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      Bess Choi is proud of what she’s accomplished. Owner of Strange Brew, a popular coffee shop in Silence, she’s worked hard and has overcome many obstacles to build the life she has. It’s a good life, one that includes work she loves, an apartment to call her own, and plenty of good friends.

      But an unexpected phone call comes as a brutal reminder of a time she thought she’d left far behind. Suddenly, she’s faced with the choice to turn her back on the beautiful life she created, or break her guilty silence.

      

      Chief Deputy Hugo Alexander isn’t sure when exactly he started seeing the quiet coffee shop owner as more than simply a good friend. It’s hard to pinpoint the moment when she went from a supportive friend to him and his teenage son, to the woman who features in his dreams and fantasies.

      Unfortunately, Bess Choi seems to have him firmly locked in the friend zone, and it’s not until worrisome things start happening around her, she cautiously starts lowering the barriers.

      

      But when he discovers she might be in far more danger than she’s been willing to let on, he’s done tiptoeing around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Bess

      

      I bite off a curse and immediately cover a second yawn with the back of my hand.

      Another early morning after yet another sleepless night.

      One of these days, one of my employees is going to come in and find me passed out on the kitchen floor. Unless Chance Tanek finds me first. He’s the town drunk and I swear he watches this place, waiting to see the light go on in my apartment upstairs.

      He is usually already at the back door by the time I make my way downstairs in the morning. I normally have a paper bag with the prior day’s leftovers ready for him. He’s such a lost soul, not a particularly friendly one, but I feel for him nonetheless. I figure there’s no harm in giving him some day-old baked goods to soak up all the alcohol he consumed in the previous twenty-four hours. Plus, everyone deserves at least one friendly interaction a day. I’d like to think of it as doing a public service, although a couple of people in my circle of friends may not agree with me.

      This morning, I was too tired to even spare him a basic greeting, almost tossing the paper bag at him before slamming the door shut and shuffling into the kitchen. This is getting ridiculous; I can count the hours of sleep I’ve managed to cobble together over the past week on one hand. I’m going to have to ask Dana if there is anything she can prescribe because this is not sustainable.

      I have a business to run, bills and employees to pay, and I can’t afford to fall down on the job, but that’s exactly what I’ve been doing since that damn phone call last week.

      So far this morning, I already overproofed my Chelsea buns, burned a batch of cookies, and now the apple streusel muffins I just pulled from the oven are collapsing. I can’t seem to do anything right, and it’s only a little after 6:00 a.m.

      Something’s got to give.

      As I quickly slide the muffins back in the oven—hoping I can salvage the batch—I hear the back door open. Lola, my only full-time employee, pokes her head into the kitchen. She takes one look at the lackluster Chelsea buns, and the discarded tray with my cookies’ charred remains before turning to me with a sympathetic look on her face.

      “Let me put my stuff away and I’ll come give you a hand.”

      I open my mouth to tell her not to bother—she shouldn’t have to pick up my slack like she’s been doing all week—but she’s already disappeared down the hall. Letting my eyes drift around the kitchen, I do some damage assessment. At least the date squares and the bacon and cheese scones came out fine. The Chelsea buns will have to do, and hopefully the muffins will turn out, but I’ll have to redo the cookies and should probably whip up a batch of lemon-poppyseed muffins as well, just in case.

      Lola grabs an apron off the hook as she walks into the kitchen and ties it on.

      “What’s next?” she asks, and I swallow against the sudden flood of emotions.

      Damn, who’d have thought when I took a chance on the rail-thin girl who answered the help-wanted sign in my window six years ago, she’d become the rock I lean on these days. As it turned out, hiring her was not only the best thing that could’ve happened to her, but me as well. She has become invaluable to me and Strange Brew.

      Lola has shared only bits and pieces of her history with me over the years, but it was enough information for me to realize my own sordid past pales in comparison. The woman has a core of steel though, and has completely reinvented herself. The pretty, well-put-together woman in front of me is a far cry from the skinny kid who first walked in here.

      “Lemon-poppyseed muffins and pecan chocolate-chip cookies.”

      “On it,” she states, checking the wall for the recipes.

      Every time I add a new item to our weekly rotation, I tack a laminated copy to our recipe wall. I don’t have any secrets, at least not with respect to my baked goods.

      “Why don’t you take a break, go make yourself a coffee,” Lola suggests, glancing at me over her shoulder. “You look like you could use it.”

      Ugh. I purposely avoided looking in the mirror this morning. I figured it wouldn’t be an improvement on the pale, haggard reflection staring back at me last night. Guess I was right.

      I don’t bother arguing; I could use a boost of caffeine if I’m going to make it through today.

      “Oh, and I’ll take Carson under my wing when he gets here,” she adds when I start out the door.

