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      I  stared at the repulsively stained red polo shirt. The grease blotches that dotted the uniform were too numerous to count. Especially while my brother, Ross, waved it in front of my face like a matador toying with his opponent.

      “It’ll be fine,” he said, still waving the offending shirt that reeked of BO and garlic.

      I refused to touch the uniform when he attempted to hand it to me. “I’m not wearing it.”

      “Jade, please. You know I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t an emergency.”

      I scowled at the health-hazard shirt and then at Ross. “You run the restaurant. How is this the only uniform shirt you have left?”

      “We’ve had a lot of turnover,” he admitted. “Employees don’t always return their uniforms. But I have some on order. It’ll be a few days at the most.” When I still didn’t take the shirt, he added, “Please. If not for me, then for Dad.”

      My gaze swung from the shirt to him. “Don’t bring Dad into it.”

      “It’s not like I gave him a heart attack to coerce you to come home.” He gave a frustrated sigh. “I have to cover for him while he’s in the hospital. And Wayne, the delivery guy, hasn’t shown up yet. Our rush is in less than an hour. I’m desperate.”

      “If this is your only uniform shirt left, why didn’t you wash it?” I asked. My desperation for not wearing it drove me to being difficult in an already difficult time.

      “Our line cook, Lars, quit at closing time last night. He said he couldn’t take Aunt Dot anymore.”

      Ross didn’t have to explain further. Aunt Dot was a loving pain in the ass. Nothing was good enough for her.

      “All I’m asking is for you to do deliveries until Wayne shows up for his shift.”

      A small part of me felt guilty. Ross had stayed in Chicago to help the family business. I had not. But, when it came to my family, the old saying was true. Distance really did make the heart grow fonder. Or maybe less annoyed. So I supposed one night of helping my brother wouldn’t kill me.

      “You owe me,” I said, snatching the disgusting shirt. “Give me one of your T-shirts too. I know you keep spares here.”

      “Why do you need a T-shirt?”

      “This polo is a health hazard. I’ll wear your T-shirt as a protective barrier.”

      Ross always kept extra clothes for himself in the restaurant office in case of spills and splatters, which happened often.

      As he dug through the cumbersome metal desk’s bottom drawer that scraped like nails every time it was opened, I glanced around the cramped office, noticing not much had changed. Not even the dust bunnies that collected in the corners.

      I didn’t mind the family restaurant too much. Piatto Perfetto was a slice of Italian heaven smack-dab in Chicago’s Chinatown. And our family’s dirty little secret? Not one drop of Italian blood in any of us.

      When Great-grandpa Sommer had fled from Germany during World War II, not many were keen on German restaurants. But Chicagoans love their Italian. Great-grandpa used all of his money and opened Piatto Perfetto against the odds.

      I glanced at the old black-and-white photos that took up nearly every inch of the office walls. They were faded and cracked, but no one dared remove them.

      “Here,” Ross said, straightening as he handed me a white T-shirt.

      “Dangerous color for this place,” I said, taking it.

      “Everything I own has some kind of stain on it.”

      I paused for a moment as I watched him organize papers on his desk. At thirty-three, he looked older. Stressed. While he still had a mop of dark-blond hair that had enough gel in it to defy gravity with a swooping wave, his tired hazel eyes gave him away.

      “Are you happy?” I asked.

      He turned to eye me with suspicion. We hadn’t talked much since I moved away a decade ago. My fault, I supposed. The years away had been strained. Not because of bad blood or burnt bridges. Just life. And me wanting a career that didn’t involve the family-secret marinara recipe. A family cardinal sin.

      I was the one who broke tradition.

      “What do you mean, am I happy?”

      I gave a small shrug. “You’ve always been a hard worker and seem to enjoy working for the family. I’m just wondering if it’s too much.”

      “I’m fine. And if you get into uniform, I’ll be finer.” He paused, knowing his grammar would get him into trouble with Aunt Dot. “You know what I mean.”

      I smiled at him. “I’ll go change.”

      “Thank you.”

      I gave a nod and was about to leave when it looked as though he wanted to say something else. I waited a moment in uncomfortable silence.

      He sighed as he rubbed the back of his neck. “No, seriously. I mean it. I know you never wanted to work here after you left for college. And I know you’re only home because Dad is in the hospital, but thank you.”

      I gave another nod because I didn’t trust my words. And I didn’t want to knock myself off my temporary pedestal. Because the truth as to why I was home, Dad excluded, was not a noble reason. But there was no way I was going to share details of my situation with my brother.

