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          AUGUST 2013

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll take two burgers, chicken nuggets, and two large fries, a large Coke, milk, and oh, can you get me a few more of those deep-fried donut things? They were so good last time.” I struggled to hear the cute young twenty-something mom as she juggled a whining two-year-old and a babbling baby in a stroller.

      I smiled. “Coming right up, the Hump Day special.” I asked my sister-in-law, Kara, “Did you get all that?”

      She ran to the freezer, then the fridge to get the food to throw on the grill and in the deep fryers. “Yup, I’m on it.”

      This had been pretty much how our lunch rushes had gone since we opened the doors to our first food truck a few weeks ago. ‘Miranda’s Mysterious Musings’ had been painted on the outside, and even though it didn’t sound much like a food truck, it seemed to work.

      Our first temporary location in Gilroy, California, a few miles from our house near Coyote Lake, was on Murray Avenue, bordering San Ysidro Park. Per the very specific requirements of Gilroy regulation, we needed access to restrooms, so their park system had been perfect for our food truck locations. Plus, a temporary permit lasted only thirty days, so we would need to move from one park to another since they did not allow extensions on any permit. Needing to reapply for a new permit every thirty days was sort of a pain, but we were learning to live within our regulatory environment. We were thankful that there were many requirements—such as liability insurance, business licenses, and the filing of numerous policies and procedures with the city—that Gilroy didn’t require, which other municipalities, such as Monterey, did.

      Gilroy, a modest city of 60,000, famous for its annual Garlic Festival, proved to be the perfect place to start our food truck business. While it took a few days, our business had already taken off through word-of-mouth advertising alone. We had more than doubled our volume every day since we started. Our goal had been to gross $5,000 per week, and we were already running nearly half that based on today’s volume—assuming we could keep it up. Although, based on the amount of physical labor involved, the $500 we had grossed so far today didn’t seem like all that much.

      I laid on the table while she wielded the adding machine, which impressed me. “Hey, how did you learn how to operate one of those things?”

      She laughed as I untied my hair and let it fall over my shoulders. “Miranda, you remember, I told you during our jail stay that I had been a bookkeeper before I joined the Army.”

      I thought back. “Hmm, I don’t think so. I think I would have remembered that. Why do we need Tea if you are an accountant?”

      She scoffed, “Oh, I’m far from an accountant. Besides, she really adds a creative flair to our team. I can’t wait to get to know her better. When’s she quitting her job at Ion anyway?”

      I thought back to my last conversation with her. “Well, she’s given me a couple of answers. When we first talked about it, she said she wanted to do it immediately because Martha drove her crazy, but then I think Beau might have encouraged her to stay until we stabilized the food truck business a little. We should give her a call on speaker. Want to?”

      Kara smiled. “Sure. The sooner the three of us are working together full-time, the sooner we can work on getting the second and third trucks. Although seeing how much work it is to run one of these, I think we will need more employees than we thought. That means we’re going to need more revenue than we projected.”

      I rolled my eyes. “God, Kara, we just hit fifty percent of our goal, and now you’re telling me that our goal is too low? Don’t be a Debbie Downer.” I mussed up her hair.

      She punched my arm. We were so much like sisters. “Stop it, or I’ll tell Mikey.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, go ahead and try. I’ll sneak over to your house at night and stick poison ivy in your bed.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me. “We’ll lock the doors.”

      I replied smugly, “I have a key.”

      She pouted. We often went on fake sister tirades for the fun of it. We’d grown really close while spending a couple of days in jail in Arizona after being arrested for first-degree murder. You’d never know from our antics that I’d turned forty last fall, and Kara wasn’t far behind me. We were definitely young at heart. Besides, I wanted to be a mom sometime soon, and I wanted to keep a youthful flair.

      We didn’t talk for a few minutes while she continued adding up numbers.

      Suddenly, we heard a scream that seemed to come from behind the restroom building, probably a hundred yards from where we were parked. We looked at one another, and we both started running in that direction.

      When we got to our destination, a small group of young mothers with children in tow—pretty much the group who populated the park at this time of day—crowded around a man lying face-down on the ground.

      A young blonde named Mary Jo seemed to be the one who had screamed and talked a mile a minute to a diminutive brunette whose name I hadn’t been able to distinguish yet. As we came around the corner, we heard Mary Jo say, “…and there he was. I didn’t know what to do, so I did what they would have done on Chicago P.D. and felt for a pulse. But he didn’t have one, so I tried to roll him over, and that’s when I saw the blood.”

