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Chapter 1

	“Bobby,” I said. “Validate me!”

	Bobby, God bless him, only said, “Okay, babe. How?”

	It was a cold February night on the Oregon coast, which meant it wasn’t objectively cold—I mean, most days, it didn’t even get down to freezing. But the damp and the gray skies and the wind cutting in off the ocean meant that it felt cold, and as we crossed the parking lot, Mizzenmast glowed ahead of us with the promise of warmth.

	Hastings Rock’s newest restaurant occupied a standalone building on a small rise in the heart of the tourist district. Its roof perched like a particularly ugly hat, and its plywood siding could—at best—be considered unpretentious. It had obviously been built at the creative intersection of architectural daring and very little money. And, in the year and change I’d lived in Hastings Rock, it had been home to a steakhouse, an all-you-can-eat-shrimp restaurant, and an artists’ colony. It was the kind of place that, somewhere else, probably would have been torn down to make room for someone’s expensive beach house because it had a prime location and looked out over the water. And now it was Mizzenmast—locally sourced seafood, farm-to-table vegetables, and a Michelin-star chef.

	It was kind of a big deal.

	Tonight was the soft open, and somehow, we’d gotten a table—all of us, Keme and Millie and Fox and Indira and Bobby and I—because of Nalini. Indira’s niece had been staying with us for weeks now, an extended visit that had never been fully explained. She had apparently gotten bored enough, though, to pick up a part-time job at the new restaurant. To our benefit, as it turned out.

	Right then, though, I had more important things to worry about. “How?”

	Keme snickered.

	Fox snorted.

	Even worse, Millie made a consoling sound and patted my arm.

	Indira checked her watch.

	Bobby gave Keme a quick look, seemed to do a mental backtrack—although how he had managed to tune out Keme heckling me on the drive over about my general lack of good boyfriend qualities, I didn’t know—and finally said, “You’re a great boyfriend.”

	“Nice save,” Keme said, not quite under his breath.

	I chose to ignore that. “See?” 

	“It doesn’t count,” Fox said. “You literally told him to validate you.”

	“That’s a communication preference. Bobby appreciates clarity.”

	“Name three things that make him a good boyfriend,” Fox told Bobby.

	Bobby opened his mouth.

	“I packed all those snacks for his lunches,” I said.

	“Yeah,” Keme said, “but Bobby doesn’t like coconut.”

	“And you opened some of the snacks first to sample them,” Millie reminded me.

	I made a sound that can only be described as Betrayal—with a capital B. “I write him cute notes. I slip them in his pocket so he finds them later.”

	“He slipped one in my pocket,” Fox informed the parking lot at large—I assumed that Fox, at a young age, had internalized the saying, All the world’s a stage. “Thankfully, I do have, quote, ‘lion-like thighs.’”

	“One of those notes ended up in my lunch,” Keme said. “It made me puke.”

	“Wow,” I said. And the tone was Wow—with a capital W.

	“You know,” Bobby tried, “I don’t think—”

	“Oh, remember when Dash accidentally sexted me?” Millie asked (with, I must note, one hundred percent innocence).

	Fox choked on their spit.

	“It wasn’t a sext,” I whispered furiously, glancing around the parking lot. “It was a picture of a quesadilla.” I couldn’t keep myself from adding, “And I apologized.”

	“But it looked like a—” Millie glanced at Indira and flushed. “Um, and the text was very explicit.”

	“I said I apologized!”

	“I think we’re done now,” Bobby said. “Dash, you’re a wonderful boyfriend.”

	I beamed.

	“Keme,” Bobby said, “stop trying to make Dash feel insecure.”

	Believe it or not, Keme beamed.

	“And I,” Fox declaimed—and it was obvious to all of us, in that moment, that they wished they had a cloak they could fling dramatically over one shoulder—“shall refrain for the rest of the evening. But only so that I can eat my weight in shrimp.”

	“Okay,” Bobby said, resting a hand at the small of my back before I could step into a puddle. “Here we go.”

	Indira’s niece was standing at the hostess station when we stepped inside (there’s probably a less sexist name for it—I’m going to look it up). She was beautiful: slender, with a Cupid’s bow mouth and a cascade of dark hair that came almost to her waist and shimmered in the restaurant’s low light. Even in her uniform of black pants and white shirt, she could have tempted a saint. (Well, not the gay ones.) 

	And temptation, as I’d learned over the last few weeks of Nalini’s stay, was definitely on the menu.