      On my way to the miniscule employee bathroom, I heard the sounds of Aunt Dot bickering with someone in the kitchen. Her demanding tone swelled over clanks of pots and pans and the soft melody of classic Italian music coming from the dining area.

      Songs like ‘O Sole Mio, Volare, and Santa Lucia had been burned into my memory along with the scents that wafted from the kitchen day after day. Oregano and garlic were always the most potent fragrances.

      I ducked into the bathroom, grimacing at the old plumbing. Nothing in this restaurant was new. Not the plumbing. Not the red-checkered tablecloths. And certainly not the menu. Heaven forbid they stray from 1950s Italian cuisine. Although my mom had tried in the past, it was futile to attempt to sway Aunt Dot from tradition.

      Quickly changing shirts, I avoided inhaling when I pulled over the uniform polo. Thankfully, my jeans were fine for the delivery staff’s uniform. Waitstaff and management had to wear black slacks.

      I glanced at myself in the cracked mirror and pulled my brown hair into a ponytail. I ignored the weariness that reflected in my brown eyes.

      A week ago, I was on top of the world. I felt like I could take on anything. Now, I looked . . . defeated. I was not comfortable with the realization.

      After depositing my shirt into a dented locker, I headed to the kitchen to see if any orders were in.

      Aunt Dot spotted me right away, which didn’t surprise me. It was impossible for her to miss anything with her bulbous round glasses that sat like binoculars on her nose. Her short, dark-brown hair was now mostly gray and was styled in a short bob as always. With her ultra-slender frame and colossal glasses, she reminded me of an aging mosquito. She had a verbal bite as well.

      “You’re back?” she clipped as she inspected me from the other side of the stainless-steel prep table.

      “Hello, Aunt Dot,” I said. “It’s nice to see you. How’s Uncle Frank and Coby?”

      “Useless as ever,” she tsked. “Grab an apron.”

      “I’m helping with delivery tonight.”

      “No orders yet. You can layer lasagna until then.”

      Not wanting to argue with Aunt Dot, I grabbed an apron off the peg near the swinging door that led to the dining room. As I tied it around my waist, I walked to stand next to her.

      “You stink,” she said.

      “Ross gave me a dirty polo shirt from the guy who quit last night.”

      Her nose twitched. “Good riddance.”

      “I don’t suppose you know why he quit?” I asked teasingly.

      “Lars is lazy. Kept wanting cigarette breaks.”

      “Ah, that would explain the other odor I keep smelling. Gets kind of hidden under the BO.”

      Aunt Dot’s lips nearly twitched into a smile. “Take that thing off. If Ross wants to complain about your lack of uniform, he can come see me.”

      I removed the apron and then the shirt, leaving me in Ross’s white T-shirt.

      She nodded to the garbage can. “Toss it in there.”

      I obeyed her orders and gladly chucked the polo shirt onto vegetable peelings. She then pulled out a white container from under the counter and spilled its oily, lumpy contents on top of the shirt.

      “Anchovy leftovers,” she said. “They’ll get rid of the smell.”

      As I covered my nose from the immediate stomach-curling anchovy stench, I laughed. Aunt Dot could be a tyrant. But she also could be fun to be around. Sadly, those times were few and far between.

      “Back to work,” she said.

      I donned the apron once again, washed my hands, and stood near the stainless-steel prep table, as far away from the garbage as possible.

      She slid over a bowl of cooked lasagna noodles. “Remember how to layer it?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      How could I forget? I had made hundreds of pans of lasagna. It was nearly a factory line with us layering thick noodles, homemade red sauce, cheese, and meat.

      As I began prepping the first pan, she asked, “So, why are you back?”

      “You know why,” I said. “Dad’s in the hospital.”

      “He’ll live,” she said matter-of-factly. “Routine heart surgery.”

      “There’s nothing routine about open heart surgery.”

      She didn’t say anything at first, but as she whacked a chunk of meat with a scary metal hammer, she said, “I’m not buying it. You didn’t come back for your dad. You would have sent him flowers with a get-well note in a florist’s handwriting. Just like you did with Nana.”

      “I couldn’t come home when Nana got sick. I had just been promoted and was given a huge project.”

      “Family is more important than projects.”

      “It was a multimillion-dollar ad campaign. And Nana is better.”

      “Family is still more important.”

      “It’s not like I never come home. I come once or twice a year depending on my schedule.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me and then whacked the meat again.

      And so it continued. One more person telling me I had failed them.

      I guessed it shouldn’t bother me so much. It wasn’t like I was a horrible person. I didn’t lie or cheat. I didn’t steal or make people cry. I just had a dream to be the best in advertising. Was that so wrong?