      I tried to work my way through the crowd, excusing myself as I went. Finally, I reached Mary Jo. I said, “Hey, I used to be a cop. Maybe I can help.”

      She looked at me with a hint of recognition and said, “Hey, you’re the food truck lady. Your food is great, by the way. You saved the day today. My kids were starving.”

      I introduced myself. “Yes, I’m Miranda.”

      She interrupted. “Yes, Mysterious Musings. What a name. I found myself almost afraid to try it. I thought it might be too eclectic.”

      I bit my lip. “I’ll let my marketing director know. Anyway, so what happened?”

      Kara had inched her way up and finally reached me, letting the group know, “Hi, I’m Kara Marquette, Miranda’s sister.” She hated getting into the whole sister-in-law thing. Besides, we might as well be sisters.

      The brunette stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Heidi. Hey, could you stick the fries in for another thirty seconds next time? I like them a little crispier.”

      Kara nodded. “Sure. We’re here to serve.”

      Finally, Mary Jo responded to my question. “I was sitting at that picnic table.” She pointed to a table about fifty feet away toward the food truck. “And I heard something. I thought there might be a hurt animal back here or something; that’s when I found this guy. I’m pretty sure he’s dead.”

      I asked the obvious question. “Has anyone called 911 yet?”

      No one volunteered that they had.

      I suggested, “Mary Jo, since you found the body, why don’t you make the call? They’re going to want to get your statement first anyway.”

      I leaned down and put my finger on his carotid artery. He did seem to be dead. I didn’t want to touch the body any more than I needed to, knowing we were at a murder scene and DNA would be an issue. I considered rolling him over to see if we could identify him, but felt sure the police would take exception once they arrived.
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      Knowing that Mary Jo and Heidi had this under control, I nearly left once the 911 call had been made, but once I identified myself as an ex-cop, everyone on the scene suddenly deferred to me, making it difficult to leave.

      Moving a little from the center of the crowd, I asked Kara, “Do you think we should turn the guy over so we can see if we recognize him? Maybe he ate at the food truck. That might help once the police arrive.”

      She looked around to see if the others were listening. “I don’t know, Miranda. I don’t think that’s a good idea. I mean, yes, the upside is that we could have a head start in identifying the victim. But the downside doesn’t make the upside worth it. You could be accused of handling the body, or worse. If they find your DNA on his body afterward, you could be implicated in his murder, and you clearly had nothing to do with that.” She looked at me like I had gone crazy. “It’s no wonder you always end up in trouble. You don’t know when to run the other way. This is one of those times. Actually, even coming in and taking over the murder scene wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but it’s too late now.”

      I couldn’t argue. “I guess you’re right, Kara, but even face down, there’s something familiar about that guy. Do you recognize him?”

      She chewed on her thumbnail. “I think I’ve seen him before too, and I have no idea where.”

      I wondered, “Do you know anyone in Gilroy?”

      She shook her head. “Gosh, no, Miranda. I only recently moved here. I’ve barely met the neighbors. I mean, it’s not like Gilroy is that far from where we live, but you know me. With Kelly at home, doing my house stuff, cooking for Mikey, and now, the food truck, I don’t have lots of leisure time. How about you?”

      I responded, “Nope. Well, I know a few Gilroy cops, but I have no idea where they live. I haven’t hung out here much. It seems like a nice place. I’m glad we’re able to spend time here. We’ve only got a few more days in this spot; then we’ll be switching parks, so don’t get too comfortable.”

      She glanced over at the body and winced. “You can bet on that.”

      At that moment, a Gilroy Police Department cruiser pulled up in front of our food truck. Two police I had actually met in the past appeared from the vehicle: Sergeant William Kirkpatrick and Officer Gerald Mahoney. Officer Mahoney had taken my statement when Kara, Michael, and I found my neighbor, Jerry Carter, and his ex, Matoska Gray—Chenoa, the Indian Princess’s parents—in the holding pond below Coyote Lake.

      Officer Mahoney had been understanding and respectful at that time. However, a few days later, his partner, Sergeant Kirkpatrick, came to my home accusing me of murdering them. And while I had never been arrested relating to the case, I still had a bad taste in my mouth when it came to Sergeant Kirkpatrick, so I wasn’t excited to see him in the least.

      I felt happy about two things: I hadn’t rolled the body over or called 911, so it wouldn’t be as likely that I’d be the focus of the investigation.

