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        A blank is the only thing I draw well.

        
          — T-SHIRT
        

      

      “A girl, a mocha latte, and a naked dead man walk into a bar,” I said, turning to the naked dead man sitting in my passenger seat. The elderly naked dead man who’d been riding shotgun in my cherry red Jeep Wrangler, aka Misery, for two days now. We were on a stakeout. Sort of. I was staking out a Mr. and Mrs. Foster, so I was definitely on a stakeout. No idea what Naked Dead Man was on. Considering the fact that he looked about 112, probably blood thinners. Cholesterol medication. And, judging from the state of his manhood, which I couldn’t stop seeing every single time I turned toward him, Viagra. If I were to hashtag that moment, my status would read something like #impressed.

      I gave him two thumbs up, then looked back at the house again, happy to be sitting in Misery. The Jeep, not the emotion. I’d just picked her up from the car hospital two days earlier. She’d had several surgeries to fix her broken girlie bits because a raving lunatic rammed into her. He’d knocked her into a state of mangled disrepair and me, as I was in the driver’s seat at the time, into a state of oblivion. I stayed in that state long enough for Mr. Raving Lunatic to cart me off to a deserted bridge to kill me. He failed and died in the process, but Misery had paid a high price for his nefarious machinations. Why did bad guys always try to hurt the ones I loved?

      And this one had succeeded. Misery was hurt. Bad. No one wanted to work on her. Said she couldn’t be saved. Said to give her over to the scrap yard. Thankfully, a family friend with a body shop and a few incriminating photos, which just happened to have found their way into my possession, agreed with great reluctance to try.

      Noni kept her for two long weeks before calling to tell me that he’d almost lost her a couple of times, but she’d pulled through with flying colors. When I got the green light to go pick her up, I tore out of my apartment so fast, I left a dust trail behind me, along with a flummoxed best friend, who’d been telling me about the couple in 3C. They were apparently newlyweds, if their energy to do it – her words – all night every night was any indication. I hurried back to her, however, because I didn’t have a car and I needed a ride.

      When we picked up Misery, Noni tried to tell me everything he’d had to do to her to get her up and running, but I held up a hand to stop him, unable to bear it. This was Misery he was talking about. Not some random Wrangler off the streets. This was my Wrangler. My best friend. My baby.

      Holy cow, I needed a life.

      I had to hand it to Noni, though. Misery was good as new. Better than I was, anyway. Ever since that night, I’d been having problems sleeping. I suffered from debilitating nightmares that left me screaming into my pillow, and I jumped every time someone dropped a feather.

      But at least Misery was okay. Like, really okay. It was weird. Her cough was gone. Her sluggish response time was no longer an issue. Her reluctance to wake up in the mornings as she sputtered in protest every time I tried to fire all engines was nonexistent. Now she started on the first try, no groaning or whining, and she purred like a newborn kitten. How Noni had managed to fix her insides as well as her outsides I’d never know, but the guy was good. And Noni was my new best friend. Well, after Misery. And Cookie, my real best friend. And Garrett, my kind of, sort of best friend. And Reyes, my… my… 

      What was Reyes? Besides the dark and sultry son of evil? My boy toy? My love slave? My 24/7 booty call?

      No.

      Well, yes.

      He was all those things, but he was also my almost fiancé. All I had to do was say yes to the proposal he’d written on a sticky note, and he would be my fiancé for reals. Until then, however, he was my almost fiancé.

      No, my soon-to-be fiancé.

      No! My nigh fiancé.

      Yeah, that’d work.

      I turned back to the naked dead man, stuffed a couple of Cheez-Its into my mouth, and confessed my latest sin.

      “I’m just kidding,” I said through the crackers, regretting the fact that I’d tempted him and now had no follow-up. No punch line. “I don’t know any ‘girl, mocha latte, dead man’ jokes. Sorry to get your hopes up like that.” He didn’t seem to mind, however. He sat staring straight ahead as always, his gray eyes clouded and watery with age, oblivious of my charm, my clever repartee, and my intellectual wit. He was ignoring me!

      It happened.

      “Cheez-It?” I offered him.

      Nothing.

      “Okay, but you have no idea what you’re missing here.”