      To Aunt Dot, yes.

      To the rest of my family, it was a tepid shrug.

      “I’ll make it up to Nana. I’m planning on staying a couple of weeks.”

      Aunt Dot raised a brow but continued her assault on the meat, which was fine with me. I didn’t want her to hound me with questions. The less she knew about my situation, the better. The less anyone knew, the better.

      “Are you planning on helping out at the restaurant for the rest of your stay?” she asked.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I said.

      She sniffed. I knew that sniff. She wasn’t happy with my answer.

      “I have to help out at home too,” I said. “You’ll need Mom here to bake in the mornings. I’ll have to take care of Dad then.”

      She sniffed again.

      I willed my eyes not to roll. At thirty years old, I still felt like a child around her.

      The door swung open, and I nearly giggled with sheer happiness at seeing my cousin Coby walk through. He’d messed up so many times in his lifetime that his mom’s black mood naturally directed toward him and away from me.

      At twenty-five Coby had a mass of brown hair that he liked to keep trimmed close on the sides and let go wild and tall on top. His hair reminded me of a field of untrimmed grass.

      “Hey, Coby,” I said. “You working today?”

      “Every day,” he said with a long-suffering sigh.

      “Then get to it,” Aunt Dot said. “And keep an eye out for my favorite knife. I can’t find it anywhere. I bet Lars stole it out of spite.”

      Coby shuffled over to the aprons in defeat. I felt bad for him. If anyone needed to escape the family business, it was Coby. Under Aunt Dot’s dominance, how could he even breathe?

      When Coby was ready, he stood next to me and grabbed the bowl of sauce.

      “Assembly line?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      He slathered a coating of sauce on the bottom of the pan and then slid it over to me for the first layer of noodles.

      “What have you been up to?” I asked.

      “I started my own YouTube channel,” he said with a lopsided grin.

      “Don’t get him started on that damn channel,” Aunt Dot said. “You’d think he was the next Hugh Hefner with the way he preens at the comments the silly girls leave.”

      “They think I’m hot,” he said with another lopsided grin.

      “And what do they comment?” I questioned, knowing it would annoy Aunt Dot to have to listen to Coby again.

      He pulled out his phone and began scrolling. “This one says I’m funny, which I am. This girl wonders how I come up with ideas. And this one thinks I melted her brain. I’m not sure if that one is good or bad.”

      “Show me the video.”

      He scrolled back up and handed his phone to me. “Just press the triangle.”

      “I’m only five years older than you. I know how to start a video.” I stabbed the triangle with my pointer finger.

      “Sensitive.”

      Ignoring him, I watched as he . . . “Why are you taking off your shirt?”

      “The girls like it.”

      “But you’re rolling on the grass.”

      “It shows my natural side.” He grinned.

      “What the hell am I watching?” I asked.

      “Did you get to the part where I sing?”

      Suddenly, an off-pitch crooning blasted through the phone speakers.

      “Is this supposed to be a music video?” I asked.

      “No, a commercial. Just keep watching.”

      I didn’t see how this was a commercial. I worked in advertising, and nothing about this mess stated commercial.

      At the end of the flailing and noise, Coby stood. “If you thought that was good, go try Al’s Hot Dog Shack.”

      He took his phone back. “What do you think?”

      “My brain melted,” I said.

      “Would you two get back to work,” Aunt Dot scolded.

      “Yes, Aunt Dot.”

      “How long are you staying?” Coby asked as he dumped a ladleful of marinara on the next pan.

      “A couple of weeks or a little more,” I said. “I decided to take an overdue vacation and help out.”

      I avoided eye contact with Aunt Dot. Just add in the noodles to the next pan. No need for additional comment.

      “I’m not surprised you’re taking vacation,” Coby said.

      He should be surprised. Everyone else seemed to be.

      “You’ve been working nonstop since you got promoted,” he continued. “You were bound to take vacation sooner or later.”

      I gave a nod.

      Eventually they would figure it out. Eventually “vacation” would be over, and I’d still be here. Unless I could come up with a new job and soon. But after my failure, I doubted anyone in the advertising world would touch me.

      Still, I had to try.

      My pride wouldn’t allow me to give up. And it wouldn’t allow me to ever forgive Allan-the-jackass.

      He would pay dearly for selling me out. He would pay for stealing our condo and turning it into his love nest with . . . shudder . . . Stacey, his executive assistant.

      The boss sleeping with an assistant was so cliché it made me want to punch something.

      “Are you okay?” Coby asked.

      When I glanced questioningly at him, he pointed down to my hands, which were strangling a noodle.