	“Oh my God, you’re here!” The words emerged with an enormous—and perfect—smile. Nalini darted around the hostess stand (I’m going to call it an attendant stand!) to hug Indira and kiss her on the cheek. 

	Then she did the same to Keme.

	Here’s the thing about Keme. He’s a savvy young man. He’s taken care of himself for a long time. For the most part, up until a few weeks ago, I would have told you that he knows which side his bread is buttered on. (God, I immediately regretted writing that—does it have another meaning?) So, it was physically painful to watch the silly grin spread across his face as Nalini hugged him.

	Bobby nudged me, and I stopped my subvocal groaning.

	“You look so handsome,” Nalini was saying, running her hands down the sleeves of Keme’s bomber (on loan from Bobby). “Doesn’t he look handsome, Millie? You’re so lucky to have such a handsome boyfriend.”

	Millie didn’t look like she felt particularly lucky. Millie looked like she was thinking about reenacting that scene from that movie when someone screams and everything made of glass within a mile radius spontaneously shatters.

	“I saved you the best table.” And without waiting for a response, Nalini looped her arm through Keme’s and led him deeper into the restaurant.

	Millie’s feet didn’t actually leave the floor, but if you’ve ever seen a representation of a dark goddess—you know, the rage and the smiting and the lightning in their hair—that was pretty much the vibe.

	“How much longer is she here?” Bobby murmured.

	“God, don’t even ask,” I said as I started after them. “It’s like a fairy tale, or a dentist’s visit—if you think about it, it lasts a hundred times longer.”

	“I’m going to have to talk to Keme.”

	“Great. That sounds wonderful. While you’re at it, mention that my Pop-Tarts are mine. They’re not community property.”

	Bobby, as usual, didn’t even bother engaging with that last bit. “I mean, he’s got to know, doesn’t he?”

	I opened my mouth to answer, but Nalini’s enchanting giggle floated up, and I caught a glimpse of her collapsing against Keme so that he had to hold her up. Keme wore a rare smile, somewhere between embarrassed and delighted. 

	I did a quick scan of the area around Millie for knives. “You tell me.”

	Fortunately, Nalini recovered from whatever bout of witticism had left her helpless, and she managed to stand on her own two feet again and keep moving.

	Indira touched my arm, dragging my attention back to our group. “You two go ahead,” she said. “I want to take a quick look around.”

	And before I could answer, she was gone. Fox—who had dressed tonight in a black cardigan, a wreath of paisley scarves, and one of those World War I helmets with the spikes on them—trailed after her. They had tucked the helmet under one arm, presumably out of good manners, and the whole thing was like Professor Trelawney meets the Kaiser.

	So, Bobby and I headed after Nalini and the others.

	The restaurant was larger than it had appeared from outside, and it had the comfortably low lighting that made anyone over forty reach for their reading glasses. The nautical theme wasn’t exactly original, but it was tasteful, and the little glimmers of brass and the black-and-white photos of old ships went well with the crisp white table linens and the dark-stained beams. The bar was near the door, on the inland side, followed by a large stone hearth where a fire was burning—gas, but still cheery and warm. The rest of the space had been given over to tables and booths, with the premium seats located near the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the water. 

	Our table was definitely premium—it might have been, as Nalini had said, the best in the house. It was centered on one of the plate-glass windows, below which ran a thin strip of sand and the crashing surf.

	“You’re going to love the rolls,” Nalini said. “Let me get you some.” And then she squeezed Keme’s hand before darting off.

	I must have been groaning again because Bobby nudged me harder this time. Millie was staring daggers at Nalini’s retreating form, and Keme had the faintly pleased-but-puzzled look of a sixth-grader at his first dance. 

	Bobby nudged me again.

	I nudged him back—or I tried to. But by then, he was politely pulling out my chair for me, so I missed.

	“So,” I said. “How was everybody’s day? Millie, how was—”

	“Fine,” she snapped. And then she unrolled her silverware and got a good grip on the knife.

	That was the end of that.

	For a boy who had kept himself alive all these years basically on his own, Keme seemed to have zero sense of self-preservation, because he chose that moment to take out his phone and start scrolling.

	I decided now would be a good time to look somewhere else—mostly so that I wouldn’t have the inconvenient responsibility of being a witness when this inevitably escalated to murder. I took another look around the dining room. 