      I could only hope that one day he’d actually talk to me; otherwise, this was going to be a very one-sided relationship. I dusted Cheez-It gunk off my hands and went back to a drawing I’d been working on. Since he didn’t talk, I had no way of finding out his identity. And in my attempt to avoid eye contact with Naked Dead Man’s penis over the last couple of days, I’d also avoided several key clues as to said identity. First, he had a long scar that ran from under his left arm, over his rib cage, and down until it ended at his belly button. Whatever had caused it couldn’t be pleasant, but it could be vital in identifying him. Second, he had a tattoo on his left biceps that looked very old-school military. It was faded and the ink had spread, but I could still make out an eagle with its talons gripping a United States flag. And third, right underneath his tattoo was a surname, presumably his: ANDRULIS. I’d taken out my memo pad and pen and was drawing the tat, since I had yet to find a camera that could photograph the departed.

      I did my darnedest to draw the tat while simultaneously balancing the Cheez-It box against the gearshift, within arm’s reach, and keeping an eye on the Fosters’ house. Sadly, I sucked at two out of three of those tasks. Mostly at drawing. I’d never gotten the hang of it. I failed finger painting in kindergarten, too. That should have been a clue, but I’d always wanted to be the next Vermeer or Picasso or, at the very least, the next Clyde Brewster, a boy I’d went to school with who drew exploding walls and houses and buildings. No idea why. Alas, my destiny did not lie within the lines of graphite or the strokes of a paintbrush, but at the whim of dead people with PTDD: post-traumatic death disorder.

      Oh, well. It could have been worse. Clyde Brewster, for example, ended up in prison for trying to blow up a Sack-N-Save. Thankfully, he was better at art than at demolitions. He’d asked me out several times, too. #Dodgedabullet.

      “I know you’re not really into baring your soul,” I said, eyeing Mr. Andrulis’s bare, naked soul, “figuratively speaking, but if there’s anything you want or need, I’m your girl. Mostly because not many people on Earth can see you.”

      I added a shadow on the eagle’s face with my blue ink pen, trying to make it look noble. It didn’t help. It still looked cross-eyed.

      “And those who can see the departed usually see only a gray mist where you might be. Or they’ll feel a rush of cold air when you walk past. But I can see you, touch you, hear you, pretty much anything you.”

      Maybe if I added highlights on its beak, it would look more like an eagle and less like a duck.

      “My name is Charley.”

      But I was using a pen. I couldn’t erase. Damn it. I had to think ahead. Real artists thought ahead. I’d never get into the Louvre at this rate.

      “Charley Davidson.”

      I tried to scratch off some of the ink, bracing the memo pad against my steering wheel. I tore a tiny hole in the paper instead and cursed under my breath.

      “I’m the grim reaper,” I said from between gritted teeth, “but don’t let that bother you. It’s not as bad as it sounds. I’m also a private investigator. That’s not as bad as it sounds either. And I shouldn’t have given your eagle eyelashes. He looks like Daffy Duck in drag.”

      Giving up, I wrote the name underneath the eagle-ish-type drawing, consoling myself with the fact that abstract art was all the rage before pulling out my phone and snapping a shot of my masterpiece. After angling it this way and that, trying to get the focus just right, I realized the eagle looked better when turned on its side. More masculine. Less… water fowl.

      I saved the best one and deleted the rest as a car pulled up to the Foster house. A nervous thrill rushed up my spine. I put down my pen and memo pad and took a sip of my whipped mocha latte, forcing myself to calm as I waited to see who was driving the gold Prius. I was spying on the Fosters, who lived in a modest neighborhood in the Northeast Heights, because I’d been asked to by a friend of mine. She was a special agent with the FBI, like her father before her, and this had been his case, one of the few that went unsolved under his watch. I was trying to help her solve it, though solving might be a strong word. If my hunch was correct, and I liked to think it was, I had insider information that my friend’s father was never privy to. Mr. Foster owned an insurance company, and Mrs. Foster ran the office of a local pediatrician. And approximately thirty years ago, their son was taken from them, never to be seen again. I was about 100 percent certain I knew what happened to him.

      I eased forward and pressed against the steering wheel, angling for a better look at the driver when my aunt Lil’s voice wafted toward me from the backseat.

      “Who’s the hottie?” she asked, her blue hair and floral muumuu solidifying around her as she materialized in my rearview.

      I tossed a wink over my right shoulder. “Hey, Aunt Lil. How was your trip to Bangladesh?”