      “I’m fine.” I tossed the noodle into the garbage and grabbed a new one.

      My two-carat engagement ring sparkled at me, taunting me. I wanted to chuck it into the garbage, but I needed to keep it on for now. If I didn’t pretend everything was life as usual, someone would suspect something.

      Thankfully, Ross had roped me into working. Contrary to my family’s assumptions, I wasn’t okay, and my bank account wasn’t overflowing with cash. At one point, there had been a slight surplus. Now, I was flat broke. I needed the delivery tips.

      Desperate is a word I’d never thought I’d attach to myself, but it was the horrible truth.

      The restaurant phone rang, jarring me out of my bleak thoughts.

      “And so it begins,” Aunt Dot said.

      Coby wiped his hands on his apron and picked up the phone over at the side counter. “Piatto Perfetto.” He grabbed a pen and scribbled down an order. “Okay. Would you like garlic bread with that?”

      Aunt Dot pointed to the keys on the hook by the phone. “You better get ready. Wayne is a good-for-nothing oaf, but he normally fills up the gas tank for the next shift, so the scooter should be ready to go. Just double-check. Wayne might come in later, so you shouldn’t have to work his whole shift.”

      I gave a nod and took off the apron. Grabbing the keys off the hook, I headed to the employee room.

      Checking the delivery driver’s locker, I found a helmet laying on top of a pile of dirty clothes. Grease marks dripped down the sides of the battered helmet.

      Disgusting.

      “I’m not wearing this helmet!” I yelled into the kitchen.

      Aunt Dot bustled into the employee room and peered into the locker. “Throw it away along with the clothes under it. We aren’t a laundry service.”

      “Won’t Wayne get mad if we throw away his clothes?”

      Aunt Dot shrugged. “They’re probably not even his. He never wore the helmet. Said he worked too hard on his hair to hide it.” Aunt Dot tsked her annoyance and then headed back to the kitchen.

      Picking up the pile of clothes, along with the helmet, I threw it all into the kitchen trash on top of the smelly uniform shirt and anchovies.

      “I’ll take the garbage out to the back.” I tied the bag and then heaved it out of the can.

      “Do you need help?” Coby asked as he hung up the phone.

      I shook my head. “I got it.”

      As I pushed open the back door to the alley, the sound of the city I grew up in assaulted my ears. Traffic streamed by. Brakes squealed. Irritated drivers honked. Voices blended together.

      Even though I had lived in San Francisco, my condo was above the noise. Above most things. On occasion, the condo sat above the rolling fog that blanketed the city, making it look like we lived on a cloud. It was magical.

      But living in Chicago’s Chinatown was different. Here you couldn’t get away from the noise nor the pungent scents of spices and oils that permeated the air. I could almost smell Mr. Lee’s ridiculously delicious dumplings from here. I stopped myself from drooling and headed to the fenced garbage area.

      Placing the garbage down so I could open the gate to the bins, I stopped when I saw a shoe poking out of the bottom of the gate. Did Aunt Dot throw away more employee clothes?

      Slowly, I lifted the latch and pulled open the gate.

      My stomach heaved as I saw the shoe was attached to a person. A very dead person.

      I closed the gate and proceeded back into the kitchen on shaky legs.

      “Aunt Dot,” I said hesitantly. “What does Wayne look like?”

      “Dark, gelled hair. Average height. Has an inappropriate tattoo on his arm. I keep telling Ross that Wayne needs to wear long sleeves under his uniform.” Aunt Dot scanned the kitchen. “Why? Is he here? And where is my favorite knife? Coby, have you seen it?”

      Coby shook his head no.

      “I think Wayne might have the knife,” I said.

      Keep it together, I scolded myself. Don’t freak out. Dead people with a knife sticking out of them were probably found by garbage bins all the time. Or not.

      “Tell him to come here,” Aunt Dot said. “I’ve got a few choice words for him.”

      “Aunt Dot, he’s dead.”

      “What?”

      “Call the police,” I said, trying to remain calm. Breathe in, breathe out.

      “What do you mean he’s dead?” Aunt Dot demanded.

      Ross chose that moment to walk into the kitchen. “Who’s dead?”

      “Wayne,” I said. “He’s out back by the garbage.”

      Ross rushed to the back door. The rest of us quickly followed behind. It’s not that I wanted to see Wayne again, but my brain was having a hard time comprehending what I had seen.

      Ross opened the gate and swore.

      “Oh, dear,” Aunt Dot said, shaking her head.

      Coby wedged through us to see. “That’s disturbing. He’s definitely dead.”

