davison said. He kept his gun aimed at Old Joe's chest. “Perhaps the original plan has fallen through, but I'm a man who understands how to manipulate any situation. I see now that it was foolish to hire two worthless killers. My plan was to kill them off in the end, but it appears that they had more sense than I gave them credit for. No matter, I'm still in control.” Agent Davison lowered his gun. “Mr. Ingles, desperate situations call for desperate actions. Do you agree?”

      “I reckon,” Old Joe said in a shaky voice.

      “Then let’s you and I make a deal,” Agent Davison suggested in a clever tone. “I need Senator Rarey to change his mind about supporting the new medical bill. And I need Senator Hilltop to support my financial retirement. I need to end this game. However, there appear to be a few knots that need to be untangled first.”

      “Like what?”

      “Before we can make the death of Senator Rarey’s son public, we need the killer. As I mentioned, I was going to frame the two men I hired, but that fell through. In this game, Mr. Ingles, you take what cards you're dealt and play what you can. I received two dummy cards that forced my hand down.”

      “Life is full of dummy cards,” Old Joe told Agent Davison, stalling for time. He listened to the rain falling outside. He wanted to try and con Agent Davison but bit down on his lip instead. “I ain't going to prison….you're going to have to kill me first.”

      Agent Davison shook his head. “You're going to prison, Mr. Ingles. You see, I have the power to alter your criminal record and turn you into a hired assassin.”

      “Me?” Old Joe laughed. “Ain't nobody in their right mind going to believe this old man is a killer.”

      “The same applies to me, Mr. Ingles. But I assure you, I am deadlier now than I was when I was much, much younger.”

      Old Joe stared at Agent Davison. “What kind of deal you want to make with me?”

      Agent Davison walked to the back door and glanced out at an overgrown back lot piled with rotted wooden pallets. “You agree to confess to the murder and say you were hired by an anonymous Republican, and afterward, after you've sat in prison for a few months, I'll arrange for you to be transferred. During the transfer, I'll arrange for your escape. You'll be flown out of the country and given a nice nest egg.”

      Old Joe knew Agent Davison was conning him. He decided to play along. Why not? He needed to buy some time. “Keep talking.”

      Agent Davison grinned. He had Old Joe just where he wanted him—or so he thought. Agent Davison wasn't as clever as he believed. “If you let me help you, Mr. Ingles, I can finish this in a way that will benefit the both of us. But…I want no games.” Agent Davison turned and fired a single bullet. The bullet struck the concrete next to Old Joe's right foot, ricocheting in a cloud of dust and echoing in the damp room. “And I mean no games.”

      Old Joe nearly jumped out of his skin. “Hey man, what are you doing? Are you insane? I ain't doing nothing to you.”

      “No games,” Agent Davison warned Old Joe again. Old Joe swallowed. Forget trying to pull off the biggest con in history. He was more concerned with preserving his life. “Okay, okay, no games. I'm cool. Talk to me, lay down some cards for us to look at. I’m cool. We can make a deal.”

      Agent Davison nodded his head. “Here's the deal, Mr. Ingles. I'm going to call Senator Hilltop and have him send a car for us. But first, we have one last loose end in this town…you need to go back and kill Ms. Johnson.”

      Old Joe listened to Agent Davison talk. As he did, he began forming a plan of his own.
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      Momma Peach walked Able into her bakery and pointed to all of her delicious baked goods. “Honey,” she said, wiping rain water off her pink headwrap, “you pick out anything your little tummy wants,” she said in a loving voice. “Oh, I just can’t thank my hero enough. You’re a real man! Yes, sir and yes ma’am. And Mr. Sam is going to have a fit over you, too!”

      Able blushed. He sure liked Momma Peach and knew that in time the woman was going to become very dear in his heart. “Do you think Michelle will be along shortly?” he asked Momma Peach in a nervous voice.

      “Sure, sure, honey,” Momma Peach beamed. She glanced down at Able's hurt leg. “Baby, is your leg hurting badly?”