      “Oh, the food!” She waved a hand extravagantly. “The people! I was in heaven, I tell ya. Not literally, though.” She cackled in delight at her joke.

      Aunt Lil had died in the ’60s, a fact she’d only recently discovered. So, she couldn’t have actually eaten or interacted with the native population. At least, not the living native population. I’d never thought about her visiting the departed when she traveled. Now, that would be fascinating.

      She hitched a thumb toward my newest friend and wriggled her penciled brows. “You gonna introduce us?”

      The garage door rose and the driver pulled inside but didn’t close the door. It gave me hope. I just wanted a glimpse. A tiny peek.

      “He’s not very talkative,” I said, squinting for a better view when the driver’s-side door opened, “but I think his last name is Andrulis. It’s on his tattoo.”

      “He’s got some ink?” She leaned forward and spotted Mr. A’s package. It was hard to miss.

      “Good heavens,” she said, her eyes rounding in appreciation.

      Before I could get a look at the driver, the garage door started closing. “Darn,” I whispered, tilting my head in unison with the descending door until it completely blocked my view.

      I’d seen a woman’s foot as she stepped out of the car before the door closed completely. That was about it.

      “He’s certainly been blessed,” she said.

      I laid my head against the steering wheel and expelled a loud breath as disappointment washed over me. I’d been handed a file that could hold many answers to the puzzle that was Reyes Alexander Farrow, my nigh fiancé, and the Fosters were a big piece of the puzzle. Their first son had been kidnapped while napping in his room. Because there was never a ransom demand and no witnesses, the trail went cold almost immediately despite a massive search and public pleas from the parents. But the FBI agent assigned to the case never gave up. He’d always believed there was more to the case than just a kidnapping. And so did his daughter. We’d worked a couple of cases together in the past. She knew about my rep for solving difficult crimes, and she’d asked me to look at this cold case that had been the bane of her father’s existence.

      And that was the day that Reyes Farrow’s kidnapping fell into my lap. He was the child who had been abducted almost thirty years prior. I glanced down at the file stuffed between my seat and the console. So much potential there. So much heartache.

      “Don’t you think?”

      I blinked back to Aunt Lil. “Think what?”

      “That he’s been blessed.”

      “Oh, yeah, I do.” I couldn’t help another glance. “But it’s just so… there. So unavoidable.” I tore my gaze away and pointed to his tat. “So, the name Andrulis. Does that ring any bells?”

      “No, but I can do some investigating. See what turns up. Speaking of which, I have an idea I want to run past you.”

      I shifted around so I could see her better. “Shoot.”

      “I think we should work together.” She jammed a bony elbow into my side encouragingly, her arm passing through the seat to poke me.

      “Ooooh-kay,” I said with a light chuckle.

      “Ha! I knew it was a good idea.” Her face brightened, the grayish tones of life after death lightening just a little.

      It could work. We could be the Dynamic Duo. Only without capes, sadly enough. I’d always wanted to do good deeds in a red cape. Or, at the very least, a mauve towel.

      After taking another sip of my now lukewarm mocha latte – which was better than no mocha latte any day of the week – I asked, “Are you planning to draw a salary?”

      “The way I see it, we should split the take fifty–fifty.”

      I stifled a grin. “That’s the way you see it, huh?”

      “Oh, and we probably need code names.”

      Her suggestion made me choke on my next sip. “Code names?” I asked through the coughs.

      “And code phrases like, ‘The sun never sets in the east.’ That could mean, ‘Switch to plan B.’ Or it could mean, ‘Let’s grab a bite to eat before the men come over.’”

      “The men?” She’d really thought this through.

      “Or it could mean, ‘How do you get blood out of silk?’ Because as PIs, we’ll need to know stuff like that.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” The file caught my attention again, and I turned back to the Foster house. “Blood can be stubborn.” Maybe I should just walk up and knock on the door. I could say I was helping a friend with an old case. I could ask if there were any new developments we hadn’t been informed of. I could ask if they knew that the man recently released from prison after doing ten years for a crime he didn’t commit was their son. I could ask if they knew what he’d been through, what he’d suffered at the hands of the man who raised him. But what good would adding guilt on top of guilt do anybody?

      “Are you okay, pumpkin cheeks?”