	The restaurant was already filling up—opening night, even a soft open, was an exciting event at a time of year in Hastings Rock when not much excitement usually happened. Many of the patrons were locals, and I waved to Bliss and Althea Wilson—Bliss was helping Althea out of her coat, but Althea gave me a hearty wave back before digging her cellphone out of her bra. Cyd Wofford was there with a woman I didn’t recognize, and Jemitha Green stood near the door, dictating into her phone—probably her first impressions, which she’d write up for the town paper. 

	With the instinctive sense for trouble most humans have, I found my gaze drawn to a couple at the bar. They were White, and I pegged them as being in their fifties. He had sallow skin and an almost aggressively full head of hair. It made me think of a dog’s fur that had been rubbed the wrong way. She had short hair she had dyed too dark, and she wore a lot of earth-toned makeup. Like, a lot. They were leaning in toward each other, talking over each other—but quietly. And they were not happy.

	A burst of familiar giggles brought my gaze around in an automatic search for Nalini (mostly to make sure she hadn’t somehow climbed into Keme’s lap). But she wasn’t anywhere near us; she was standing near the doors to the kitchen, talking to a man.

	He was middle-aged, but you could only tell by the lines around his mouth and eyes. His hair was glossy black and hung in expensively cut curtains. And he was still trim in his tailored suit. At least one of his parents had been East Asian, but one had probably been White—you could see that, too, in his eyes. And he was handsome, which might have explained why Nalini was leaning in, laughing again, while he smiled indulgently.

	The kitchen door swung open, and a young man rushed out, headed straight for Nalini. He was carrying a drink, and his head was down as he stared at his phone. At the last moment, he seemed to spot Nalini. He stumbled left, crashed into a chair, and fell to the floor. The sound of breaking glass ran through the restaurant.

	Nalini was the first to react with a little scream. The older man she’d been talking to took her by the arm and moved her aside, then crouched next to the guy who’d fallen. Bobby rose up in his seat for a better look—probably deciding if he needed to help—and as my gaze moved automatically in his direction, I caught a glimpse of the couple I’d noticed at the bar. The middle-aged man with the bristly hair was absorbed in his phone, but the woman with the earth-toned makeup was glaring in the direction of the recent disturbance. Not just annoyance at having her conversation—or whatever it was—interrupted. The look on her face was closer to rage.

	By the time I turned my attention back toward the kitchen, the middle-aged man was standing, dusting off the younger man, and Nalini was headed toward us with a breadbasket. I wasn’t trying to stare, but something about the interaction between the two men held my attention a moment longer—the way the older man curled his fingers around the younger man’s arms seemed too…much, for lack of a better word. And then, as I was watching, the older man touched a stain on the younger man’s white shirt, where his drink had spilled. Without missing a beat, the older man took off his suit jacket and held it out, ignoring the younger man’s protests.

	Too much was an understatement.

	The younger man was alright looking; nothing remarkable. He had olive-toned skin and wore his dark hair long, and he couldn’t have been more than twenty, with the mild acne to prove it. But some people didn’t care about pretty. Some people cared about young—and frequently, the younger, the better.

	“—love what they’ve done with eco-friendly materials,” Indira said, her voice growing stronger as she and Fox moved toward us. “The reclaimed wood—”

	She cut off as she reached our table, staring toward the kitchen doors, where the two men still stood. Her face went slack, and for several long seconds, it was like she was gone. She had one hand on the table, and slowly, automatically, she gathered a wad of the tablecloth. Then something flickered deep, deep down, and her expression tightened again. She released the tablecloth and smoothed out the almost-invisible wrinkles she’d left. Her hand moved automatically again, adjusting the rolled silverware, straightening it in a line with the wineglass. Then her hand drifted to her side.

	“Excuse me.” She turned toward the front of the restaurant.

	“Are you all right?” I asked.

	“Indira?” Fox took a step after her. “What’s wrong?”

	Indira waved her hand at us. “I need some fresh air. No, stay. I’ll—” But whatever she meant to say, she left the sentence unfinished and strode toward the exit.

	Phone forgotten now, Keme followed her with his eyes and then turned a worried look on me.

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	Fox was staring at the front door. “Should I…”

	“I could check on her,” Millie said.

	Bobby shook his head. “She wanted to be alone.” His gaze moved to the man in the suit, now jacketless. “Any idea who that is?”

	None of us said anything, though, because none of us did.