      Able tried to act tough but the truth was his leg felt like it was on fire. “Kinda.”

      Momma Peach hurried into the kitchen and returned with a chair and an ice pack. “Sit down, baby, and let's talk. Momma Peach has some questions she wants to ask you.”

      Able gratefully sat down. “Ms. Johnson, I—”

      “First,” Momma Peach informed Able with a warm smile, “my name is Momma Peach, not Ms. Johnson. Okay, honey?”

      “Momma Peach?”

      “Momma Peach,” Momma Peach smiled again. “Now that we got Momma Peach's name right, let Momma Peach ask you a question.”

      Able rubbed his injured leg. He was soaked from head to toe but that didn't matter much. After the ordeal in the street, he was considered a hero and that meant the world to him. Of course, deep down, he had been scared to death while fighting with Agent Green. What in the world made him attack a mean killer? He never attacked anyone before. But when he saw Momma Peach in trouble, well, a man had to do what a man had to do. And at least, Able thought to himself, he had enough guts to do the right thing when the situation called for action. Still, he wasn't any hero and felt a little silly being treated as one by Momma Peach. “Momma Peach, I appreciate the way you're treating me, but honestly, I was really scared when I jumped on that man. I saw you in trouble and acted, that's all.”

      Momma Peach patted Able's hand. “Honey, those are the best kind of heroes.”

      Able looked up into Momma Peach's loving eyes. He smiled. “You wanted to ask me a question?”

      Momma Peach nodded her head as she skillfully applied the ice pack to his leg. “Momma Peach wants to know if you have ever been married before, if you have children, and what your plans are?”

      Able sat up a little straighter, surprised. “Uh...never been married...scared to death of kids...and my plans, according to my mother, are to settle down in this town and find work...even though my mother is insisting that I shouldn't worry about money. But,” Able sighed, “I've always liked providing for myself, Momma Peach. I don't like bumming off my mother. A man, well, he has to make his own way in life...an honest way.”

      Momma Peach nearly burst out crying with pride. What a difference it was speaking to an honest, decent man. Able was refreshing and clean-hearted—Old Joe’s games were dirty and grimy and she wished the young man could teach the older man a thing or two. “So, Mr. Able isn't planning on leaving town anytime soon?”

      “Where would I go?” Able asked. “Momma Peach, I lived in Philadelphia most of my adult life, sleeping in a crummy apartment and working a crummy job,” Able explained. “I...didn't have many friends...none, to be honest. I thought, well, living in a big city and surviving on my own would show the world that I wasn't...a loser. The truth of the matter was...I was making it, but just barely. The cost of living in a big city is really high...and,” Able sighed again, “I was really lonely, too.”

      Momma Peach felt a tear drop from her eye. She placed her hand on Able's shoulder and spoke in a soft voice. “Able, you'll never be lonely again. I promise. You have your momma, but we are your family now, too.”

      Able looked up into Momma Peach's caring eyes. He saw a love and warmth that only his own mother possessed. “You're very kind.”

      “I love your soul and I know that you are going to fit in just fine in our town,” Momma Peach replied lovingly, beaming. “Now let me ask just one more little bitty question.”

      “Okay.”

      “My precious, precious Michelle has a very delicate heart. I want to know what you feel toward her,” Momma Peach asked. “I am very, very, very protective over Michelle, Mr. Able.”

      Able drew in a deep breath. “I'm just shocked that a woman as beautiful as Michelle even...well, kissed me. I'm just...a nerd, Momma Peach.” Able rolled his eyes good naturedly and pushed his glasses up on his nose. “I was sent to a private school growing up, with all the rich kids, but all the kids teased and bullied me. Oh, I tried not to mind having my glasses stolen or my books glued shut...kids will be kids. But I did mind the girls always pointing at me and laughing. They made me feel...less. But Michelle…today she made me feel...more. Does that make sense?”