      I shook out of my thoughts. “Yeah, it’s just… well, two hours down the drain, and for what?” I gestured toward the Fosters’ house. “A foot in a sensible shoe driving a sensible car.”

      She looked across the street toward the house. “What were you hoping to see?”

      Her question took me by surprise. Even I wondered what I was really doing there. Did I simply want to see the woman who might have given birth to the man of my dreams? Did I want a glimpse of the man who may have been his human father?

      Reyes was the son of Satan, forged in the fires of hell, but he’d been born on earth to be with me. To grow up with me. He’d done his homework and chose a steady, professional couple to be his human parents. He’d planned for us to go to the same schools, shop at the same stores, and eat at the same restaurants. Sadly, even the best-laid plans go awry.

      “I’m not really sure, Aunt Lil.” What had I been hoping to see? A glimpse of Reyes’s past? Of his future? What he would look like in the years to come? Since it had been only a few days since a crazy man tried to kill me, I was trying not to rush terribly headlong into any situation, no matter how innocuous it might seem on the surface. I’d decided to take the week off. Reckless behavior would just have to wait until I’d healed a tad more.

      “Goodness, that won’t do. You can’t just call me Aunt Lil willy-nilly. We’ll definitely need code names. What do you think of Cleopatra?”

      I chuckled softly. “I think it’s perfect.”

      “Oh! Trench coats! We’ll need trench coats!”

      “Trench coats?”

      “And fedoras!”

      Before I could question her further, she was gone. Vanished. Vamoosed. I loved that woman. She took eccentric to a whole new level. Still, I had work to do, and sitting at a stakeout just to catch a glimpse of the Fosters was ridiculous. I started Misery, then picked up the Cheez-Its and stuffed a handful into my mouth the very second the phone rang. Naturally. Because when else would it ring?

      I hurried and chewed before answering my bestie’s ring. Cookie worked cheap, which made her the best receptionist in all of Albuquerque, in my humble opinion. But she was also very good at her job. I’d set her on the task of finding everything she could about the Fosters. She was as fascinated as I was.

      After another quick sip to wash down the crumbs, I finally answered. “Do you think if I lived on Cheez-Its and coffee alone, I’d ultimately starve to death?”

      “They had another son,” she said, her voice full of awe.

      I had no idea what that had to do with my question. “Does he eat Cheez-Its?”

      “The Fosters.”

      I bolted upright. “Can you repeat that?”

      “The Fosters had another son.”

      “No way.”

      “Way.” I heard her fingernails clicking on the keyboard as she worked her magic. “Very much way.”

      “After Reyes?”

      “Yes. Three years after the abduction.”

      “Do you know what this means?” I asked, my awe matching her own.

      “I certainly do.”

      “Reyes Farrow —”

      “— has a brother.”

      #Holyshit.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      
        Note to self: Thanks for always being there.

        
          — T-SHIRT
        

      

      I sat stewing in a foggy kind of astonishment. Cook did, too. We sat in absolute silence, broken only by the sound of Cheez-Its crunching between my teeth, for several tense seconds.

      “Are you still on your stakeout?” Cookie asked at last.

      I swallowed. “Yes. I think Mrs. Foster came home, but her garage door closed before I could catch a glimpse. I have, however, bonded with the naked dead man in my passenger seat.”

      “Well, there’s that.”

      “Right? He has a tat. I’m sending you a picture.”

      “Of his tat?” she asked, surprised.

      “Of my drawing of his tat. Hold on.” I sent the pic with the caption Don’t judge underneath it. “Okay, how are things back at the fort?”

      “A Mr. Joyce came in and insisted on seeing you today. He seemed really agitated. He wouldn’t leave his number or anything. I told him you’d be back this afternoon. Is this a new kind of Rorschach test?” She was referring to my drawing.

      “Turn it sideways.”

      “Oh, okay. Andrulis.”

      “Do you know him?” I asked, my voice edged with hope.

      “Nope. Sorry. I knew an Andrus once. He was hairy.”

      I checked out Mr. A. “This guy isn’t that hairy. He is well endowed, though.”

      “Charley,” she said, appalled. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “Dude, it’s right there. It’s not like I can miss it.”

      “Oh, poor man. How would you like to be walking around naked for all eternity?”

      “You just described my worst nightmare.”