	The kitchen doors flew open, and a woman stormed out. She was built big: tall and generously proportioned. Her honey-blond hair was tied back in a bun, and beneath her chef’s whites, her skin was pink from the heat of the kitchen. The sounds of pots and pans and voices calling out orders rose for a moment before the doors swung shut again.

	“Mal,” she shouted, “are you insane?”

	The younger man—still wearing the borrowed suit jacket—blanched and scurried away (and almost knocked down a server in the process). The older man, with a look on his face somewhere between patience and resignation, turned to face the woman. “It’s our soft open,” he said in that let’s-be-reasonable-dear tone that I was sure had led to a lot of episodes of Snapped: Men Deserve It! “Whatever this is, don’t you think it can wait—”

	“It’s my restaurant! Mine! Who the heck do you think you are?”

	(That’s kind of what she said.)

	Everyone else in the restaurant had forgotten about dinner because the show was so interesting. (Mr. Ratcliff, seated at a table for one, was so excited that his nose was twitching.) Even the servers had paused, frozen in the middle of their choreographed ballet around the dining room. The only sounds filtered in distantly from the kitchen.

	“It’s our soft open,” the man she had called Mal said again, but his tone was harder this time. Taking the woman by the arm—never a wise idea, in my opinion, especially when the woman in question is an expert with knives—he turned her toward the kitchen. “And you’re making a scene.”

	“I’m making a scene—”

	But that was as far as she got before he steered her through the swinging doors.

	For a moment, the silence in the dining room was total. One server, whom I recognized as a distant relation of the Archer clan, stood paralyzed, silverware clutched in one trembling hand.

	Then someone started to laugh.

	It was the sallow-skinned man, the one I’d seen having that, uh, intense conversation at the bar. He slid off his stool, still laughing, and turned toward the exit. He laughed the whole way, and even after he’d left, his laughter carried in from outside until the heavy doors fell shut behind him.

	That released the rest of us. The Archer cousin with the silverware sprang into motion. Nalini hurried toward a service corridor at the back. And the woman with the earth-toned makeup left the bar and made her way toward the kitchen. She passed through the swinging doors without missing a beat, and then she was gone.

	Fox was the first one to speak. “Well, not exactly what I was expecting.”

	“That was so awkward,” Millie said.

	Awkward wasn’t the word I’d have chosen—stressful came closer; I was sweating, and I hadn’t even been involved in any of the confrontations. 

	But Bobby’s quiet “It’s over now; let’s just have a good evening” went a long way toward settling the rest of us.

	Except for Keme, who chose that moment to kick me under the table and then look significantly at the restaurant’s main entrance.

	“Ow!” But he was still glaring at me, so I amended it to “Uh, oh, I guess I’ll go check on Indira.”

	Bobby put a hand on my arm and looked at Keme.

	To his credit, Keme did shrink down a little and mumble, “Sorry.”

	“I’ll be right back,” I said, fighting a laugh.

	I was halfway to the front doors when a pop came from somewhere nearby. I glanced around for a champagne bottle and took two more steps. A second pop sounded in the distance, and my writer brain matched the sounds up with something else: gunshots.

	By the time I’d turned around, Bobby was already out of his seat and running toward the kitchen doors. Fox and Millie were staring after him. Keme had on his most feral expression and was gripping Millie’s arm.

	I sprinted after Bobby. 

	When I passed through the swinging doors, the steam and smells of the kitchen met me: onion and hot oil and fish. I glimpsed stainless-steel worktables and a walk-in refrigerator and the kind of ugly-but-practical tile that seems to abound in commercial kitchens. Men and women in Mizzenmast uniforms stared at me. Bobby was already halfway to a door marked EXIT on the far side.

	I stumbled out into the alley on the other side about five seconds after him. It was dark, and the trickle of rain had thickened into a steady, soaking drizzle. Bobby knelt on the ground next to someone—at first, all I could make out was a white shirt.

	When I took a step forward, Bobby raised his head and waved me back. “Stay where you are! Call nine-one-one.”

	I dug out my phone. “Who is it?”

	“Mal.” Indira’s voice made me jump. She stood under the eave, hidden in the thicker shadows there. In one hand, she held something silver that caught the light in long, gray smears. Like the rain, I thought as my brain struggled to process what I was seeing. Like a smudgy bit of light and rain that she’d somehow caught hold of. But it wasn’t, of course. It was her gun. “Thomas Malick.” And then, in the tone of someone answering a question, she said, “My ex-husband.”