      As Sergeant Kirkpatrick approached, I bristled when I heard his booming voice. “Well, well, well. What have we here? The Princess of Death and another dead body.” Although, he seemed to have found his sense of humor since our last encounter. “Miranda Marquette, what a coincidence to find you here.”

      I smiled since you attract more bees with honey than vinegar or something like that. I stuck out my hand. “Officer Mahoney and Sergeant Kirkpatrick, how nice to see you again.”

      Officer Mahoney smiled broadly. “Very nice to see you again, Miranda. I hope you are doing well.” He had far better manners than his boss, who pretended to, except when he cornered you alone in your backyard.

      The Sergeant walked me away from the group before he spoke. “Ms. Marquette, I owe you an apology for my behavior the last time we spoke. I had been under a lot of pressure to get that case solved, and I guess it showed. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      I smiled and looked him in the eye. “I appreciate that, Sergeant. I’m really not a bad person. I’ll bet if we worked together, we could do amazing things. Don’t believe everything you see on the internet. The Sheriff’s Office fired Jacob Mabry for a reason.”

      He walked me back to the group of women huddled around the body. He spoke more quietly. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He touched my hand briefly and smiled before he left to find Mary Jo.

      He called, “Could I have Mary Jo Smithers and Heidi Kopechne, please? We will take your statements first.” While he spoke, an ambulance and medical examiner’s vehicles had joined theirs on the street. They immediately got out and started tending to the victim. Much like when we found the bodies in the holding pond at Coyote Lake, they took Mary Jo and Heidi away from the crowd to get their statements.

      Kara and I chose to hang out near the medical team. I was proud of both of us since I had a history of passing out due to anxiety when near dead bodies, and Kara wasn’t much better off. However, we both had a strong desire to see what this man looked like when facing up instead of down. Within a few minutes, we found out and said to one another simultaneously, “It’s double cheeseburger with cheddar cheese and a thin slice of avocado. No fries. No drink.”

      It didn’t seem appropriate to laugh under the circumstances, so we did our best to hold it in as we walked away so we didn’t seem insensitive. When we were on the other side of the restroom, I said in a lowered voice, “I can’t believe it. He was our best customer. He got the same thing every day since we opened.”

      She agreed. “He treated us nicely too and always had something positive to say, something about the weather or how I wore my hair that day, something.”

      I nodded. “I feel so bad now, especially because we laughed. I’ll bet someone is really going to miss this guy.”

      We started strolling back toward the food truck as they were loading the body into the ambulance. We hadn’t even thought about locking it up with all the excitement, and I hoped everything would be okay.

      When we got to the truck, I gave the inside a quick once-over, and it seemed fine. When I came out, Kara sat on the picnic table we had been on when the scream first happened. I sat next to her and asked, “Hey, do you want to call it a day? We usually don’t see much business between now and four anyway.”

      She wondered, “Do you think we’d get any dinner business if we hung around after five? I have no idea if there’s any traffic in this park, like people walking their dogs when they get home from work, too lazy to make dinner. There might be a whole untapped market.”

      I chewed on my lip. “Hmm, interesting question, but remember we decided we were going to try to get home to our men at a reasonable hour in the afternoon. Besides, don’t you have to pick up Kelly at daycare by five?”

      She shook her head. “Well, usually, but Mikey’s home today, so he’s got her. You’re right, though. I suppose I should get home to see if there is still a home there. Mikey hasn’t spent many days alone with Kelly almost the whole day. I hope he’s okay.”

      I put my hand on hers. “We can delve into dinner another day.”

      She agreed, and we headed home after a strange and sad day at the office.
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      Steve had just arrived home as I pulled the food truck into my parking spot on the opposite side of the driveway. As he got out of his car, I couldn’t help but notice he carried a bag that seemed to be squirming.

      I ran over and threw my arms around him. “You either bought live lobsters or learned a magic trick on the way home. I hope it’s the former.”

      He picked me up and twirled me around. “I can’t get anything past you. No wonder you were such a good cop.” He stopped twirling and held me at arm’s length. “How did you do with the food truck business today?”

      I smiled as we climbed arm in arm up the stairs to the landing and then up to the front door. The garage had been built on the ground floor of this unusual California Cape Cod. And while it didn’t have a basement, it had a full store of storage space under the first floor of living space, so, in effect, it consisted of three stories on a slab, rather than two with a basement.