      “I thought your worst nightmare was that one where you are eating a hot pickle and it burned your lips and they swelled until you looked like you’d had injections.”

      “Oh, yeah, there’s that one, too. Thanks for bringing all that back up again. I should sleep beautifully tonight.”

      “Did you call your uncle?”

      My uncle Bob, a detective for the Albuquerque Police Department, had the hots for Cookie, and Cookie had the hots for him – but neither one would make the first move. I got so tired of watching them pine for each other that I decided to do something about it. I set Cookie up on a date with a friend of mine to make Uncle Bob, or Ubie as I liked to call him in my therapy sessions while trying to explain why I had a debilitating fear of mustaches, jealous. Maybe a little competition would light a fire under his ass. The same ass Cookie had a major thing for.

      “Sure did. How’s our plan coming along?”

      “You mean your plan?”

      “Fine, how’s my plan coming along?”

      “I don’t know about this, Charley. I mean, if Robert wanted to go out with me, he’d ask, right? I’m not sure trying to make him jealous is a good idea.”

      It always took me a minute to figure out who Robert was. “Are you kidding? It’s a fantastic idea. It’s Uncle Bob we’re talking about here. He needs motivation.” I gave one last glance to the Fosters’ house before driving off.

      “What if he loses interest?”

      “Cook, have you ever lost interest in a pair of shoes because someone else was looking at them?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Didn’t it make you want them even more?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      I turned onto Juan Tabo and started back toward the office. “Okay, I’m headed that way. How about lunch?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      My office was on the second floor of the best brewery the Duke City had to offer. It’d recently undergone a change of ownership when Reyes bought it from my dad. The idea of Reyes as a business owner warmed the cockles of my heart. Whatever those were.

      “He has a brother,” I said, still stunned at the possibilities of it all.

      “He has a brother,” she agreed.

      This I had to see.

       

      I wound around tables and chairs to get to Cookie. Fortunately, she’d grabbed us a spot before the mad rush hit. Ever since Reyes took over, the place had been jumping. Business was always pretty good, but with a new owner who was also a local celebrity – Reyes made national news when the man he’d gone to jail for killing was discovered alive – and the addition of a brewery in the building adjacent to the bar, patronage had tripled. Now the place was packed with men who wanted the fresh brews and women who wanted the brewer himself. Hussies.

      I walked stiffly past the worst hussy of them all: my former BFF, who’d apparently decided to move in. Jessica had been at the restaurant every day for over two weeks. Most days more than once. I knew she was hot for my man, but holy cow.

      Clearly, I’d have to say yes to Reyes soon. This was getting ridiculous. He needed a ring on his finger – and fast. Not that that would stop them all, but hopefully it would thin out the horde.

      A tatter of giggles erupted from Jessica’s table as I passed. She was probably telling them the tale of Charley Davidson, the girl who claimed to talk to dead people. If she only knew. Then again, if she were to die soon, I’d totally ignore her. She’d want me to talk to her then.

      “You brought me a flower,” Cookie said as I plopped down across from her, collapsing into the seat with a dramatic flair I usually reserved for the evening cocktail hour.

      “Sure did.” I handed the daisy over to her.

      “So, a homeless guy?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. He was at the corner up the street and walked through traffic to hand it to me.”

      “How much?” she asked, a knowing smirk on her face.

      “Five.”

      “You paid five dollars for this? It’s plastic. And filthy.” She shook it to get the layer of dirt off. “He probably stole it off someone’s grave.”

      “It was all I had on me.”

      She shook her head in disappointment. “How can they always pick the suckers out of a crowd?”

      “No clue. Did you order?”

      “Not yet. I was just glad to get a table. That man came back in, Mr. Joyce. He’s still agitated and was not happy you wouldn’t be back to the office until one.”

      “Well, he’ll just have to hold his horses. PIs have to eat, too.”

      “And I see your bestie is back again.”

      I glanced back at Jessica’s table. “I think she should have to pay rent.”

      “I concur wholeheartedly.”

      A slow warmth spread over me as I spoke. The heat that forever surrounded Reyes curled around me like smoke. I could feel him near. His interest scorching. His hunger undeniable. But before I could seek him out, another emotion hit me. A cooler one, harder though no less powerful: regret. I turned and watched as my dad made his way to our table.

      “Hey, Dad,” I said, nudging a chair with my foot.