      Shoot, Carson. I’d forgotten about him; the kid is supposed to start today.

      I overheard him talking to his girlfriend, Tatum, when they dropped in after school last week. He’d been complaining he had a hard time finding an after-school job. It just so happened one of my weekend part-timers gave me two-weeks’ notice a few days prior, and I hadn’t started looking yet. I ended up offering him the job, provided his father approved. I’m sure working at the local coffee shop wasn’t Carson’s first choice, but the promise of free baked goods had been enough of an enticement for him to accept.

      I’d all but forgotten he’s supposed to start today.

      “I need him to fill in a few forms for me first, but after that, yes. If he could shadow you for a bit during the rush, that would be great.”

      The rush is usually between seven—when we open—and nine. After that things slow down a bit until noon, when it picks up again for the lunch crowd. Our menu isn’t big, since we’re supposed to be a coffee shop and not a restaurant but, especially on the weekends, people have a tendency to pop in here for a quick bite while they run their errands. We offer sandwiches and a daily soup or stew during the winter months, but it’s all pretty basic.

      When I get here at around four in the morning, baking is the first thing I tackle. Usually by the time the doors open, most of the pastries are done, and I start prepping for lunch.

      When I started, I was very ambitious and baked all my own breads as well, but that proved to be too labor intensive. I ended up ordering in from Crumbs, a local, artisan bakery with whom I was able to negotiate a great deal. It leaves me more time to spend on salads for the sandwiches and whatever special I am serving that day.

      Then after lunch, I normally do my ordering and administration, and when I close the doors at five, I’m dead on my feet.

      I haven’t had much of a life since I opened Strange Brew eight years ago, working thirteen- or fourteen-hour days, but it has been a labor of love building this place into what it is now. At least these days, with Lola running things so I can take a day, sometimes two, off every week, I have some downtime.

      Tomorrow is Sunday, my standard day off. Normally, I’d be looking forward to the break, but at the moment I’d rather be busy. Less time to think and worry.

      I’ve barely booted up the computer in my office when I hear the back door fall shut. It sounds like Lola is intercepting whoever walked in, but a few moments later I hear footsteps coming down the hall.

      “Hey.”

      Hugo Alexander, Carson’s dad, pokes his head in the door.

      “Hi.”

      I’m annoyed I sound breathless whenever I talk to him. It’s ridiculous. Sure, the man looks more like a reincarnated Viking the older he gets, but I’ve known him forever, and he’s not the only handsome man in town. He just appears to be the only one who affects my vocal cords. It’s aggravating.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asks, obviously referring to his offspring working here.

      “Positive. He’s a good kid, Hugo, he’ll do fine.”

      He runs a hand through his unruly, straw-colored hair laced with a decent amount of silver.

      “I know, it’s just…we’re friends, and I’d hate to see him fuck up and⁠—”

      “And what?” I interrupt sharply, for some reason extra annoyed by the friend label I’m slapped with. “You really think I’d be so petty; I’d take that out on you? Please, you should know me better.”

      He looks appropriately sheepish and maybe a little surprised at the edge in my voice.

      “No, I just meant…” He stalls before continuing with, “I don’t want things awkward.”

      I snort before getting up from my chair so I’m not looking up at him. Well, I guess I’m still looking up at him, since he’s a towering six foot three to my modest five two, but standing makes me feel taller.

      “Things would only be awkward if you make them so,” I return pointedly.

      He narrows his eyes on me, scanning my body down and up again.

      “Are you okay?”

      Instantly self-conscious at his question, I run my hands down my flour-dusted apron.

      “I’m fine, why?”

      “You don’t look fine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hugo

      

      Smooth.

      Her sharp, “Thanks for sharing that observation. Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do,” served as an effective dismissal.

      Apparently, I’d already put both my feet in my mouth and I figured my safest bet would be to make myself scarce and try again another time.

      I don’t know why, but I seem to be making an art out of saying the wrong thing to her lately. To my recollection, this was never an issue before, but the past several months I can’t seem to say the right thing.

      After a quick goodbye for my son with a warning to behave, I walk out to my cruiser, frustrated and brooding. Funny, because I was in the best of moods when I pulled in here five minutes ago. I’d planned to beat the crowd and score a couple of coffees and some pastries to take to the station, but I’m empty-handed when I slide behind the wheel. I highly doubt Bess would be willing to serve me early after I pissed her off.

      “Who the hell pissed in your Wheaties this early?” Brenda Silvari, our office manager, asks as I walk into the small office kitchen, looking for a hit of caffeine.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumble, reaching for the pot of black tar Brenda manages to brew every morning.

      I swear, she adds engine oil to the coffee grinds to create the dark sludge she serves us, but it does the trick when in need of caffeine, and right now, I need that jolt to my system.