      It was hard to refute his statement. With Wayne’s glassy gaze rolled toward heaven and a knife stuck in his chest, he was a goner.

      “How did this happen?” Aunt Dot asked. “That’s my good knife! And why is there mostaccioli all over him? Is that blood or marinara sauce?”

      “Since there’s a knife stuck in him, I assume blood,” I said.

      She gave a nod as if appeased it wasn’t wasted marinara sauce but eyed the knife as if she wanted to yank it out of him.

      “Oh, man, I should video this for my channel,” Coby said.

      Aunt Dot swatted Coby.

      “I’ll call Logan,” Ross said. “He’ll know what to do.”

      “No!” I practically shouted. I took a step back when everyone turned to stare at me. “I just mean . . . he’s probably busy. It might be his day off. Just call 911.”

      “I’m calling Logan,” Ross said. “He’s a detective. I’d rather deal with him than someone I don’t know. Besides, it’s been ten years since you’ve seen him. Get over it. We have bigger problems now.”

      Ten years was not enough time.

      “Fine,” I said, knowing I wouldn’t win this battle. I’d just make sure to have deliveries or some other reason not to see Logan.

      I glanced back at the body and shivered.

      I didn’t know what was worse, seeing the dead body or hearing Logan’s name again.
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      As soon as the pizza order was ready, I took it and fled. Police were beginning to arrive, and I knew Logan would be right behind them.

      I wasn’t so naïve as to think the police wouldn’t want to question me. However, I was hoping that Logan, once he knew I was home, would be kind and have another officer question me instead. He owed me that.

      After successfully navigating Chicago’s streets on an ancient scooter that rattled when I accelerated, I grabbed the pizza out of the dented warming box, which was tied with frayed bungee cords to the back of the scooter.

      Confirming the address, I pressed the intercom for the apartment and waited. No one spoke to me, but the lock buzzed open. I pushed the door and walked through, finding apartment 2B on the second floor.

      The apartment door was slightly ajar, and I heard a light melody playing. Was I supposed to knock? Or was this an invitation to just walk in?

      I was not going to proceed without a verbal summons.

      Just as I was about to knock and announce myself, a woman’s voice called from somewhere inside. “Babe, I have the most amazing news.”

      Babe?

      “Pizza,” I announced.

      There was a shuffling sound, and then a woman peeked through the opening. I mostly detected blond hair, blue eyes, and pouty lips. The rest of her body was hidden behind the door.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      I thought the fact that I was holding a pizza box made it pretty obvious. And since I had announced it was pizza, she should have had yet another clue.

      “You ordered a pizza, right?” I asked. Maybe Coby wrote down the wrong address. I looked at the name on the order. “Are you Summer?”

      “Yes. But where’s Wayne?”

      “He’s . . . indisposed at the moment,” I said.

      I didn’t think it would be good business to tell customers he was murdered in the alley behind the restaurant with Aunt Dot’s favorite knife.

      Her pouty lips drew into a pinched expression. “But Wayne always delivers my pizza.”

      “I’m sorry. He couldn’t today.”

      She rolled her eyes and opened the door wider, revealing she was wearing nothing more than a bra and underwear. I tried not to be shocked at the display, but the push-up bra made her ample chest jiggle over.

      She took the pizza out of my hands and swung the door closed.

      I knocked on the door. “You owe me money.”

      “Tell Wayne to pay it since he stood me up.”

      Stood her up? Was Wayne getting booty calls on company time? From her lack of outfit, I suspected he was. I had heard rumors in the past about other delivery drivers getting more than just a tip.

      However, I needed pizza money and a cash tip.

      I knocked harder. “Please open the door or I’ll have to tell management you refuse to pay.”

      “Will it get Wayne fired?” she asked.

      I paused. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      With a sigh, I decided she obviously needed to hear the truth. “He’s dead.”

      “Dead?” A moment later the door cracked open again and she peered out. “Wayne is dead?”

      “Yes. He won’t be delivering any more pizza, and you still owe me.”

      “What do you mean he’s dead?”

      “He was found unresponsive today.”

      Tears sprung to her eyes, and she opened the door wider. “I’ll give you back your pizza. I don’t have the money.”

      She walked away, sniffling. I didn’t follow her into the apartment that reeked of cheap vanilla, but I did scan the parts of the living room I could see. Bright colors rioted against each other. Blankets were spread on old, sagging furniture. Untidy clusters of personal items sprouted up here and there on the floor and the mismatched end tables.

      “Did Wayne trade pizza with you often?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer, but I was still curious.

      “It’s not like that,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “He’s my boyfriend . . . or was.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said.