	 


Chapter 2

	Bobby made her give him the gun.

	Indira didn’t object. She didn’t argue or fight or complain. She was sopping wet, her hair flattened against her scalp, her clothes pasted to her body, and the whole effect made her look smaller.

	I called 911, and then Bobby told me to take her inside.

	The stark brightness of the kitchen after the rainy darkness in the alley was unreal. Flushed, frightened faces stared at us.

	“I need a towel,” I said.

	Several seconds passed before the woman in chef’s whites shouted, “Someone give him a towel.”

	The world sprang into motion again. I helped Indira dry off as best we could. Part of my brain—the part that couldn’t help being a mystery writer—wondered if I was destroying evidence. And the rest of me thought I was a traitor for even considering the possibility, but…there it was.

	I was distantly aware of murmurs spreading through the kitchen, and then a sharp cry. When I glanced over, the woman in chef’s whites was sagging against a stainless-steel counter, her face bloodless, while members of the kitchen staff plucked at her arms and led her out of the room.

	Indira didn’t say anything. She let me help her, and then, when she’d had enough, she caught my hand and stopped me. One of the sous-chefs (or God, whatever they’re called) carried over two folding chairs, and we sat and waited for the sheriff to arrive. Around us, the kitchen moved with broken rhythm—spurts of movement, sudden halts, wary gazes turned our way. Bobby didn’t come back inside; he wouldn’t leave the scene until someone else could secure it.

	Sheriff Acosta didn’t take long to get there. She entered through the alley door, wearing a transparent poncho beaded with rain. Her hat was dark with water, and the tip of her ponytail looked damp too. She took one look at us and said, “Is either of you hurt?”

	I shook my head. Indira didn’t respond.

	“Dash, go back to the dining room.” The sheriff scanned the kitchen. “Who’s in charge here?”

	The sous-chef who had brought the chairs raised her hand.

	“I’m going to need somewhere to work,” the sheriff said. “And—Dash, right now.”

	I squeezed Indira’s hand, but she didn’t respond to that either. Then I left.

	The dining room was cool in comparison with the kitchen’s heat. Cool and swallowed up by shadows and much, much too quiet. Whispers moved through the crowd like ripples in a pond. Deputy Winegar, pouch-eyed and grim, stood at the door, and to judge by the mixture of interest and unhappiness, the diners knew they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

	Every eye in the room followed me as I made my way toward my friends. Millie was pale. Fox was twisting their cardigan. Keme’s breathing was shallow, and if anything, his grip on Millie had only tightened while I’d been gone. I realized, in one of those ultra-clear moments that sometimes came in the midst of disaster, that the only thing worse for Keme than not being able to protect someone was having to choose who to protect.

	“She’s okay,” I said. “Indira’s okay.”

	Keme sagged, and he let Millie pull him into a hug. Fox released their cardigan and rubbed their hands on their knees.

	“It’s pretty bad, though—” I said. And then tears stung my eyes.

	The worst part was, I didn’t even know why I was crying. I hadn’t been in danger. Indira wasn’t hurt. I hadn’t even seen the body up close, for heaven’s sake. But my throat prickled like I had the flu, and it took me several long seconds to fight back a genuine sob.

	“Come on,” Fox said gently as they rose. Patting my back, they turned me toward the fireplace. “Let’s get you warmed up.”

	It wasn’t until then that I noticed I was soaked too. Soaked, and frozen to the bone. Fox got me seated on the hearth, and the heat of the flames made me melt. Millie held my hand, which I hadn’t realized until then was exactly what I needed. And Keme used a series of napkins to dry my hair (he’s nothing if not resourceful). He also got weirdly aggressive with the rubbing at the end, yanking my head back and forth, which I figured was his psycho teenage boy way of working out his own complicated emotions. It actually made me feel better—I know, it makes zero sense.

	“I’m going to get you a drink,” Fox said. “Millie, Keme, why don’t you find Nalini and let her know Indira’s okay?”

	Keme nodded, and in true boy fashion, he apparently still had no idea how much trouble he was in; I didn’t actually see Millie’s claws come out, but she did have a certain look that made me wonder if Nalini had medical insurance.

	After they left, I sat there, absorbing the heat from the fireplace, my muscles slowly relaxing. Yes, people were still staring at me, but it wasn’t as bad now. I was caught up in a contemplation of my current state—dry clothes were quickly becoming a priority, and my Mexico 66s were caked with some sort of grime from the alley—when someone sat down next to me.