      “Let’s just say, you don’t look particularly cheerful this morning,” she responds.

      “And this conversation is not helping,” I point out.

      But that doesn’t deter Brenda, who is more like a den mother than an office manager some days. She puts a hand on my arm.

      “That boy giving you trouble?”

      She’s referring to Carson, who hit a rough patch there for a while after his mom died and got himself into some trouble. Having two teenage boys herself, I found myself sometimes confiding my struggles with him to Brenda.

      “No, it’s not Carson. He’s fine, he starts his part-time job at Strange Brew today. I just dropped him off.”

      “Ahhhh.” She nods with a smirk. “You didn’t run into Bess by chance, did you?”

      I have no idea how she manages to zoom in on the sore spot every time. Like I said; den mother.

      “Bess?” I feign ignorance, an effort I know is wasted anyway. “Barely. I was in and out of there in minutes.”

      “Hmmm,” she hums, making it clear she’s not buying what I’m trying to sell.

      I quickly toss a few spoonfuls of sugar in my coffee in hopes of killing the bitter taste, and dart out the door before she has a chance to dig her claws in deeper. The woman is a terrier.

      Once at my desk, I can’t help but replay my conversation with Bess to try and figure out where I may have messed up. Even under her usual ivory complexion, she’d looked pale, almost gaunt, with dark circles under her eyes. She’d also noticeably lost weight. Even being a small woman, she’s always been sturdy. This morning, she looked like a stiff wind could blow her over. There’s definitely something wrong with her, but in my attempt to get to the bottom of it, maybe I was a bit too blunt.

      The radio on my desk crackles with an incoming message, interrupting my trailing thoughts.

      “Dispatch to all units, structure fire reported at 104 Main Street. It’s Main Street Mechanics, risk for explosion. All units, acknowledge.”

      Jesus, that’s Clem Tanek’s auto shop. I just drove past it on my way here and didn’t notice a thing.

      I snatch up my radio and check for my keys in my pocket as I respond.

      “Unit 42 acknowledges. En route.”

      I rush down the hall and out the doors to my cruiser, as more calls come through from the fire department and two of our sheriff’s units.

      Engine one of Silence’s Fire Department is already on scene when I pull up in front of the building. Smoke is pouring from one of the partially opened bay doors and an orange glow can be seen from within the shop. I don’t interfere with the work of the fire department, which is well in the hands of fire chief Randy Nichols, who is already barking out orders at his crew.

      “Is anyone inside?” I ask him quickly.

      “Not as far as I know; the place doesn’t open until eight.”

      I leave him to it and turn to the crowd forming on the sidewalk and street. Crowd control is my main concern, and I need to get these people back and out of the way. Tons of hazardous and potentially explosive materials inside could go off at any time.

      “Hey!” I holler, trying to draw attention as I wave my arms. “I need everyone to back the hell up!”

      A few listen and move out of the way, but there are still some folks trying to get closer, getting in the way of firefighters doing their job. But as I try to block their path, I’m knocked to the ground by a massive blast from behind.

      My ears ring and I’m disoriented, my vision is obscured by a thick cloud of dust and smoke, as debris rains down around me.

      A hand lands on my shoulder and when I look back, I see Deputy KC Kingma standing over me. His mouth is moving, but I can’t hear a damn thing. He grabs me under my arms and hauls me to my feet.

      “You okay?” he mouths.

      Other than that damn ringing in my ears and a slight stinging at the back of my head, I seem to be in one piece.

      “I’m fine.”

      Then I look around me to find chaos. Some of the people I was trying to push back are lying or sitting down, appearing injured by debris from the blast. When I look back at the auto shop, almost the entire front of the building is gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Bess

      

      I carry another tray of sandwiches into the coffee shop which, at the moment, looks more like a field hospital than a business.

      Not the type of morning rush we were expecting.

      I was in my office when I heard the first sirens right outside Strange Brew. Emmet, another of my employees, was just walking up to the shop when I stepped out to investigate. He was able to tell me it appeared Clem’s auto shop was on fire, and when I poked my head out the front door, I could see vehicles and people congregating down the street.

      The explosion came just as I turned to tell Emmet we should open a bit early. The blast rattled the large front windows in their frames, and shook me in my boots.

      The first walking wounded—mostly minor cuts from flying debris—showed up moments later. While Emmet—with Carson’s help—started working on coffee for everyone, I hauled out my first aid kit and began cleaning wounds and applying bandages.

      It’s been almost an hour and I’m still not sure what happened out there, but I know it wasn’t good. Almost the entire street is now blocked off by emergency vehicles, and the acrid smell of smoke is thick in the air.