      He pushed it back to the table. “I just came in to finish up the last of the paperwork.” He looked around Calamity’s. “I think I’ll miss this place.”

      I was sure he would, but nostalgia was not the emotion I felt emanating from him.

      “Why don’t you sit down, Leland?” Cookie asked.

      He snapped back to us. “That’s okay. I have a few errands to run before I head out.”

      “Dad,” I said, my lungs struggling for air underneath the oppressive sadness and regret pouring out of him, “you don’t have to go.” He was leaving my stepmother for a sailboat. Not that I blamed him. A sailboat would at least be useful. But why now? Why after all these years?

      He waved off my reservations. “No, this will be great. I’ve always wanted to learn how to sail.”

      “So, you start by planning a trip across the Atlantic?”

      “Not across,” he said, his smile a ploy to set my mind at ease. “Not all the way.”

      “Dad —”

      “I’ll take it slow. I promise.”

      “But why? Why all of a sudden?”

      He released a hapless sigh. “I don’t know. I’m not getting any younger, and you only live once. Or, maybe twice in my case.”

      “I had nothing to do with that.”

      “You had everything to do with it,” he countered, and placed a hand over his heart. “I know it. I feel it in here.”

      He swore I’d cured him of cancer, but I’d never healed anyone in my life. It wasn’t in my job description. I dealt more with the other side of life. The after side.

      “Don’t leave her because of me. Please.” If he was leaving my stepmother for my benefit, because of how she treated me, he was a day late and a dollar short. He should have done it when I was seven, not twenty-seven. I could handle her. I’d learned how the hard way.

      Cookie pretended to be studying the menu as Dad shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’m not, pumpkin.”

      “I think you are.” When he dropped his gaze to the sugar jar instead of answering, I added, “And if that’s the case, you’re doing it for the wrong reason. I’m a big girl, Dad.”

      When he looked back at me, his expression held a desperate passion. “You’re amazing. I should have told you that every day.”

      I put my hand over his. “Dad, please sit down. Let’s talk about this.”

      He checked his watch. “I have an appointment. I’ll come see you before I leave. We’ll talk then.” When I narrowed my eyes on him, he added, “I promise. Take care, pumpkin.” He bent and kissed my cheek before heading out the back door.

      “He seems very sad,” Cookie said.

      “He’s lost, I think. Consumed with regret.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I drew in a deep breath. “I’m always okay.”

      “Mm-hmm.” The doubt in her expression only fueled my need to mock her in public.

      “So, what made you think fuchsia pinstripes would look good with yellow?”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      “Duh. It’s what I do. What’s today’s special?”

      “True. But really,” she said, straightening. “Does this look bad?”

      She looked fantastic, but I could hardly tell her that.

      I’d felt Reyes near me, watching the interaction with my dad. I spotted him when I looked toward the board that listed the daily special. He was wearing an apron and had a towel in his hands, drying them as he pushed off the bar and strolled toward us.

      Cookie saw him, too. “Holy mother of all things sexy,” she said, her eyes drinking him in.

      “Right there with ya.”

      “Will I ever get used to that sight?” she asked me, not daring to take her eyes off him.

      “The adorable sight of Reyes Farrow in an apron?”

      “The adorable sight of Reyes Farrow period.”

      A giggle escaped me before I said, “Well, you know what they say: Practice makes perfect.”

      “Exactly. I’ll need lots of practice.”

      “Me, too.”

      A table of women old enough to be his grandmothers waved him down before he got to us. He stopped and listened to them gush over his cooking but kept his sparkling gaze on me. It stole my breath. Everything about him stole my breath. From the way he dried his hands on that towel to the way he lowered his lashes shyly when they propositioned him.

      They propositioned him!

      What the bloody —!

      “We’re very limber,” one of them said, pulling on the apron string Reyes had wrapped around his waist and tied in front.

      Cookie was in the middle of taking a much-needed drink of cold water and burst into a fit of coughs at the woman’s brazenness.

      When Reyes looked back at me, he caught me with my mouth open in astonishment. I slammed it shut, hoping I hadn’t in any way resembled a cow. But he turned back to the women as though suddenly interested in the wares they were peddling. As if.

      Cookie wheezed beside me, trying to get air through her abused esophagus, but I couldn’t worry about that now. I had to win my man back from these silver foxes. One of them had a walker, for goodness’ sake. How limber could she be?