	It was the woman from the bar, the one with the earth-toned makeup and the hair dyed a shade too dark. She was carrying two glasses, and she held one out to me.

	“You need this more than I do,” she said with something on her face that wasn’t quite a smile. 

	When I’d first seen this woman, the makeup and hair had taken most of my attention. I gave her a closer look now. Her face had a slightly blocky look to it, and something about it—in spite of what I assumed were expensive cosmetics and possibly a touch of surgical intervention—suggested a bulldog. Her clothes were definitely expensive—a silk blouse, high-waisted trousers, and the kind of heels that require professional certification to walk in. 

	“It must have been awful,” she said, pushing the drink toward me. And then, without even pretending to wait a beat: “What happened out there?”

	Anything I said felt like it might have been too much, or confirmation, so I settled for shaking my head.

	“I know, I know,” she said. She must have given up on the drink because she set it on the hearth. She even patted my shoulder robotically. “I’m sure it was terrible.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I think I’d like to be alone—”

	“Sparkie Sanchez,” she said. “God, you were so brave, the way you ran out there after those gunshots.” She did something with her eyelashes and leaned in. “I love a bold man.”

	It took about five seconds longer than it should have.

	I blame it on the fact that I was still—to use a medical term—discombobulated.

	Then it hit. Someone must have thrown a few dozen logs on the (gas) fire because I started sweating, and I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

	“Why,” Sparkie said, “you’re practically a hero, and I don’t even know your name.”

	She did something again with her eyelashes, and let me tell you: pit stains were only the beginning of my problems. We’re talking buckets of sweat. I glanced around for Fox—now would be an ideal time for them to come back with my drink—but they weren’t at the bar, and I couldn’t spot them anywhere in the dining room.

	“Uh, Dash Dane,” I said. And then, because I will forever be Dashiell Dawson Dane, somehow I heard myself say, “Practicing homosexual.”

	Sparkie stared at me. Her grip on her drink loosened, and for an instant, I thought she might actually drop it. And then she tittered a laugh. 

	I laughed too. The way you might laugh, eyes rolling, while edging toward the closest exit. In my case, though, there wasn’t anywhere to go, and so Sparkie kept laughing, and I kept laughing, and I wondered if maybe I should have that drink after all.

	“God, how embarrassing,” Sparkie said, her voice a trace brisker now, with a kind of self-deprecating amusement. “I’m sorry; it works on straight men most of the time, I promise. Can we start over, and I’ll act like a human being?” She held out her hand. “Sparkie Sanchez.”

	Something about the shift in tone, the slight hint of self-mockery, made me take her hand. “Dash Dane.”

	“You can’t blame me for trying,” she said. “A gal’s got to do whatever she can. The restaurant industry is an old boys’ club; you wouldn’t believe how hard it is for a woman.”

	“I didn’t know that. The chef here is a woman, isn’t she?”

	Sparkie nodded and sipped her drink. “But Talmage is useless in a crisis, which is why the restaurant is at a standstill.”

	I tried to think of a response to that, and then I realized something important was happening. Something useful.

	“Talmage?” I asked.

	“The chef.” Sparkie tilted an unpleasant smile into the middle distance. “The one who came out here and gave Mal a new bunghole.”

	(I mean, kind of—she did use the word hole at least.)

	“Yeah,” I said, “what was that all about?”

	Sparkie shrugged. “The usual, I suspect. Mal’s never been able to hang on to a wife.”

	“Talmage is his wife?” Before she could answer, though, something about the way she’d said it struck me, and I said, “Hold on, you were married to him too?”

	“I told you: a gal’s got to do whatever she can.”

	Several questions came to mind—as well as the fact that Sparkie, as an ex-wife, might make an excellent suspect. 

	“Why does everyone call him Mal?” I asked. “I thought his name was Thomas.”

	“Just a nickname. He’s had it for years. His last name is Malick, and somebody shortened it.” She studied me over her glass. “Someone shot Mal, didn’t they? Don’t look so surprised; we all heard the shots, and he hasn’t come back.”

	For several seconds, I didn’t say anything. And then I decided to gamble.

	“You followed him into the kitchen,” I said.

	Sparkie gave me a more considering look. Finally, she said, “I did. And I followed him out into that filthy alley and ruined a pair of heels.” She displayed the shoes, which were stained with the same filth as my Mexico 66s. “But I didn’t shoot him.” A little pause, and then slightly too casually: “I don’t suppose you saw anything while you were out there?”