      “Perfectly,” Momma Peach wiped at another tear. “Baby, you said the right words.” Momma Peach leaned down and kissed Able on his cheek. “By the time the newspaper in our town gets through with you, all the women are going to see you as the hero you are and will never point or laugh at you. You can be sure of that.”

      Able started to ask what Momma Peach meant when Michelle walked through the front door of the bakery, soaking wet. Her face was worried. “No sign of Agent Davison or Old Joe anywhere,” she said and closed the front door. “The Georgia state police are patrolling the area and our fair Sheriff is setting up roadblocks around the county. My guess is that Agent Davison is hiding somewhere close by. There's no report of stolen cars and I checked with the bus station. No one has purchased any tickets within the last two days.” Michelle looked at Able. She smiled. “How are you feeling?”

      Able stood up from his chair, his heart beating fast. “I’ll be fine—but how are you?” he asked Michelle, concerned. “You're soaking wet. Please, sit down. Can I get you a towel? A glass of water?”

      “I'm okay,” Michelle answered in a soft voice. It felt wonderful having a caring man worry over her. “But I will sit down,” she admitted and walked over to Able's chair and sat down. “I admit I am a little tired.”

      Momma Peach began rubbing Michelle's shoulders. “Honey,” she said, “if I know Old Joe, he ain't' gonna go down without a fight. Not with his hands of course, but with his mouth.” Momma Peach winked at Able. “I have been doing some more thinking and have concluded that if the two bad guys you killed turned on Agent Davison, that means Agent Davison was put in a bad spot. He might have to change his mind about a whole lot of things…maybe even try and cut a new deal with Old Joe.”

      Michelle glanced up at Momma Peach. “A new deal?”

      “Agent Davison has sneaky, clever eyes. I'm sure he has a backup plan for a backup plan for a backup plan,” Momma Peach explained. “Old Joe was in his way, which meant Old Joe had to die. But now, maybe—just maybe—Old Joe might come in use. I expect that Old Joe may be along shortly.” Momma Peach looked at Able. “Baby, I need you to go hide in the pantry in my kitchen.  Hurry now.”

      “The pantry?” Able asked, surprised.

      “Yes, baby, the pantry. And when you hear me say the words ‘you old skunk,’ you come bursting out of the pantry, okay?”

      Able looked down at Michelle. Michelle smiled up at him. Michelle’s smile told him that Momma Peach’s plan was solid, even if they didn’t know what it was yet. “I can do that,” he promised. “Michelle?”

      “Yes?” Michelle asked.

      “Tonight, or tomorrow night, whatever is best for you, can we have dinner together at my mother's house? I...well, I like to cook and, well, I would really like to cook you dinner,” Able asked, fumbling over his words.

      Michelle stared up into Able's sweet and warm eyes. “I would love that, Able. Oh, I would love that very much.”

      “Really?”

      Michelle nodded her head yes. “I'll bring the bread, if you want me to.”

      “Sure,” Able smiled and began backing up toward the kitchen. He tripped over his loose shoe string and spilled down onto the floor. “I'm okay,” he said and scrambled to his feet. “Darn shoelaces,” he said and hurried into the kitchen red-faced.

      Michelle giggled sweetly. “Isn't he so sweet?”

      “He's something,” Momma Peach agreed. She continued to rub Michelle's shoulder. “Michelle, I have a bad feeling that Agent Davison wants me dead. I think Agent Davison fears Old Joe might have run his mouth to me. If I know too much, then I’m as good as dead, just like Old Joe.”

      “So you think Agent Davison will come back to kill you?” Michelle asked.

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “Or send Old Joe to do his dirty work, in exchange for his freedom. Why else would that man run off with Old Joe without killing him first?”