      When we finally negotiated the front door, I answered his question. “Well, the food truck couldn’t have been better. Business is doubling every day.” I tried to think of a delicate way to explain the rest of our day. “But it wasn’t a good day for one of our regulars. They found him dead out behind the restrooms. It kind of put a damper on the last few hours of our day.”

      He came over and hugged me. “Are you okay? I know that kind of thing can be a trigger for you.”

      He was so sweet, and I really appreciated that about him. “Yes, actually both Kara and I were better than usual, probably because we didn’t actually discover the body, so we didn’t have to deal with all the post-discovery issues like calling 911 and giving the police a statement. Although I did exchange pleasantries with a couple of my friends from the Gilroy Police Department.”

      He cringed. “Was that sergeant who accused you of killing Jerry Carter and Matoska Gray one of them?”

      Steve’s listening skills impressed me. “Wow, you really do listen to me. I don’t even remember telling you about that, and I know it happened before you and I were together because I remember it being in Jason’s backyard.”

      He smiled. “Oh well. I know things. You don’t have to tell me everything.”

      That intrigued me. “Really. Am I going to have to beat this out of you?”

      He confessed. “Okay, you did tell me, one of those nights you were telling me all the Princess of Death stories, and that one came up. I had you going, though, didn’t I?”

      I hit his butt. “Hey, you have lobsters to cook.”

      He pretended to be hurt. “Oh, I thought if I bought them, you would cook them.”

      I laughed. “Oh, well, you were so mistaken; it’s not even funny.”

      He drew a little water into a pan and turned the burner on. After all, cooking lobsters wasn’t very complicated. Even so, he seemed quite proud of himself. “Tada,” he said, possibly making fun of his accomplishment.

      Since I had him captive, I decided my timing couldn’t have been better. “Hey, handsome, now that we’re home from the honeymoon, the food truck business is started, and life goes on, I have something to discuss.”

      After he put the lobster in the pan and covered the pan, he gave me his undivided attention. “Okay. I’m all yours. What would you like to discuss?”

      I bit my lip. “Well, we kind of jumped into this marriage thing—well, okay, we got engaged on the first day we reconnected.” Part of my problem was that I couldn’t remember what we had discussed and what we hadn’t, and now I felt the pressure. “Okay, I’m just going to ask. Do you want kids?”

      He immediately got a broad smile on his face. “Oh, my dear, sweet Miranda. We have already discussed this. I can’t remember when, but I know we did. And I told you then, and I’ll tell you again. I want as many kids as we can have as soon as we can have them. I know that you will be the best mother in the world. And while I would never pressure you, it’s something that I want very much, as long as you do.”

      I couldn’t explain why, but a tear ran down my left cheek—not a tear of sadness but one of perpetual joy that I’d been holding back for years. Suddenly, I felt like a fountain. Tears were coming down from both eyes, my nose ran continuously, and I couldn’t speak. I tried to stop, but the more I tried, the more I cried until I tried to stop so much that I started laughing. Then I laughed and laughed and laughed until I cried again. This went on until the lobsters were done.
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        * * *

      

      Later, we lay side by side in bed, staring at the glowing constellations on the ceiling that I had put up there. Usually, they were reserved for kids’ rooms, but they gave me the feeling of lying outside in the desert, and I always felt peaceful watching the stars glow, imagining satellites and shooting stars among the constellations, barely out of my sight.

      We lay silently for a long time; then Steve broke the silence, asking, “Earlier, before the lobsters—that meant you want kids. Right?”

      I took his hand. “Yes, you silly man. I want kids, at least two. With a doctor’s okay, I’d go with more.” I thought for a minute, not sure if I should bring it up. “I’d also consider adopting, too. I’m not sure how you feel about that.”

      He squeezed my hand. “I’m open to anything with you, Miranda. I consider it a miracle that we ended up together, so if you decided to sell everything and move to a survival camp in the rainforest, I’d start listing things to sell online. There’s nothing I can think of with you that doesn’t sound fun and exciting. I never thought I’d be that guy, but I am, and I’m damned proud of it.”

      I smiled and cuddled up to him. “Okay, I’m putting you on notice, then. I’m off the pill as of now.”

      He pulled me close and reassured me. “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      I awoke right before six and slid out of bed, feeling the happiest I had in a long time. My business had taken off, my family had gathered around me, and the love of my life and I were going to try to make a baby. I’d never been as sure about the path I was on, and it felt wonderful and unfamiliar at the same time.

      After I got out of the shower, dressed, and started the coffee maker, Kara knocked on the door. I couldn’t believe we needed to head out already. I motioned her in and said, “Hey, are you early?”