	I chose to ignore that question. “Why did you follow him?” 

	“Mal and I have—had—an unusual relationship.”

	“What does that mean?”

	Sparkie tittered again. “Not like that. The divorce happened years ago, and we’re friends now. We move in the same circles. We have to be amicable.”

	“Is that why you’re here?”

	“No, no, no. I’m here because I’ve got a fantastic idea for a restaurant, and Mal would be perfect for this project.”

	“Like, as the chef?”

	“Mal? Oh God, no. He’s not a chef; he couldn’t boil water. He’s an investor. A restaurateur.” A dark edge entered her voice. “And trust me, I’d go into it with both eyes open, not like a certain chef who thinks so highly of herself.” 

	“Talmage?”

	Sparkie threw me a smile I was sure was meant to be charming, but her next words jarred me back to high alert. “You didn’t see anything when you found Mal, did you? The murder weapon? Footprints? Anything? Did it look like he’d been robbed?”

	Indira, standing under the eave, her gun in her hand.

	Somehow, I said, “I don’t know. I was only out there for a few seconds. What did you mean, you wouldn’t be like Talmage?”

	“Mal’s a shark,” Sparkie said airily. “He invests in a business. If it’s successful, more often than not he finds a way to make sure he’s the one who walks away with all the money. There are some chefs in Seattle who’ll tell you all about how Mal stole their life’s work if you buy them a drink.”

	“That doesn’t seem possible,” I said. “How does he get away with it?”

	“Lots of ways. Sometimes, the investment is a loan with ridiculous repayment terms. Sometimes, he’s got a buyout clause in the contract. You’ve got to remember, most chefs don’t care about business stuff; all they want is to have their own restaurant. So, they’ll sign whatever you put in front of them. I know a couple of chefs who got fired when Mal was tired of them. They thought they were owners right up until he pulled out the paperwork. Let me tell you, it took Mal a few years to get it right—at the beginning, he ran his first few investments into the ground. Awful stuff. One of the chefs killed herself.  But eventually, he perfected the art of making money off other people.”

	“Sounds like you know a lot about it.”

	“If you work in the industry long enough, you’ll cross paths with him, or somebody he stabbed in the back. Everybody who ever met Mal wanted to kill him. Everybody.” The charming smile was back now, and she’d ramped it all the way up to kill mode. “I know what you’re thinking.”

	I raised my eyebrows.

	“I didn’t kill him,” Sparkie said, smile sharpening.

	“I didn’t say you did.”

	Sparkie opened her purse and removed a small tin. She opened it and applied some sort of balm or ointment to her cracked lips. “You saw Talmage with him tonight. Larry hates his guts. And poor Jethro’s his personal doormat.”

	“Who’s Jethro?”

	“Tall kid.” Sparkie pointed across the room. The young man I’d seen earlier stood there, still wearing the jacket Mal had given him (damp now from the rain), talking to the chef—Talmage—and the sallow-faced man with the bristly hair—presumably Larry. “Bad skin. Sweet kid, but he’s an absolutely terrible personal assistant. He gets me confused with another of Mal’s exes all the time.” 

	I barely heard her.

	Mal and Jethro standing near the kitchen doors. Mal holding the younger man by the arms in a way that seemed, at best, too familiar. Mal slipping out of his jacket, pressing it on the boy. And my own thought, in that moment, that some men liked younger partners.

	It wouldn’t have been the first time that a boss’s sexual advances built to a fatal conflict; even puppies bit back eventually.

	Or—

	As soon as I thought the words, a memory drifted up: Mal’s white shirt in the dark alley. It had practically been the only thing I could see.

	Two men, around the same height and build, both with dark hair and white shirts. Mal had given Jethro his jacket.

	I mean, was that even a possibility?

	Sparkie must have sensed my deliberation because she said, “What? What is it?”

	I fumbled for something to say. “And you said the other man’s name is Larry?”

	Rain pattered at the windows. An eddy of air shifted, bringing the smell of the candles’ hot wax. Low voices filled the dining room with the rolling swells and troughs of murmured conversation. 

	When Sparkie spoke, her tone suggested she hadn’t missed my evasion. “Larry Lizard.” She nodded to where he stood by the door, hair wet and bedraggled; I wasn’t sure when he’d come back inside. Sparkie gave me a moment and then added, “Live with Larry Lizard.”

