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Chapter 1 – Extra Cheese, Extra Trouble
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Tony’s Slice of Heaven was the kind of place that smelled like it had been open since before the town itself existed. On summer nights, the wall AC unit made a show of trying but mostly just rearranged the heat into different corners. Ceiling fans sliced the air into lazy wedges, as if portioning out misery for equal distribution.

Frank Peniston stood at the counter, roomba-foot ticking softly on the tile. He was in a mood somewhere between “tolerating” and “investigating,” which in Frank’s case meant he was already cataloging the room for exits, suspects, and condiment placement.

Beside him, Ronald squinted at the menu like it was an optical illusion that might reveal the meaning of life.

“Plain cheese,” Frank told Tony, the owner — a man built like the ovens he worked, broad and steady, apron dusted in flour and something darker.

Tony paused. “Plain?”

“Plain is honest,” Frank said. “You pile too much on, it stops being pizza and starts being a confession.”

“And for me,” Ronald said, “anchovy, marshmallow, and... regret.”

“We don’t have regret.”

“What’s close?”

Tony stared at him. “Banana peppers.”

“Perfect,” Ronald said, as if he’d just solved a puzzle.

Tony scribbled the orders, slid them their numbered placards, and turned back to the ovens.

The place hummed with Friday-night energy. Teenagers argued over the jukebox, a couple of tourists debated whether Welvin technically counted as Cape Cod (it didn’t), and a lone man fed coins into the pinball machine with the resignation of someone paying rent in quarters. Frank’s gaze kept drifting to the neat stack of takeout boxes by the kitchen pass — too precise, too deliberate for a small-town pizza shop.

“Order thirteen!” Tony called, grabbing the top box.

Frank stepped forward. Tony’s palm slipped on grease. The box slid from his grip, spun mid-air, and landed flat on the counter, the lid popping open.

Frank froze. The cheese wasn’t random — no bubbling chaos, no sloppy melt. It was arranged. Thin grid lines cut through the mozzarella, with small, perfectly rectangular islands of cheese positioned in certain squares, like coordinates on a map.
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