      She laughed. “Guilty as charged. Kelly had been a little cranky this morning, so I left her with Mikey. I admit it. I figured we could have a cup of coffee and plan out our day. You know, see if we are going to add anything to the menu or think about relocating the truck now that someone has been killed at our most recent location.” She rolled her eyes.

      I chuckled. “Oh, I see. The death of our best customer has you freaked out. I get it. I have to admit my life has been so exciting since yesterday, I haven’t had time to give him a second thought.” I looked up. “God forgive me.”

      She looked me in the eye. “Okay, well, let me know what’s going on with you, and maybe I can forget about the dead body found within a thousand feet of our food truck yesterday too.”

      I wanted to do a fake drumroll but didn’t know how. “Okay, are you ready?”

      She drummed her fingernails on the countertop. “Yes, Miranda. Spill.”

      I couldn’t hold back any longer. “We’re going to try to have a baby.”

      She ran over to me and pulled me close. “Oh, Miranda, I hoped that would be it. I want our kids to be close in age so they can play together. This is so great. Are you starting, like now?”

      My face reddened. “Um, well, we already started last night.”

      She put out her hand like a policeman at an intersection. “Okay, that’s TMI, but I’m happy for you. I can’t wait to be an aunt. It’s great being a mom, but I can’t wait to take yours, spoil them, and then send them home.”

      I thought about her concern about the food truck. “Hey, do you think we should get our new permit early so that we can move the truck to El Roble Park? I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to get a new start after yesterday.”

      She begged me, “Would you please, Miranda? I don’t think I can look across the playing field at the restroom without thinking about the dead guy.”

      I nodded. “I’m with you. I wasn’t sure if you’d want to because we are starting to gain momentum there, but we have to move by next week anyway based on the thirty-day pass regulation.”

      She agreed. “I’m good with moving. Let’s go get the new permit.”

      We finished our coffee and headed out the door for Gilroy City Hall.
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      We left the house at 7:15 and reached City Hall around 7:30. Unfortunately, we hadn’t banked on the fact that they didn’t open until 8:30. Thankfully, City Hall on Rosanna Street wasn’t far from the Police Station on Hanna Street, so we decided to stop in to get details on our poor customer who had lost his life yesterday.

      When we reached the front desk, I asked for Sergeant Kirkpatrick, figuring that he’d be in charge of the case. The receptionist called up for the Sergeant. Within thirty seconds, he emerged from behind a secure door off the lobby.

      “Miranda, and I’m sorry, I don’t know if we’ve been introduced.” He extended his hand to Kara.

      Kara smiled. “I’m Kara Marquette, Miranda’s sister.”

      He gave her a broad smile. “Any sister of Miranda’s is a friend of mine.”

      I had to stop him in his tracks. “Okay, Sergeant.”

      He said, “Call me Bill.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay, Bill, what gives? The only time you and I have had an extended conversation, you were accusing me of murder. Then you disappeared off the face of the earth and eventually arrested my across-the-street neighbor, who, I might add, wasn’t even in the ballpark of a reasonable suspect. Now, you want to be my best friend.”

      He seemed to be debating his response, then finally answered. “Can I be frank with you, Miranda?”

      I laughed under my breath. “Gosh, Bill, I wish you would.”

      He considered his approach, then began. “Well, last year, when you found those bodies in the holding pond, it seemed almost too convenient. And then, when I started researching you online and found out that you were almost a cult hero, I thought that I had made a significant discovery. I mean, it’s not like you find something or someone like that every day. But when I actually did police work and looked at the evidence, it was clear that you had nothing to do with that case, as it appeared you had nothing to do with the others that you had the misfortune to discover.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Well, that’s good to hear.”

      He put his hand up. “Wait a minute. Let me finish. Even though your notoriety has traveled far and wide quickly due to the internet, I have discovered that you are not the first case of a woman who has discovered many dead bodies in her lifetime. I found at least five over the last five hundred years in Europe and Asia. The most recent, Renate Ginter, in the mid-eighteen hundreds in Frankfurt, Germany, is said to have found as many as fifty dead bodies in her lifetime, all unrelated cases that she appeared to have nothing to do with. But each of these women had a similar story. Fraulein Ginter became known as die Prinzessin des Todes, the Princess of Death.”

      I rubbed my head, as I often do when I feel a headache coming on, and asked, “So, whatever became of her?”

      He noticeably cringed. “They burned her at the stake as a witch. But I’d like to think we are a little more progressive today.”