      Michelle considered Momma Peach's question. “Yeah, Agent Davison could have killed Old Joe. His two thugs wouldn't have cared. Why did he take Old Joe alive? Surely Old Joe would slow him down.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head. “But Old Joe ain't stupid. And Old Joe ain't no killer,” Momma Peach said. “Or...so I hope. That barnyard rat tried to make a run for it...oh, I could strangle him for that. I fear that man will never change.” Momma Peach nodded her head toward the front door. “But what I do know is that Old Joe the con man will be along shortly if my theory is correct. But he won't come walking through the front door, no sir and no ma’am.” Momma Peach stopped rubbing Michelle's shoulders. “Honey, it's time for you to play decoy. I need you to stand out here in the bakery and pretend you're talking on the phone. Keep your back to the door and talk real loud. I want Old Joe to think you're on the phone with the FBI. You just play along and come running into the kitchen with your gun drawn when our guest arrives and leave the rest to me.”

      Michelle stood up and rotated her sore neck. “I trust you, Momma Peach. But please, don't ask me to do the chicken dance.”

      Momma Peach chuckled. “Baby, only I can do the chicken dance the right way anyway.” Momma Peach kissed Michelle on her cheek and walked into the kitchen. She spotted Able struggling with a broom and mop that had fallen out of the pantry. “Oh, honey,” she said, and helped Able into the pantry. “Be real quiet, now, okay.”

      “I will,” Able promised in a whisper and watched Momma Peach close the pantry door. He looked around the darkness and drew in a deep breath of delicious spices. “I can handle this...a dark pantry is nothing to worry about, right? Just spices, flour...nothing to it...sure, I'm a bit claustrophobic, but that's okay...nothing to it...no spiders in here...I hope.”

      Momma Peach heard Able mumbling to himself. She grinned from ear to ear. “I can hear you, baby.”

      “Oh...yeah, sorry.” Able went silent.

      Momma Peach removed her rain jacket, hung it up, slipped on her apron and began preparing the ingredients for a new batch of peach bread. She began humming an old hymn and felt her heart relax. “I'll fly away,” Momma Peach hummed happily and listened to the rain fall outside. “Oh, Momma Peach will fly away…”

      “I like that song,” Able called out from the pantry.

      “Good, honey. Now, be quiet for me,” Momma Peach smiled.

      “Oh, yeah,” Able said again and forced his mouth shut.

      Outside, Agent Davison and Old Joe crept through the rain toward the bakery. Old Joe eased up to the front door and peered in. He saw Michelle talking on the phone. Her back was to him. “Yeah, McCall, Agent Davison is still missing. It's likely he skipped town with Mr. Ingles.”

      Old Joe sighed. So the cop thought Agent Davison had slipped town with him. “They think we skipped town,” Old Joe whispered to Agent Davison. Agent Davison put a finger to his mouth and listened to Michelle talk.

      “McCall, there's nothing more I can do on my end. I'm wrapping up some loose ends, but what else can I do about Mr. Ingles? If he's skipped town with Agent Davison that ends this case for me. It’s out of my jurisdiction.”

      “Good,” Agent Davison whispered and pulled Old Joe toward the back alley. “Now listen to me, Mr. Ingles,” he warned Old Joe, “if you do as you're told and kill Ms. Johnson, I will ensure your freedom.”

      “You mean by busting me out of prison?” Old Joe asked and wiped rain water from his face. He thought he was sure to catch pneumonia creeping around in the rain like this. “Agent Davison, I ain't so sure I want to go to prison. Ain't there another way?” he begged, pretending to be scared.

      “You have my word that I will carry out my end of the bargain if you carry out your end, Mr. Ingles. Ms. Johnson has to die. You told her too much.”

      “I didn't tell her squat. I promise.”

      “Don't lie to me,” Agent Davison hissed and shoved Old Joe into the alley. “My patience is wearing thin. Either you accept my deal or you’re worthless to me. You’ll die right here.”

      Old Joe stared into Agent Davison's eyes. “I'll take the deal...I'll take the deal.”

      Agent Davison reached down and pulled a gun out of an ankle holster. “This gun has one bullet in its chamber. One shot, one kill. Make the kill, or,” Agent Davison pulled a gun out of his pocket with his right hand, “I'm going to kill you.”