      Dana—who is a nurse practitioner—showed up a while ago and jumped into action taking over medical aid, which left my hands free to slip into the kitchen and get some sandwiches made for folks coming in from the chaos outside.

      “Hey, you. What’s happening out there?” I ask Savvy, our sheriff and my good friend, when she walks in the door.

      “It’s a mess. Clem’s place is a total loss, and the fire department is busting ass to keep the fire from spreading to neighboring buildings. We’ve got two firefighters injured in the blast, who were transported to the hospital, so they had to call in assistance from neighboring towns. Hell, my own second-in-command got caught in the blast, so I’ve had to get extra staff out there myself. They’re redirecting traffic and making sure the public stays safe, but it’s nuts out there.”

      I barely hear anything after she mentions Hugo and grab her arm.

      “He got hurt?”

      She shoots me a sympathetic look.

      “Hugo’s fine. Or, he will be if he’d stop being so dang stubborn and gets himself checked out. He’s walking and talking,” she clarifies. “And I’ve got KC keeping an eye on him.” Then she adds, “Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried, I was curious, that’s all.”

      My quickly uttered excuse doesn’t appear to impress Savvy, who flashes a quick smile.

      “Sure thing,” she mutters under her breath, before continuing in a normal tone of voice, “I popped in to see if I could grab some coffee for my guys. Most of us got called straight out of bed and didn’t have a chance to pick something up before getting to the scene.”

      “Of course. I’ve got some cardboard carafes. I’ll put something together and will get someone to help me carry it over. Where do you want it?”

      “My cruiser. I’m parked in front of the real estate office. I’ll leave the gate open, just leave it in there.”

      I give her a thumbs-up and watch as she stalks back outside. All business, even with one hand covering her small, burgeoning baby bump protectively as she rushes back to the scene.

      I’m happy for her—I am. She deserves it all; her full-circle love story with Nate, the surprise pregnancy. My friend has had enough hardship in her life, and it’s about time things turn around for her. I don’t begrudge her any of it.

      Still, every so often, I feel an unwelcome pang of jealousy. It’s not pretty, I don’t like what it says about me and shove the feeling down the moment it rears its ugly head, but it’s hard to snuff out completely. It’s usually followed with the bitter realization a happy ending like that is simply not in the cards for me. Fate already took that out of my hands a long time ago.

      Ten minutes later, I get Emmet to help me carry two large cardboard containers with coffee, a box of extra sandwiches, and a basket with cups, sugar, and creamers.

      The first person I see, sitting on the curb behind Savvy’s cruiser, is Hugo Alexander, his head in his hands. When I get closer, I notice a dark stain on his collar and down the back of his shirt.

      “Jesus, Hugo!” I burst out, setting down the box and basket I’m holding before rushing to his side. “You’re bleeding.”

      He lifts his head and turns to me.

      “I’m fine,” he says immediately.

      “You don’t look fine,” I return, throwing back the line he used on me just a few hours ago as I carefully probe the back of his head. “You have a cut.”

      “I know.” He gently removes my hand from his head and pulls me in front of him. “It stopped bleeding a while ago. It looks worse than it is. It’s just a small cut.”

      I narrow my eyes as I look down on his face, taking in the deep set of his eyes and the tension around his mouth.

      “Then how come you look like you’re in pain?”

      He keeps hold of my hand as he gets to his feet. Then he lets go and reaches for the side of his head.

      “A headache, that’s all.”

      “That’s all? You could have a concussion,” I point out. “You probably do. You need Dana to have a look at you. She’s at Strange Brew.”

      Without hesitation, I grab his wrist and start pulling him down the sidewalk.

      “Emmet! You’ve got this? I’m heading back.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Halfway back to the coffee shop, Hugo suddenly stops moving. When I turn to look at him, he’s wearing a little smirk on his face.

      “How about a deal?”

      Confused, I shake my head. “What are you talking about?”

      “Tit for tat. Since I didn’t blow you off when you inquired about my health, and am even letting you drag me down the street, I was thinking you owe me an honest answer to the similar question about your well-being I asked this morning.”

      Dammit. Of course he’d pick up on the parallel.

      Realizing he could easily pull free, head the other way, and there’d be nothing I could do about it, I decide to give him something.

      “I haven’t been sleeping well,” I mutter, as I start moving again, pulling on his arm.

      “Are you sick?” He wants to know.

      “I’m fine.”

      I push open the door to the coffee shop, shove Hugo down in the first chair I see, and immediately call for Dana, who rushes over. When I explain to her he was hurt in the blast, she immediately starts examining him.

      As I walk away, leaving him in her capable care, he calls after me.

      “Hey, Bess…our conversation isn’t done yet.”