      I wondered, “So why tell me this now?”

      He thought for a minute. “Well, two reasons, one of them totally selfish. But the first is that I really felt badly about how I had treated you when we first met. I didn’t understand who you were, and quite frankly, you scared the bejesus out of me. Second, I think you might be able to help with these cases. There has to be a reason you always show up in the right place at the right time. What if we could harness that and use it to predict these deaths before they happen?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think this can be harnessed. I don’t get a feeling or a premonition. I just show up, and there they are. I’m sorry.”

      He wasn’t ready to take ‘No’ for an answer. “But maybe you’re not conscious of it. Maybe it’s more subtle. Maybe there are changes in you, physically, before you discover a body. I don’t know—blood pressure, anxiety level, temperature.”

      I glared at him. “I’m not going to be a guinea pig, Bill, hooked up to a machine, waiting for the next body to be detected.”

      He smiled weakly. “Well, I didn’t mean that exactly.”

      Kara joined in, “Well, what exactly did you mean, because that’s how it sounded over here too.”

      A drop of sweat dripped down his forehead. “Okay, I think this is getting a little out of control. I wanted to help so that we were working on the same side of the bench. It seems so counterproductive for the police to be running interference all the time, misunderstanding what you are all about. That is what I’m trying to fix.”

      I thought about that for a second. “Okay, maybe your heart is in the right place. I don’t want to turn into a government-run freak. You can understand that, right?”

      His clenched jaw seemed to relax a bit. “Yes, I do. Believe me. I don’t even support everything that goes on around here, especially orders from the top.”

      I figured it couldn’t hurt to listen. “So, what did you have in mind, Bill? Let’s take the case that fell into your lap yesterday. How can we work together to solve it?” He led us into an interrogation room—the same one where I had met with Sally Roop before she was stabilized with her meds. That had not been pretty and didn’t raise my trust level in the Gilroy Police Department.

      He sat down with his back to a two-way mirror, leaving us to face it. I asked, “How many people are monitoring this conversation right now, Bill?”

      He nodded. “My Captain and Lieutenant. I asked them to.”

      I smiled at the mirror. “Why don’t they join us in the room?”

      He clearly felt uncomfortable with this line of questioning. “They thought it would be more conversational this way.”

      I grinned. “Oh, Lieutenant Ortiz and I go way back. I’m sure he’d be thrilled to see me again. I don’t think I’ve met your Captain yet. What’s his name?”

      He seemed pained by my interrogation. “Jason Smith.”

      I waved at the mirror. “Nice to meet you, Captain Smith. Are you sure that’s not an alias?”

      The Sergeant seemed to be losing patience with my antics, and I couldn’t completely blame him at this point. He asked, “Can we move forward now?”

      I nodded. “Okay, Bill.”

      He checked notes on a pad in front of him. “I know you answered this question earlier, but I’d like to ask it again. Have you ever had a feeling of foreboding—that something bad might happen—or just any kind of odd feeling before you found one of your dead bodies? Or did you feel yourself drawn to a particular place and not be able to explain why?”

      I thought for a few seconds. “If anything, it’s more like B than A. Like, when I think back on when I found my upstairs neighbor’s body, I felt compelled to walk the running route that she ran, especially the graveyard where I eventually found her. It’s hard to explain.”

      His eyes brightened. “Good. That’s what I mean.” He thought back. “How about when you were mapping the hiking route you took with your brother and sister-in-law? Why did you take that exact route when there were any number of possible trail combinations in the Harvey Bear Ranch Park?”

      I scratched my head. I always considered it random, and the suggestion that it wasn’t made me feel uncomfortable. I could feel sweat dripping down my back. I tried to keep it light. “Well, it felt pretty random when I came up with the route, Bill. I wanted to show them the lake from the trail summit and then give them a chance to see the lake close-up on the way home.”

      He had another question. “How about when you decided the one and only time to run in Henry Coe Park, and you just happened to discover Burt Roop’s body? It’s not like you ran there every day, Miranda—only that day. The odds of that seem astronomical.” This was getting tiresome. He continued, rambling on and on. “Well, here’s what narrow-minded and lazy cops think. It’s highly unlikely that you could find his body by chance, so you must be responsible for his death, and that’s why you know the body is there. But we’ve already had Tommy Pearson confess to Burt Roop’s murder, and we know you were nowhere nearby at the time. Jerry Carter’s video confirmed that Tommy dragged Burt’s body up the mountain alone—plus he’s a loner if I ever met one.”