      Old Joe licked his lips. “One shot...one kill,” he said in a shaky voice. Agent Davison nodded his head and handed him the gun with the one bullet. “Move.”

      Old Joe looked down at the gun in his hand. The gun felt dirty—almost like a sickness that wanted to eat his heart alive. “Okay, Agent Davison, I’ll get moving...one shot, one kill, I understand.”

      Old Joe walked to the back door of the bakery and stopped. Agent Davison stepped up next to him, and using his left hand, withdrew a lock pick from his jacket pocket and silently began picking the lock on the back door. Old Joe watched with worried eyes. “One shot...one kill...” he repeated in a whisper.
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      Momma Peach heard the back door slowly open up. “Old Joe,” she called out in a pleasant voice, “I was wondering when you were going to drop by.”

      Agent Davison shoved Old Joe into the kitchen and closed the back door. He immediately looked toward the doorway to the bakery. Michelle came running through the doorway with her gun at the ready. “Drop your gun!” he yelled at her.

      “Do as he says, baby,” Momma Peach said without a care in the world. She finished mixing together the peach bread ingredients, pushed the bowl to one side, and started to make a delicious pie crust.

      Michelle dropped her gun and walked over to Momma Peach. “You can't escape,” she told Agent Davison.

      “Shut up,” Agent Davison snapped. He nudged Old Joe with his elbow. “I'll kill the cop. You kill Ms. Johnson.”

      “Now, wait a minute, you didn't say anything about killing no cop,” Old Joe protested.

      “Are you really that stupid?” Agent Davison asked Old Joe in a furious voice. “Do you think we can leave a cop as a witness?”

      Old Joe stared at Michelle, fear sitting heavy in his gut. He looked deep into Michelle’s eyes. “Pennies,” Michelle told Old Joe and shook her head at him.

      “Pennies?” Old Joe asked. Then he understood. “Woman, what in the world are you talking about?” he asked in a voice that convinced Agent Davison he was truly confused.

      “Agent Davison,” Momma Peach said, changing the course of the conversation, “Marshall McCall is on his way down to my lovely city. He's mighty interested in talking with you. I kinda, well, let my tongue loose a little and informed that nice man all about your dark little deeds.”

      “I assumed you called McCall,” Agent Davison told Momma Peach. “That's why you have to die. If McCall doesn't have any witnesses, then he can't prosecute me, can he? This isn't the first time I've been in a bind with McCall, Ms. Johnson. I always come out on top and my enemies always come out…under. Six feet under, that is.”

      Momma Peach smiled. “Is that right?” she asked. “My, you're a clever man. You killed Senator Rarey's son in order to scare him into casting his vote with the Democrats to stop this new medical bill from passing. Of course, Senator Hilltop is the one who sent you to carry out the killing.” Agent Davison turned to look at her in fury, but Momma Peach just chuckled. “You’re wondering how I know that. Honey, Senator Rarey’s feud with Senator Hilltop is an open secret. Did you think no one would figure that out? But that’s not your only problem…you sure didn't expect that your two hired thugs would turn out to have minds of their own, did you? No sir and no ma’am, you sure didn't. And you sure didn't expect to see Old Joe here peek his head out of the back door of that pool hall and witness the killing take place, did you? Oh, no matter.” Momma Peach beamed. “My precious Michelle here went and killed your two little friends, Agent Davison, and you're next on the list.”

      Agent Davison snarled up his face. “I knew Detective Chan would track down those two idiots and tangle with them. She did me a favor by killing them,” he told Momma Peach, then turned to look at Michelle directly. “You’re a resourceful lady. You saved me the trouble of having to track them down and kill them myself.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Michelle replied and folded her arms together. She nodded at the gun in Old Joe’s hand. “So, you've decided to play with the bad guys, is that it?”