      Oh yes, it is.
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        * * *

      

      Hugo

      

      Two hours later I walk out of our small hospital, where Dana insisted I have that new doctor check me out.

      Rohan Sharma. I still haven’t decided whether I like the guy or not.

      He did take good care of Carson after he was attacked last year, but I’m not a fan of him hanging around Strange Brew and chatting up Bess.

      No concussion, which I’m glad for, but I did rupture my right eardrum, which is why, according to Sharma, the entire right side of my head is hurting.

      He gave me some antibiotics and suggested warm compresses or over the counter pain relief. I was instructed to keep the ear dry until I see him again next week. Not sure how the fuck I’m supposed to wash my hair if I can’t stick my head under the shower, but I’ll figure it out. I was also told I should take it easy, probably sleep on my back for the time being, and to call him if anything changes.

      I’m just glad he’s letting me get out of here, but since Dana dropped me off this morning, I’ll have to walk back to the station. The sound of a car horn has me scan the parking lot where I spot a sheriff’s unit just pulling around. Randal Donahue—a retired deputy who still volunteers occasionally—pokes his head out the window.

      “I was told to swing by and pick you up. Y’all right?”

      I get in the passenger seat.

      “I’m fine. But I got released like five minutes ago and haven’t talked to anyone. How’d you know?”

      The old man shrugs as he chuckles. “This is Silence; news travels.”

      I’d hardly think my visit to the ER constitutes news, but he makes a point. I guess someone let either Savvy or Brenda, back at the office, know, and they must’ve kept tabs on me.

      But when I walk into the station, Brenda looks surprised to see me.

      “What the hell are you doing here? I just talked to Savvy, she’s still out there up to her eyeballs, and she said you were in the hospital.”

      “Just to check me out, but I’m fine.” I turn to Randal, a little confused. “Then who the hell sent you?”

      “Didn’t I tell ya? That gal at the coffee shop. Bess. Popped in there to grab a quick cuppa and she pulled me aside. Seemed like everyone was congregating there. Busy as all hell. Saw your boy too, slinging coffees like a pro. Anyway, she asked if I had time to fetch ya, and seeing as I was on break…” He shrugs before continuing, “Guess I should be heading back out there now though. Break’s over.”

      With that, he turns and heads toward the exit, slightly stooped with the arthritis I know is plaguing him.

      “Appreciate it, Randall,” I call after him.

      He lifts a hand over his shoulder in response as he pushes through the door.

      So…Bess, huh? Interesting.

      “Don’t look so damn happy,” Brenda snaps. “The shit’s hit the fan today. The latests are a fender bender on Lincoln at Elm, a report of vandals spray-painting the bleachers at the ball park, and to top that off; Jack Fender’s bull escaped and is running wild in Mountainview Park. I’ve got no units left to send out, so, unless you are incapacitated—in which case, what the hell are you doing here—I’m gonna need you to put on a clean shirt and get your ass out there. We’re drowning in calls today.”

      Anyone but Brenda taking that tone with me would get their ass handed to them. However, for her to break out in a rant like that, things must really be bad. I give her a thumbs-up and go in search of a clean shirt.

      Three hours later we have the bull cornered and caught by the public washrooms at the park entrance, the vandals intercepted and cited, their paraphernalia seized, and the fender bender had already been resolved without my help. In the meantime, I’ve also taken a report from the gas station attendant at the Texaco, who had a fill-and-flee incident, and was waved down by Mrs. Dixon, our old librarian, who wasn’t able to get her garbage bin down to the curb for tomorrow’s pickup.

      All in all, it was a busy afternoon, but none of it related to this morning’s fire and I feel out of the loop, despite the constant radio chatter on the subject. So, when I return to the station and notice Savvy’s cruiser parked out in front, I immediately go in search of her to get an update.

      She’s in her office, her head down on her crossed arms on the desk when I walk in.

      “You all right?”

      She looks up and winces. “I should be asking you that. Brenda tells me you got the all clear. I’m sorry I didn’t follow up with you, but this day just⁠—”

      “Got out of hand, I know.” I wave her off. “Fill me in on the fire at Clem’s place. I noticed we still have a part of Main Street blocked off.”

      “Yeah.” She gestures for me to take a seat. “Wasn’t easy to get that fire down with all the flammable materials in the shop, and the fire department had a hard time making sure the neighboring buildings weren’t a total loss as well. As it is, they sustained a lot of damage. Nichols is still at the scene, waiting for the regional fire marshal to get there. He called them in, suspecting arson.”

      “Seriously?” I’m surprised, and add, “I can’t imagine anyone having a beef with Clem, he runs a fair business and is generally well-liked.”

      Arson would imply he or his shop were targeted and I’m finding that hard to believe.