      “He said he’d treat me to pizza today.”

      I didn’t know what to say, but guilt nagged me. I had assumed she was just after a free meal.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again. “Keep the pizza. It’s on the house.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. It will just get thrown away otherwise.”

      I was about to step away when she asked, “Do you know how he died?”

      I hesitated before shaking my head. “Sorry.”

      This time, I walked away before she could ask any more questions. I didn’t want to lie, but I was not about to tell someone that their boyfriend was stabbed. That was one image I’d never get out of my mind. His body sprawled next to the garbage, lying in a pool of his own blood, and a kitchen knife in his chest.

      But why was there mostaccioli all over him?

      It made no sense.

      And what did he do to deserve such a fate?

      Wayne had looked to be in his early thirties. He wore his red uniform shirt . . . had he been killed on his way in to work or after his shift yesterday?

      I let the questions swirl for a moment as I headed back to the scooter. But as soon as I was driving on the busy roads, I pushed the thoughts far from my mind. I hadn’t ridden a scooter for such a long time that I needed all of my concentration.

      And last time I rode, I’d had a helmet. Sure, I wasn’t breaking any Illinois laws by not wearing a helmet, but I still didn’t feel confident I wouldn’t end up in the morgue next to Wayne.

      And just like that, Wayne was back in my thoughts again.

      I supposed it was only natural that he’d occupy a large space for a few days. It wasn’t every day I stumbled upon a dead body.

      Turning the corner, I headed back into Chinatown. When I reached the restaurant, I realized I had nowhere to park in the alley. Squad cars and uniformed police blocked off a large section. I stopped as close as I could get, which was about a block away.

      Sliding the keys into my pocket, I headed down the sidewalk to the front of the restaurant to find more police blocking my path.

      “Jade?”

      I looked across the street to find a woman sweeping off the step to her family’s restaurant. Just the sight of Lily Lee brought back the most wonderful memories of Mr. Lee’s dumplings.

      I crossed the street to say hello.

      “When did you return?” Lily asked.

      Lily was two years older than I was. She’d always had a youthfulness about her, and it looked like she hadn’t changed much. Even her long, dark hair cascaded down her back just like in high school.

      Because of the slight age difference, we didn’t hang out a ton, but our paths crossed more often than not. Especially since I had a serious addiction to Mr. Lee’s famous dumplings. That, and our restaurants were across the street from each other. She and her family were the welcoming sort.

      “I got back this morning,” I said.

      “And they already put you to work?”

      I nodded.

      “A dutiful daughter, as Dad would say,” she said with a smile. “Dad would approve. Are you hungry?”

      “Yes, but I should head back to the restaurant. They might need me.”

      “Then come back later. I’ll have your favorites ready for you.”

      “I can’t say no to that.”

      Mr. Lee poked his head out of the door. “Jade, you come home and bring police. What you do?”

      I couldn’t help but grin at him. He was short in stature, all gray, and always gruff.

      “She didn’t bring the police,” Lily scolded, and then she turned her gaze to the scene. “I wonder what happened.”

      “Our delivery driver died.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

      “Your driver no good,” Mr. Lee said. “He steal.”

      “Wayne? What did he steal?” I asked.

      Lily waved a dismissive hand. “We can’t prove anything. But we used to have a vase sitting up in the window. Wayne came in for lunch one day, and when he left, it was gone. But it might not have been him. I keep telling Dad to stop making a fuss.”

      “No fuss? It expensive vase,” Mr. Lee complained.

      Lily shook her head. “It was more sentimental than anything else.”

      “I can ask around and see if anyone at the restaurant saw him with it. Do you have a picture?”

      Mr. Lee nodded vigorously. “I get copy.”

      “Don’t bother, Baba. When Landin comes home, I can have him text it to Jade,” Lily said. “He has a picture of it.”

      I would never say it to Lily or Mr. Lee, but I wouldn’t doubt that Landin stole the vase and pawned it. Ever since high school, Landin was always getting into trouble for something.

      “You need dumplings,” Mr. Lee said as he scanned me. “You get too skinny.”

      I don’t know why I glanced down at myself, but I did. I’d always been on the thinner side, thanks to my mother’s amazing genes. But Mr. Lee was right. I was thinner. Maybe I had been focused too much on work. Or maybe when my life fell apart, I’d lost interest in food. But not dumplings.

      “Then I must need your famous dumplings,” I said. “But I better go before Aunt Dot sends a search party after me.”

      “I make better food than Aunt,” Mr. Lee announced, and then he muttered something in Cantonese and huffed back into the restaurant.