      “What?” Old Joe asked. He glanced down at the gun in his hand. “I...” Old Joe looked up at Michelle, and then into Momma Peach's eyes. Momma Peach shook her head at him sadly. Old Joe felt shame burn through his heart. “Hey, I gotta look out for number one. Agent Davison done went and made a deal with me. All I have to do is kill Momma Peach, confess to killing Senator Rarey's son, spend a few months in prison, and then he will break me out and send me off to a tropical island somewhere with a pocket full of money.”

      “Sounds lovely,” Momma Peach replied in a calm voice, focused on her pie crust.

      “Hey, it's either accept the deal or eat a bullet,” Old Joe insisted, his voice rising. “I ain't stupid. I know which team to play on. When Agent Davison's two men turned on him I knew a deal might be in the works. That's what's wrong with the world, folks just don't know how to use their brain no more.”

      “Enough talk!” Agent Davison yelled. “Kill Ms. Johnson and kill her now!”

      Old Joe licked his lips. “Before I do, can I say one more thing?” he asked Agent Davison.

      “Make it quick.”

      “Momma Peach, I sure am sorry about hustling your husband back in the day. And I’m sure sorry about being a darn old fool. I shouldn't have tried to run out earlier. I was being really dumb...chasing after the scent of money like always. I want to change...and what I’m going to do next...well,” Old Joe’s voice dropped lower, as if he struggled with emotion. When she looked up at him, he gave Momma Peach a look that made her realize that Old Joe really did have a heart after all. “Let this be my way of showing you who I really am.”

      Momma Peach knew Old Joe was about to turn and attempt to shoot Agent Davison with his gun. But Agent Davison had the edge. If Old Joe dared make one wrong move, Davison would fill him full of bullets. Old Joe sure was gonna try to redeem himself in her eyes, though, Momma Peach knew that for sure. She carefully scooped up a handful of flour in her cupped hands and smiled at Old Joe like her heart was breaking with forgiveness, which it was. “You ain't so bad in your old age,” she said and then yelled, “you old skunk!”

      Able heard Momma Peach yell the signal and came tumbling out of the pantry. He tripped over the broom and toppled down onto the kitchen floor with a crash. “Darn broom!”

      Agent Davison aimed his gun at Able. Michelle saw that the man was preparing to fire. “No!” she yelled.

      Momma Peach took action. She threw her handfuls of flour at Agent Davison's face, and a dusty cloud exploded into the air around him. Agent Davison backed away, coughing. “My eyes!” he yelled.

      “Cayenne pepper in the flour,” Momma Peach laughed happily, “one of my secret ingredients!”

      Agent Davison raised his gun and fired blindly, shattering a window pane across the room, and he turned to fire blindly again. Old Joe spun around, aimed the gun in his hand at Agent Davison, and squeezed the trigger. A single bullet from the barrel of the gun sent Agent Davison, well, six feet under. “Well, I'll be,” Old Joe said with wide eyes.

      Momma Peach walked over to Old Joe and patted his shoulder. “You ready to change?” she asked him.

      Old Joe nodded his head yes, lowering the gun with a shaky hand. “I am ready for change.” He turned and embraced Momma Peach gratefully.

      Michelle hurried over to Able and helped him stand up. “My hero,” she whispered and hugged his neck.

      Able gently put his arms around Michelle and hugged her back. “I never had a chance to be a hero before I met you…maybe if I’m your boyfriend I can keep getting in this kind of trouble,” he smiled.

      Michelle leaned up and looked into Able's eyes. “I...” she bowed her head. “Most men are intimidated by me.”

      Able took his right hand and lifted Michelle's soft chin. “Not me,” he smiled and gently kissed her. “I may be a little nerdy and you may know how to kick some serious butt, but,” he told Michelle, “opposites attract, right?”

      “Yes,” Michelle said and placed her head down onto Able's shoulder. “Yes, opposites attract.”

      “Let's leave them alone,” Momma Peach whispered to Old Joe and walked him into the front bakery. Old Joe scooted over to the front display window and looked out into the rain. He grew silent. Momma Peach walked up next to him. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      Old Joe shrugged his shoulders. “How foolish I have been,” he admitted. “I have been one big, darn fool, Momma Peach. You risked your life to help me and I tried to run out on you. I'm a rat. Plain and simple.”