      “I know. I talked to Clem, who is understandably broken up about the whole thing; his great grandfather bought that building and started the business after WWII. He says he can’t think of anyone who might want to hurt it or him. Claims his bills were paid up, and he had no unhappy customers he could think of.”

      “Simply a firebug then?” I wonder out loud.

      Savvy shrugs. “I guess it’s always possible, although those usually start with smaller fires—dumpsters, sheds, maybe abandoned houses—building their way up, but we haven’t had any of those in years.”

      “What about Chance Tanek?” I suggest. “I mean, Clem may not have any enemies, but his brother has made plenty over the years. You just said this was a family business. You and I know Chance no longer has any stake in Main Street Mechanics, but that’s not necessarily common knowledge.”

      Four or five years ago, Chance Tanek was arrested after he lost control of the truck he was driving, hitting three parked vehicles in front of the Methodist church on a Sunday morning. Not only was he drunk out of his skull, and already lost his license as a result of multiple prior DUIs, but he borrowed the truck he was driving from the shop. It belonged to a customer who was scheduled to pick it up Monday morning.

      Clem about lost his shit when we notified him. He took a huge hit and ended up paying damages out of pocket to save his business; there was no way insurance would cover any of it. Then he turned around and had his brother sign over his share of Main Street Mechanics as repayment.

      She nods in agreement. “Althof is already on that. I put him in charge of the investigation, and he’s trying to track Chance down for a word.”

      Rick Althof is the Edwards County Sheriff’s Office newest addition. A transplant from Coeur d’Alene where he was a detective for the police department, he now fills the newly commission-approved role of sheriff’s investigator. The guy is a bit of a loner, keeps to himself most of the time, but seems decent enough.

      “Now…about you,” Savvy redirects the conversation. “What did the doctor say?”

      “No concussion. Just a scratch on my scalp and my right ear is a bit messed up, but⁠—”

      “Messed up, how?”

      “Ruptured eardrum but it should heal on its own.”

      “I bet he told you to take it easy, and yet, here you are,” she says pointedly, gesturing at me.

      “But I’m heading home now to do just that,” I quickly announce, getting to my feet.

      “Is there any point in me telling you not to show your face tomorrow?” she asks when I’m halfway out the door.

      I shoot her a grin over my shoulder.

      “Probably not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Bess

      

      “Do you have a minute?”

      Dana lifts her eyes from the chart she’s reading and registers surprise, seeing me at the clinic. She immediately gets to her feet.

      “Bess? Sure. Everything all right? What are you doing here?”

      She fires off questions as she ushers me into the nearest treatment room.

      “I’m fine. I was passing by on my way to Sacha Levy’s place to pick up some eggs and thought I’d pop in.”

      Dana looks at me expectantly, knowing full well I wouldn’t just drop in at the clinic unless there was a good reason.

      “And…” I continue. “I figured I could ask you about a sleep issue I’ve been having.”

      “As in…what kind of issue are we talking about?” she prompts

      “As in, I can’t get any. Sleep, that is.”

      “That explains a lot.” She nods.

      “Like what?”

      She shrugs. “You’ve seemed a bit…absent. Not all there. And, I’m sorry to say it because I love you, but you look like a dish rag. Wrung out with that slightly gray tinge.” She pinches her thumb and index finger together. “I was this close to pulling you aside the morning of the fire, but it wasn’t the right moment for a concerned friend talk.”

      She gestures for me to sit on the edge of the bed while she pulls a rolling stool from under the small desk and sits down right in front of me.

      “What are we talking about? Can’t fall asleep? Can’t stay asleep?”

      “Neither. It takes me hours to finally doze off and then I sleep maybe half an hour, at best, before I wake up again.”

      “More frequent bathroom breaks?”

      I shrug. “I go a lot more, not because I have to, but because it’s something to do in the middle of the night.”

      “Any complaints other than sleeping? Any pains or ailments? Irregular periods?”

      I bark out a laugh before realizing it isn’t really funny.

      “Did you forget my uterus is long gone?”

      She winces. “Jesus, I’m sorry. Of course.”

      She’s one of the very few who know I was diagnosed with endometrial cancer at twenty-three years old which cost me my uterus, but that left me alive and cancer-free.

      I was living in Seattle at the time. My mother had moved us there when I was fourteen because of better job opportunities for her. I didn’t want to move, but I had no choice; being a single mother, Mom was the only parent, the only one providing for us, so she made the call.

      “What about mood swings? Hot flashes?”

      “You think I’m menopausal? I’m not even forty,” I protest.

      “You will be in three months and it’s not unheard of, women who have a hysterectomy but still have their ovaries can enter perimenopause earlier than average.”

      I scoff. I might as well have official spinster tattooed on my forehead.