      “He and your Aunt Dot have never gotten along,” Lily explained.

      “I’m not surprised. She doesn’t get along with most people. I’ll be back after my shift—or sooner if the police don’t let me in.”

      “Probably sooner,” she said, looking at the scene.

      With a small wave at Lily, I crossed the street and headed for the officer who was stationed near the door.

      “Can I go inside?” I asked as I neared him. “I work here.”

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Jade Sommer.”

      “Wait here a moment,” he said, and then he talked into his radio, relaying the information. He was then given instructions in staticky police-talk to keep me where I was and that someone would be out to meet me.

      I stepped back and peered into the front window, but I couldn’t make out anything through the red-checkered curtain.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket, I texted Ross. What’s going on? I’m stuck outside.

      After a minute, I heard someone say my name. No, not someone. I knew that voice. It might have grown deeper with age, but it still sent a heated shiver right to my core every time I heard it.

      The jerk.

      Logan.

      Instead of running like I wanted to, I glanced over at him as he closed the restaurant door and walked over to me.

      I couldn’t get a good read from him. His brown eyes studied me as I studied him.

      Still athletically lean, he looked good in his button-down shirt that was tucked into black pants. His badge was clipped to his belt.

      Seriously, if there was any justice in the world, the jerk should look like an ogre for what he did to me.

      Even my ex-fiancé, who sabotaged my career, cheated on me, and stole my condo, hurt me less than Logan.

      Double jerk.

      And yet even as I hated him, I couldn’t help but absorb him with my gaze. His dark hair was not overly styled but groomed enough to let people know he gave a damn. And the stubble that ran along his jaw . . . let’s just say it made me hate him more.

      “It’s nice to see you,” he said cautiously as he stopped near me.

      “The feeling isn’t mutual, but you already know that. Why is the restaurant closed off?”

      His jaw tightened slightly before he said, “It’s an active investigation.”

      “Wayne was found outside, not inside.”

      His gaze that always saw too much narrowed on me. “Ross said you were the one who found him, right?”

      “Yeah, and don’t bother trying to pin this on me. I never even met the guy. My flight landed this morning, I went to the hospital to see Dad, and then I came here, and Wayne was dead.”

      He gave a slight nod. “I didn’t say you murdered the victim. I just have a few questions.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “Jade,” Mr. Lee yelled from his doorstep. “You want platter to fatten you? Or just plate?”

      My stomach rumbled and I swear I nearly drooled. I was famished.

      “Platter,” Logan said.

      Mr. Lee hurried back inside.

      I glared at Logan. “Don’t answer for me.”

      “Your stomach growled so loudly the neighborhood could hear it.”

      Scowling at him, I crossed my arms. “Ask your questions so I can eat.”

      He hesitated a moment, which wasn’t like him. “Go to Mr. Lee’s. I’ll be over in a few minutes.”

      “Be over? Be over where?” He couldn’t possibly mean to sit with me while I stuffed my face with dumplings.

      “I’ll be over to Mr. Lee’s in a moment.”

      Crap. He did mean it.

      “No. Let’s just get this over with now.” Or I’d end up with indigestion.

      “Stubborn as always,” he said. “But either you talk to me at Lee’s, or I’ll ask you to come down to the station for a formal interrogation.”

      I knew he didn’t mean it. We had too much history for him to even think that the threat would have me quaking in my boots. But the way he said it . . . I don’t know. It felt like he was baiting me. Like he wanted to get a reaction out of me.

      “Fine,” I said. “Meet me at Lee’s. But I’m not waiting around.”

      He gave a nod and was about to leave when I stopped him.

      “Give these to Ross,” I said, handing him the scooter keys. “I assume I’m off the clock for the rest of the night.”

      His fingers grazed my palm when he took the keys. I’d like to say that after not seeing him for ten years I’d be immune to his touch. But just like in the past, my body roared to life.

      I quickly dropped my hand to my side and turned to flee to Lee’s.

      I should have never come home.
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      I  sat in my usual booth in back of the dining area, drooling over the giant plate that took up a quarter of the table.

      “Your favorite,” Mr. Lee said, pointing to the holy trifecta of dumplings: beef and onion, pork and cabbage, and mushroom and ginger. My favorites all sitting on one plate. Longing to eat them, I devoured them with my gaze.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ve missed these.”

      “I make best,” he said.

      “Yes, you do.” Going to Mr. Lee’s was one of the things I looked forward to on my visits home.

      Lily dropped off a small kettle of green tea and two tiny cups.

      “I only need one cup,” I said.

      “Dad thought Logan was coming over,” Lily said.