      “No, you're not a rat,” Momma Peach promised Old Joe, “you're just a man who needs to learn that decency is a treasure worth chasing after. And back there in my kitchen, you showed a whole lot of decency.”

      “I was mighty scared,” Old Joe confessed.

      “So was I,” Momma Peach told Old Joe. “Old Joe, life ain't simple, and life sure ain't easy. Sometimes folks just have to listen to their hearts and do the right thing, that's all. And if folks let God into their hearts, then they'll always do the right thing. I ain't perfect, no sir and no ma’am, but I ain't gonna give up chasing after my own treasures.”

      “What treasures do I have to chase after? I'm broke and most likely going off to prison,” Old Joe said in a miserable voice. “But I sure wasn't gonna kill a good woman to save my own skin. No sir and no ma’am.” Old Joe continued to look out into the rain. “I reckon I better go back into that kitchen and let your cop friend put me in handcuffs.”

      “No handcuffs,” Michelle said, walking up behind Old Joe. “Old Joe, you saved our lives and that makes you a hero. I'm going to do everything in my power to help you. You're not going to prison, I assure you of that.”

      Old Joe turned and looked into Michelle's caring face. Michelle pulled a twenty dollar bill out of her jacket pocket and handed the money to him. “What's this for?” he asked, confused.

      “I'm hungry. Go down to the diner and get four to-go plates.” Michelle glanced at Momma Peach. Momma Peach narrowed her eyes. “Awful food in that diner, of course...poor Mrs. Edwards needs to learn how to cook. But until she does, I want a grilled chicken plate, please.”

      “Sure enough?” Old Joe asked and nearly felt hope ignite in his chest. “You sending me down to the diner to get food instead of handcuffing me? How do you know I won’t just run off with the money?”

      “No more pennies,” Michelle told Old Joe and gave him a gentle hug. “Whenever you're ready, we're ready to be your family.” Michelle turned to Able. “I need to call this in. Looks like I'm going to be tied up for a while.”

      “I can wait,” Able smiled and looked at Old Joe. “Want some company?”

      “How much money you got?” Old Joe asked and then laughed. “Just kidding. Come on, son, you can walk with me.”

      Momma Peach watched Old Joe walk a limping Able out of her bakery. She shook her head. “Talk about an odd couple,” she sighed.

      Michelle giggled. “Tell me about it, Momma Peach.”

      Momma Peach put her arm around Michelle. “Honey, do you think there's hope for Old Joe?”

      “Time will tell,” Michelle answered Momma Peach. “I need to call the station.”

      Momma Peach nodded her head and walked over to hand Michelle the phone. But before Michelle could make her call, the telephone rang. It was Aunt Rachel calling. “Is this you, Maye?”

      Momma Peach cried out and began banging the phone against her head. Michelle giggled again and decided to use the phone across the street in Mrs. Hensley's book store.
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      Able loved holding Michelle's hand as they walked together. The rain had stopped, the earth was clean, and the night was beautiful. Millions of twinkling stars whispered in a clear night sky overhead. A soft wind rustled through the branches of tall pine trees. All was right with the world.

      “Dinner was delicious,” Michelle told Able.

      Able smiled. “You look very beautiful in your pink dress.”

      Michelle glanced down at her dress shyly. Her long, silky hair flowed freely down over her shoulders to the soft folds of the blush-pink dress that set off her curves in just the right way. She was wearing a little bit of makeup and a special perfume bought for the occasion. “This is all Momma Peach's doing. I feel silly.”

      “Don't feel silly,” Able told Michelle. He stopped in front of a lovely two-story home and gazed into Michelle's glowing eyes and kissed her. “I know tomorrow you'll go back to wearing your leather jacket and I understand why. But tonight, don't feel silly. Feel beautiful, because you are.”