      “No new pains or ailments. I haven’t noticed any hot flashes, unless you count pulling my muffins out of the oven, and the only mood swings I have are a direct result of not sleeping,” I grumble, already regretting my impromptu visit.

      Dana grins and lifts her hands in capitulation.

      “Fair enough, but I think it’s been a while since you’ve had your blood work done, so why don’t we do that and make sure there’s nothing else going on.”

      I quietly concede with a nod, and Dana opens a drawer to pull out a couple of collection tubes, a syringe, alcohol wipes, and a tourniquet.

      “It was the phone call,” I blurt out when I feel the needle slide under my skin.

      Dana, who is focused on her work, lifts her gaze.

      “Phone call?” she prompts.

      “Yeah. Remember Ken?”

      She looks shocked. “Your half brother? I thought you lost touch with him.”

      I nod. More like I banned him from my life, but lost touch with him sounds much friendlier.

      “I was surprised too.”

      I’d actually been too shocked to speak which, as it turned out, wasn’t necessary anyway. He did all the talking.

      “Seeing as you think it had something to do with your inability to sleep, I gather the call didn’t go well?” she probes gently as she slips the needle from my arm.

      “Fair statement. He was just stirring up old family drama.”

      It had been a lot more than that, but there’s no way I can talk about it.

      Hell, other than Savvy, I haven’t even told anyone Ken was in jail. He’d been seventeen when we moved to Seattle and quickly got himself tangled up with a street gang, The Lotus Squad. That was not a great time. Mom did her best to pull him out of that world, but he brushed her off. He dropped out of school and barely came home anymore.

      By the time he was twenty-one, he was in jail, convicted of a list of violent, gang-related crimes—including an aggravated robbery—earning him a twenty-five-year sentence. I only saw him once while he was incarcerated. Let’s just say that was an experience I didn’t wish to repeat, and I actively erased him from my life out of self-preservation.

      Until he called me, I hadn’t spoken to him in twenty years.

      “Family drama is the worst,” Dana commiserates.

      She tapes down the cotton ball she’s had pressed against the puncture wound.

      “There. I’ll send these off to the lab. In the meantime, let’s see if we can’t help you sleep a little better, because you look like it won’t take much before you hit a wall.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I mutter, as she pulls a prescription pad from a drawer.

      She tosses me a sympathetic smile. “It actually pisses me off a little that even looking like a dish rag, you are still this beautiful.”

      “Nice try,” I return.

      She signs the prescription and tears the note off the pad, handing it to me with a flourish.

      “I only speak the truth,” she insists, before getting back to business. “Ambien; take five milligrams once a day, right before bedtime. Let’s see what that does, we can always go up. Keep in mind though, this a short-term fix and not recommended for continued use, but it should get you some decent sleep.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “I’ll call you when I get the results of your blood work back, and we’ll go from there.”

      I thank her again, and with my prescription clutched in my hand, I walk out the door, only to smack into a solid form.

      “Whoa, imagine bumping into you.”

      I lift my head to find warm brown eyes in a handsome, friendly face looking down at me.

      “Dr. Sharma. Sorry, I didn’t look where I was going.”

      “It’s Rohan, and the fault is all mine. What brings you here?”

      Feeling a bit put on the spot, I shove the prescription Dana wrote me into my coat pocket. That’s when I notice a pair of perfectly blue eyes watching me from behind Rohan.

      The sight of Hugo flusters me a little, and I’m suddenly in a hurry to get out of here.

      “Just popped in to see Dana,” I skirt around the truth. “But I’m afraid I have to run. See you around, Doc.”

      I turn on my heel and bolt for the exit, ignoring the hospital pharmacy in the lobby. I’ll hit up the pharmacy downtown after I close the shop, it’s only a block or two away.

      I’m almost at my little white Toyota Prius when my name is called. I turn to see Hugo is easily gaining on me.

      “How long are you going to keep lying to me?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hugo

      

      Once again, as soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize they probably weren’t the most diplomatic ones to invite answers.

      The instant anger flushing Bess’s face confirms it. She turns her back on me and unlocks the doors of that little white dinky toy she drives.

      I brace my hand against the door in an effort to prevent her from getting in and taking off, before I have a chance to make things right.

      “Can I try that again?” I plead in a soft voice, adding, “Please?”

      Her head remains low, so I can’t see her expression, but from the set of her shoulders I deduce I’m not her favorite person right now.

      “Bess, come on, we’re friends. We’ve been friends forever. Being concerned about each other’s well-being is normal. Why is it you get pissed off at me when I’m just worried about you?”

      When she doesn’t respond, I push on, “Are you ill? Is that why you were seeing Dana in the clinic?”

      Thinking I have her attention, I let go of her door, but she immediately pulls it open and gets behind the wheel.