      I stared at him, wondering if he would continue. When he didn’t, I asked, “So, I feel like there’s a conclusion you mean to reach, but you haven’t quite gotten there. Or is there just no conclusion?”

      He looked like he’d discovered the Theory of Relativity. “So, all we need to do is follow you around, and we’ll at least have a handle on where a good percent of our murder victims will come from annually. Quite frankly, we don’t have that many murders in Gilroy. Or at least we didn’t until you arrived, and that’s what I’m struggling with most. Is it cause or effect? I mean, we’ve had three people murdered on Roop Road alone. How odd that you happen to live there. I have to tell you, Miranda. If you moved into my neighborhood, I’d relocate.”

      Kara protested, “Now, that’s not fair. Miranda is the kindest and sweetest person I know. I’m proud to call her my sister. I don’t even use the ‘in-law’ anymore. I feel completely safe living across the street from her.”

      The Sergeant pointed out, “Well, that may be true now, but how were you feeling sitting in jail in Prescott, Arizona, charged with First Degree Murder?”

      She continued, undeterred. “That was a big misunderstanding. As you said earlier, sometimes the cops take the easiest route instead of looking at the evidence and tracking down the real killer. We were lucky that he confessed for sure. But there would have been no way he would have let Miranda take the rap. He was in love with her.”

      He laughed. “You do put a spell on men, don’t you, Miranda?”

      I blushed. “Well, I wouldn’t go quite that far.”

      He seemed to know a lot about me. “Didn’t your husband wait for you for four years before coming back into your life, hoping you’d still be available, and you dropped your fiancé like a hot potato to be with him? That’s quite a love story.”

      I started to wonder about this interrogation. “How do you even know that, Bill? Have you been stalking me?”

      He didn’t flinch. “It’s my job to know things. If we’re going to work together, I need to know everything about you—your strengths, your weaknesses, your vulnerabilities—everything.”

      I chewed on my thumbnail. “Who said anything about working together?”
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      Kara kicked me under the table and whispered, “What exactly is going on here?”

      I smiled nervously and whispered back, “Damned if I know.”

      Bill continued. “That’s why I’m glad you stopped in, although I can’t say I’m surprised with your record of being in the right place at the right time. I want to offer you a job working as a special agent in our Homicide Division.”

      I didn’t know how to react. “You’re offering me a job?”

      He smiled. “Yes, and it’s already approved through HR and everything. You are a Police Academy graduate, correct?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      He continued. “You have eight years’ experience with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department, six years undercover in vice, correct?”

      I nodded. “Uh-huh.”

      He smiled. “Well, we’ve had this opening for a while and haven’t been able to find the right person, and you are it. You can start immediately. The salary is very competitive. We have great benefits, and even though you’d be starting with us pretty late in your career, you could still retire at sixty with full benefits.”

      My head was spinning. I never expected or wanted this. While I felt flattered to be offered a job I hadn’t even applied for, I was on the verge of a successful foodservice career. I looked at the sergeant. “Bill, I’m going to be real honest here. I’m flattered by your offer, and I’m sure at one time I would have jumped at it. But Kara, here, and another friend of ours are stepping into an exciting foodservice adventure, and I love it so far. Maybe there’s something we could put together on a part-time or consulting basis that would fill your needs. I don’t know if that would work for either of us, but I’d be willing to discuss something like that.”

      The phone rang. Bill answered it. From the other side of the conversation, it sounded like the captain was on the other end, but I couldn’t tell what he said. When Bill hung up, he said, “Well, it sounds to me like the department may be willing to accept your terms of part-time or consulting. Put together a proposal, and the captain will respond directly to you.”

      Kara and I stood up, feeling like we were done. I shook Bill’s hand. “Well, thank you for an interesting meeting, and maybe I’ll see you around.”

      He smiled. “I hope so.”
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      When we got outside, I called Steve, who sounded like he was rushing around to get out of the house. I looked at my watch. He was already late. “Hey, Miranda, what’s up?”

      I wasn’t exactly sure where to start. “Um, I got a job offer.”

      He sounded confused. “Are you at the food truck? A job doing what?”

      I figured I could torture him for hours, but he didn’t sound in the mood. “Okay, long story short, we decided to get another thirty-day permit so we could move the food truck because we were sort of freaked out about the murder yesterday. But we got to City Hall like an hour early, so we decided to go to the police station to see what we could find out about the victim. Well, we had a very bizarre meeting at the police station, which culminated in them offering me a job as Special Agent in the Homicide Division.”