      Michelle raised her right hand and gently touched Able's cheek. “You look very handsome in your gray suit, too. But I guess you'll go back to wearing your normal clothes tomorrow, too.”

      Able blushed. “Yeah, I guess I will. But it's sure fun being dressed up together on our very first date.”

      Michelle smiled. She felt so happy inside. “Able, Momma Peach told me that you decided to settle down in our town. Is that true? I mean, I don't want to pressure you—”

      Able touched Michelle's lips with one gentle finger to quiet her. “I want to be where you are,” he promised.

      Michelle felt a tear slip from her eye. “I was hoping you would say that.”

      Able wiped Michelle's tear away. “My mother wants me to live with her for the time being. I guess...maybe I will, if that doesn't make you...think less of me.”

      “Never.”

      Able felt relief bloom through his chest. “I also decided...to take the time and...write a book. I know that sounds silly, but...ever since I was a kid I've…written stories…privately.”

      “Really?” Michelle asked, delighted. Able nodded his head. “I would love to read what you write,” she promised.

      “Really?”

      Michelle smiled. “Really.”

      Able couldn't believe his ears. He had expected Michelle to laugh at him. Every moment with her was better than the last. But before he could say that, he saw Momma Peach trudging up the sidewalk on an old ten-speed bike. Momma Peach's short little legs were peddling away. “I won! …Oh, my…I won…honey, wait…” Momma Peach peddled up to them and stopped. She grabbed her chest. “Let me...catch my breath...oh...yes sir and yes ma’am...this bike is gonna be the end of me.”

      Michelle shook her head in wonder. “Momma Peach, what are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I won...baby, I won. I just had to come and find you,” Momma Peach explained. She looked up into the clear night sky and spotted a falling star. “Oh, how beautiful.”

      Able looked up into the stars. And for the first time in his life, he felt like he was home. “What did you win, Momma Peach?”

      “Four cruise tickets…to Alaska,” Momma Peach said triumphantly and finally managed to catch her breath. “We are going on a cruise. Mandy and Rosa are back home and they can handle the bakery. Mr. Sam is coming home tomorrow and Old Joe, well, I guess I can leave him alone for a week. I’m sure the girls will keep him in line, if necessary.” She chuckled at the thought of her two bakery helpers bossing around Old Joe, who would probably dote on them like the daughters he never had.

      Michelle looked at Able. “Alaska?” she asked. Able shrugged his shoulders. “Momma Peach, I—”

      “You have vacation time,” Momma Peach admonished Michelle happily. “You didn't use up all of your vacation time out there in Mr. Sam's town, no sir and no ma’am.” Momma Peach reached out and grabbed Michelle's hand. “Please, honey, go on the cruise with me. I sure don't want to go alone.”

      Michelle stared into Momma Peach's face and saw a mother she loved more than life. She leaned forward and kissed Momma Peach on the cheek. “Alaska, here we come.”

      “Mr. Able?” Momma Peach asked, nearly exploding in joy.

      “I wouldn't miss it for the world, Momma Peach,” Able promised and kissed Momma Peach on her other cheek. “Michelle and I were going out for some ice cream. Will you join us?”

      “Michelle, honey?”

      Michelle giggled. “Yes, please join us. I know you can’t resist butter pecan,” she told Momma Peach.

      “Legs, get this bike a-moving,” Momma Peach yelled. “And belly, get ready to have yourself some ice cream!”

      Mrs. Hensley looked out of the front window of her home and saw Momma Peach peddle away on a funny old bike. She shrugged her shoulders as usual and turned back to her knitting. Momma Peach is always up to something. But there sure wasn’t a better woman around.

      Able walked Michelle toward downtown. Michelle looked up at the stars as they walked and knew that God did answer prayers after all.

      Two weeks later she would board the cruise ship with Momma Peach. Together with Able and Sam, they would head off to Alaska, where they would find not only a grand adventure…but a dangerous mystery in the bargain.
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