      “He’s not staying long,” I said right before I shoved a very unladylike wad of heavenly dumpling into my mouth. I groaned as the savory flavors hit my taste buds.

      “I’ll leave the extra cup here just in case,” she said innocently.

      “Traitor.”

      She gave a small laugh and then ushered Mr. Lee back into the kitchen. I sighed. No matter how big Chicago was, Chinatown people knew each other. The Lees had seen me grow up. They saw me and Logan together. And they saw the fall. The very brutal fall.

      I glared at the good luck cat that sat on a low-hanging shelf. “How many times did I rub your head for good luck? Would it have killed you to give me a little?”

      “You don’t rub cat for good luck,” I heard Mr. Lee say from the kitchen right before Lily hushed him. “What? I told her ten time already.”

      He had.

      And yet I still rubbed the cat like Aladdin’s lamp. This time was for nostalgia’s sake.

      “You’re going to rub the paint off,” Logan said when he walked through the door.

      “I had one wish,” I muttered, glaring at the perfidious cat.

      I poured tea for myself and waited as Logan said his hellos to Mr. Lee and Lily.

      Logan always had good manners and way too much charm for his own good. He could turn it on or off at his whim. And being my brother’s best friend, I had seen it all. Maybe it should have been a warning flag.

      Logan hadn’t used his full megawatt charm on me until I was finishing my senior year of high school. And then I was helpless.

      And stupid.

      Logan slid into the booth across from me. “I haven’t been here in a while. Brings back memories.” His gaze collided with mine, and I turned my attention back to shoving dumplings into my mouth. “You always did have an unusual love for dumplings.”

      “Shut up,” I said around a mouthful of dough and beef. “Ask your questions before I get indigestion.”

      “Nice to see you too.”

      I would have stuck my tongue out at him, but it was currently in ecstasy and couldn’t be bothered.

      He took the teapot and poured himself a cup of tea.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” he said. “But it sounds like he’ll make a full recovery.”

      I gave a slight nod. Part of me knew that talking about Dad was one of Logan’s tactics to ease into conversation. But I also knew that he cared about my dad as well. Growing up, Logan had been at our apartment more often than not.

      Logan’s father was a violent alcoholic who had been tossed into jail more times than any of us could count. His mom was meek and slid into the shadows of her own broken mind, never bothering to protect her son.

      So, Logan hung out with my brother.

      I sighed and pushed the plate toward him. “You can have one.”

      “Just one?”

      I nodded, ready to turn feral if he dared take more.

      He grabbed chopsticks from the container off to the side and snapped them apart.

      When he picked up a dumpling, I slid the plate back to me. “I arrived this morning. Dropped my suitcase off at home. Then went to see Dad at the hospital. Ross texted and said he needed help. So, barely over an hour ago, I arrived at the restaurant.”

      “Front door or back door?”

      “Back door.”

      “Did you notice anything unusual?”

      “No. Nothing. But I wasn’t looking for anything either.”

      As Logan ate, he nodded for me to continue.

      “Then I helped Aunt Dot in the kitchen.”

      He put up a finger to stop me while he finished chewing. “God, I forgot how good these are.” He took a sip of tea and looked content for a moment before asking, “Did the kitchen look normal? Anything out of place?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t worked in the kitchen since high school. And Aunt Dot kept me busy with lasagna prep.”

      Before I could stop him, he snatched another dumpling.

      “You’re walking on thin ice,” I warned. “I’m not above kicking an officer.”

      “Detective,” he corrected with a grin that disarmed me for a second. “If you’re really that hungry, I’ll buy more. So, you were working with Aunt Dot, and then what?”

      “There was a call for a delivery, so I went to get ready.”

      “How do you get ready?”

      “You know how. You were a driver for a while.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “I went to the locker to grab the helmet. It was disgusting, so Aunt Dot said to throw it away. And since she had already tossed anchovy leftovers into the garbage, I figured I would take out the trash. The smell was obnoxious. I opened the gate to the trash bins and found Wayne. Well, I didn’t know it was Wayne. But the others confirmed it.”

      “Did Aunt Dot seem startled when she saw Wayne?”

      “Aunt Dot?” I nearly snorted. “I’m pretty sure she was more peeved that he had the indecency to die before his shift, especially with her favorite knife.”

      “The murder weapon was her knife?”

      “She seemed to think so.” I fiddled with my chopsticks. “Are we done?”

      “Can you think of anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have my number?”

      “Why on earth would I have your number?”

      He pulled out a business card. “In case you see anything or think of anything.”

      “I’ll tell Ross. He can relay the message.”
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