	Then it landed. “Oh!” I tried to come up with something and finally managed, “I love that show.”

	Which was the kind of thing you said in public to a stranger, like, What a cute baby when it was one of those little old man babies, or Boy, he’s really high-spirited, when observing a budding psychopath. Because even though I was clearly every cable food program’s target demographic (did you know they have multiple shows about people making cakes that look like things that aren’t cake?), Live with Larry Lizard wasn’t one I watched. Like, ever. For one thing, because the show wasn’t actually live, which annoyed me. And for another, because Larry was well…Larry. He talked over the people he interviewed. He criticized their food right in front of them. Once, he’d been interviewing a chef—super successful; her restaurant had reservations booked out almost a year—and on the air, he’d been so casually dismissive of her opinion of how to cook lamb, the kind of arguing-without-bothering-to-actually argue that arrogant people sometimes did, that she’d walked off the set.

	“What’s he doing here?” I asked. I gave Larry a closer look. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but he had one of those faces that made you feel like you knew him from somewhere—in this case, television. His clothes looked like the kind of expensive you’re meant to know is expensive without actually dressing up—a hoodie, jeans, and sneakers so clean and white Bobby would have been proud. “Is he filming?” 

	Sparkie’s laugh was surprisingly scornful. “Hardly.” There seemed to be more to that answer, but Sparkie went on, “God knows why he’s out here. Middle of nowhere. Are you sure you don’t want that drink?”

	She helped herself to it without waiting for a response. As she drank, she gave me a long, considering look.

	I glanced around, but still no Fox. 

	“I couldn’t help noticing—” Sparkie said, and it had an easiness that was entirely too casual. 

	An alarm began to ring somewhere deep in my brain. Whatever else Sparkie had wanted out of this conversation—her flirting, her probing about Mal’s death, the ham-handed way she had attempted to direct my attention toward potential suspects—it had all been building to this. This was what she really wanted. The rest of the patter had been meant to soften me up.

	“—when you came in you were with Indira.”

	She knew Indira. She’d recognized her. She referred to her by first name.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

	“Now don’t be that way,” Sparkie said with another titter. “I’m in the same boat, you understand. The ex-wives club, and all that.” But she must have seen something on my face because she said, “I’m not pointing any fingers.”

	I turned toward her. The heat on my back was blistering, even through my coat, and that hot wax smell clogged my nose. “I think this conversation is over.”

	“I just want to talk to her. I’ve got the most wonderful idea—”

	I got to my feet.

	Sparkie sat up straight, words pouring out of her. “Now don’t be like that. It’s a perfectly reasonable request. This is what I do; I connect people. And do you have any idea what some people would pay to have her working back-of-house?”

	I opened my mouth to tell Sparkie to screw off—only I wasn’t going to use the PG version—but before I could, the sheriff called from the kitchen doorway, “Mr. Dane?”

	For a few seconds, I wrestled with my need to defend Indira. Or at least put this smug, manipulative woman in her place.

	The echo of Indira’s words blew through my head, cold and clear. “Excuse me.”

	When I reached the sheriff, she gave me a considering look and then held one of the swinging doors for me. The kitchen was busy again, Talmage barking orders as the other chefs—or whatever they were called—worked. Apparently murder wasn’t going to keep Mizzenmast from its opening night. Was that strange? Maybe it was one of those situations where people simply didn’t know how to act in the wake of tragedy, and so they did what they thought was normal.

	“What was that all about?” the sheriff asked.

	“I honestly don’t know.” I told her about Sparkie. “God, I just sat there like an idiot, wondering why she was blabbing so much.”

	The sheriff only nodded, though. “Dash, I’d like you and Bobby to go home.”

	“Aren’t you going to interview everyone? Someone might have seen something.”

	“Yes, I’m going to take statements.” She watched me, but whatever she was expecting to see, she must not have found it because she said, “I’m asking you not to get involved in this investigation.”

	The pieces snapped together. “You think—” I glanced at the busy kitchen and lowered my voice so that it barely carried over the ambient noise. “You think Indira had something to do with this?”

	“I think that this is a complicated, sensitive investigation, and I think your feelings could compromise your judgment.”

	I couldn’t say anything. And then I could. “Sheriff, Indira didn’t kill Mal. She wouldn’t kill anyone.”

	The sheriff cut her eyes away.
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