      Not about to give up, I shove my head inside the car before she can slam the door shut on me. With my face suddenly inches from hers, I notice her eyes swimming with tears.

      “Hey…”

      I lift a hand to brush her bangs out of her face, but she quickly jerks her head out of the way and lifts a hand.

      “Don’t…”

      Realizing I’m getting in her space, I crouch down in the door opening beside her car to give her some room.

      “Look, I’m here for you. I may not always be good with words, but⁠—”

      She snorts loudly and interjects with a healthy dose of humor, “Now there’s an understatement.”

      “But…” I repeat. “I am a decent listener, and I’m your friend. I care.”

      Funny how every time I use the term friend, it feels progressively wrong. I’ve known Bess forever. Only by sight when she was a kid, before her family moved away, but I’ve gotten to know her in person since she returned to Silence. Especially since she opened Strange Brew and it became an almost daily stop.

      She proved a good friend during Emily’s battle with the aggressive cancer that took my wife’s life way too soon. While we were spending most of our time in Spokane for treatments, Bess offered Carson a safe and caring place to come after school. She made sure he ate a decent meal when we’d run late. On top of that, she organized a support tree of friends and neighbors who helped with basic things like laundry, cleaning, groceries, and cooking. Especially during that last month, when my singular focus was looking after my wife. If not for the quiet support at my back, I don’t think either my son or I would’ve come through.

      But at some point in these past months something changed. A slow realization Bess is different from others I’d consider friends. More.

      After losing a loved one—and even though Emily’s and my marriage was far from ideal, I did love her—sometimes you need to raise a protective shield in order to be able to put one foot in front of the other. There was little I let myself care about, especially that first year after her death. Numb was my preferred state of being, getting through everyday life from muscle memory. It was easier that way.

      Then I almost lost my son last year. A wake-up call of epic proportions that ripped the protective layer right off my soul, leaving me raw. Bess was there, in the aftermath. Always unassuming, but also unmistakable, to the point where I felt it when she was not around.

      I’ve always thought her beautiful; the black hair framing her delicate features, and her generous mouth that would easily split into a wide, ready smile. There’s a lightness to Bess. Something happy and uncomplicated and nurturing.

      But right now, that lightness is gone, and that’s what worries me.

      I’m rewarded with the hint of a smile when she looks at me.

      “Insomnia. I haven’t been sleeping and it’s taking its toll,” she finally explains.

      “How come?” I probe gently, keeping a lid on the instant flood of creative ways I can imagine myself helping her get to sleep.

      She scoffs and her eyes slide out the front window.

      “Who knows. Old age?” she jokes with a humorless chuckle.

      “You? Hardly. If you’re old, what does that make me? I’ve got quite a few years on you.”

      Seven to be exact, but who’s counting?

      “Yeah, but guys get better with age; a little silver, more rugged, slightly seasoned. Women…well, we get sagging boobs, cankles, and menopause. It’s not fair.”

      I almost choke trying to keep from busting out laughing. I have a feeling that would not be a good move.

      “I’m not sure what cankles are and I’m guessing menopause is still some years off, but I am positive your boobs are perfect right where they are.”

      I’m glad my only slightly off-color comments put an instant blush on her cheeks and have her slapping a hand over her mouth to contain a surprised snicker. I was hoping to lighten the mood a little, and maybe drop the hint I see her as more than just a friend.

      Encouraged, I decide to push that envelope a bit.

      “I have an idea. Why don’t I pick you up at six, and we’ll go grab some dinner and have a few glasses of wine. I’ve been wanting to try out that new place, Fusion. I was told it’s good. And who knows?” I add. “Maybe a good meal and a few drinks will help get you to sleep.”

      And if that doesn’t work, there are a few other tricks I might have up my sleeve.

      “I don’t know. It’s been a crazy week. I probably should⁠—”

      I’m not surprised she’s trying to blow me off. That seems to be her default, but I’m not going to let that stop me.

      “You’ve gotta eat anyway. Might as well be a fabulous meal at a nice restaurant in good company.”

      “Oh, Carson will be there?” she jokes, laughing at my expense.

      “As awesome as my son is, that was cruel and unnecessary,” I scold her. “I’m afraid you’ll have to content yourself with me.”

      I stand up, needing to stretch the cramped muscles in my legs.

      “I guess I can manage a meal with you for company,” she teases, and I’m glad to see a bit of a sparkle back in her expressive eyes. “As you said, a girl has to eat.”

      “Good. Six, be ready.”

      She throws me a mock salute and starts her car. I close her door and step back, as she pulls out of the parking spot and drives off.

      When I get behind the wheel of my truck a few moments later, I catch a glimpse of myself in the rearview mirror.

      I’m smiling.
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