      He sounded confused. “You didn’t apply for a job, did you?”

      I laughed. “Nope, they know a good candidate when they see one.”

      I heard the car start up. He still had an edge to his voice, which seemed unusual for Steve. I wondered if something else was going on with him. “So, you didn’t take it, did you?”

      I responded coolly. “Well, no, but I did ask if there might be something we could do on a part-time or consulting basis.”

      He hesitated. “Um, Miranda, I have to go. Let’s talk about this later.” He hung up.

      Kara looked at me, questioning. “What happened there?”

      I shook my head. “No idea. That wasn’t the Steve I know and love, so I’m going to give him a pass. I assume something happened at work, or he overslept or something. To be honest, he acted like a real jerk.”

      Kara nodded. “That’s what I picked up from all the way over here. It seemed really out of character.”

      We pulled up to City Hall just past 8:30. I hoped the process of getting a renewal of a temporary food permit would be faster than getting a new one. I spent an hour and a half here getting the first one. I crossed my fingers for luck.

      Thankfully, there was no one standing in line at the window when we arrived. I hoped that Julie Wyrick, their Customer Service Manager, would be on duty. By the time I got to her last time, I had already spun my wheels for over an hour, and she helped me complete the process in no time. I breathed a sigh of relief when Julie appeared at the window. I wondered if she’d remember me.

      She immediately asked, “Miranda, how did your first stint in the park work out for you? I’ve been getting nothing but glowing comments about your food.”

      She was so pleasant and nice; I couldn’t help but smile, even if the administrative procedures she had to implement were onerous and unyielding. I smiled at the compliment. “We had a ball, Julie. Thanks for asking. At least right up until the end. I’m not sure if you heard about the unfortunate ending yesterday.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I couldn’t believe it. That kind of stuff doesn’t happen in our quiet city. I hope the police get to the bottom of that soon so we can all get back to sleeping at night.”

      I agreed. “I know what you mean. Even though we don’t live in town, we’re close enough that we feel a part of the community too. But that incident did motivate us to get our second permit a few days earlier than planned. It seemed like a good time to move on.”

      She handed me an application for our next permit. “So, where are you going to locate this time? It seems like San Ysidro worked out really well.”

      I moved to a small table a few steps from the window. “We’re moving to El Roble. I hope it works out just as well.”

      She nearly jumped. “Oh, that’s fantastic. I live on Santa Theresa Drive. Are you going to park there or Wren Avenue?”

      I had no idea. “Um, which one is closer to the restrooms?”

      She thought for a second. “I’m pretty sure Santa Theresa is a little closer, and I’m not just saying that so I can take advantage of your cooking.” She laughed.

      I asked the next most important question. “Okay then. Where are the picnic tables?”

      She frowned. “Oh boy. I think they are near the playground, which is over on the Wren Avenue side.”

      I tried to cheer her up. “Well, maybe we’ll rotate to see where we get the most business, or we can always deliver.”

      Kara gave me a no, we can’t deliver look, but I ignored her.

      She had to wait on another customer but closed with, “Oh, well, I’m sure it’ll all work out.”

      I agreed. “I’m sure it will too. I’ll get this application back to you as soon as I finish it.” I hoped we could get our permit today. I really didn’t want to go back to San Ysidro one more day if we didn’t have to.

      Kara joined me at the table after she finished reading this month’s Gilroy Today.

      I asked as I continued filling out pertinent information on the application, “Anything we should know about in Gilroy Today? Events we should be planning on providing food for?”

      She smiled and pointed to her purse. “I ripped out the community calendar, which has everything for the year. I thought about ripping off the whole magazine, but that seemed wrong.”

      I grinned. “So, instead, you denied all of the City Hall visitors the opportunity to find out what is going on in their community for the whole year?”

      She nodded. “Yes, pretty much.”

      A few minutes later, I completed the application. I brought it to the customer service window, and Julie reviewed it and had no questions. She smiled a broad smile. “You are all set to go. You can set up today if you’d like.”

      That thrilled me. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you. We definitely needed a new start. That’s so great.”

      She drummed her fingers on the counter. “Well, I wish I could demand a free California Burger, but we have a strict gifting policy, so I could be fired for accepting it, but I’ll definitely order one. I hear they are fantastic.”

      I grabbed the permit from her and said as we headed for the door, “See you when you get there. Thanks again.”

      We all waved and were on our way.
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