      “Excuse me, busboy,” I said, snapping my fingers in the air to get his attention.

      He ignored me, but I caught the grin he was wearing. I also felt the pleasure my attention gave him. It radiated from his essence and brushed over my skin like hot silk.

      “Busboy,” I repeated, snapping more loudly. “Over here.”

      He finally apologized to the flirty foxes, explaining that his heart belonged to another before he strolled to our table. “Busboy?” he asked, stopping in front of us and leveling a look of concern on a red-faced Cookie.

      She took another sip and waved a hello.

      I gestured to his apron. “You look like a busboy.”

      “In that case, can I clean anything for you?”

      “You can clean your dirty mind,” I said, teasing him. “Having fun?” I indicated the table with a nod.

      “They were complimenting my cooking.” He leaned in very close. “According to consensus, I’m really good at scrambling things.”

      They’d nailed that one. He was really good at scrambling my insides. My emotions. My girlie bits. “That’s wonderful,” I said, pretending not to care, “but we need lunch.”

      “Didn’t you hear? I’ve been demoted to busboy, so you’ll have to ask your server about lunch. I don’t think busboys can take orders.”

      I pulled the apron string in much the same way as the flirt did. “You’ll take my order, and you’ll like it.”

      A soft, deep laugh reverberated out of him. “Yes, ma’am. Can I suggest the Santa Fe chicken with Spanish rice?”

      “You can, but I’ll have the margarita chicken with fries smothered in red chile.”

      “I’ll have the Santa Fe chicken,” Cookie said quickly, so falling for his ploy. He’d probably ordered too many chickens from Santa Fe and now had to hand-sell them to get rid of them. How different could chickens raised in Santa Fe be?

      He flashed her a grin that was so beautiful, my heart skipped several pertinent beats. “Santa Fe chicken, it is. Would you like iced tea with that?” he asked me. When I hesitated, trying to decide between tea and an extra-large nonfat mocha macchiato with caramel sauce on the bottom and a dollop of whipped cream, he said, “It’s a yes/no question.”

      I almost burst out laughing. Ever since he proposed to me on a sticky note, he’d been asking me a lot of yes/no questions to reiterate the fact that his proposal was also a yes/no question.

      I shrugged. “Sometimes it’s not that black-and-white.”

      “Sure it is.”

      Cookie, knowing where this was headed, decided to study her menu again.

      “Then my answer is yes.”

      He stilled, waiting for the punch line. He knew me very well.

      “Yes, I’ll have tea with my lunch and an extra-large nonfat mocha macchiato with caramel sauce on the bottom and a dollop of whipped cream after.”

      Without missing a beat, he said, “Tea, it is.”

      He started to turn, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem —” I lowered my voice. “— warmer than usual.”

      “I’m always okay,” he said, mimicking what I’d said to Cookie earlier. He caught my hand in his and brought the back of it to his lips, kissing it softly. The heat from his mouth was searing.

      It wasn’t until Reyes walked away that I realized the room had grown silent. Every eye was on us. Well, every female eye was on us. I glanced at Jessica and our gazes locked for an uncomfortable moment. She was jealous, and that fact didn’t make me happy. Why was she jealous when she didn’t have any claim to Reyes? Then again, jealousy was in a whole category by itself. One that sat right between instability and insecurity. But her jealously raked across my skin like fingernails.

      Jealousy from Reyes was one thing, but jealousy from humans had a different taste, a different texture. It was hot and abrasive, like putting on scratchy burlap clothes right out of the dryer.

      “When are you going to answer him?” Cookie asked, drawing my attention.

      “When he deserves an answer,” I volleyed.

      “So, saving your life countless times doesn’t warrant an answer?”

      “Sure it does, but he doesn’t need to know that.”

      One corner of her mouth tilted mischievously. “True.”

      And that was one thing I never felt from Cookie. Jealousy. She was just as hot for Reyes as anyone, but she was never jealous of our relationship. She was happy for me, and therein lay the heart of a true friend. I’d thought Jessica was my best friend, but looking back with my 20/20 hindsight, I realized I’d felt jealousy radiate from her on several occasions in school. That should have been a clue, but I’d never been accused of being the brightest bedspread in the hotel.

      “Okay, how are you going to get him over?”

      “Well, since he lives right next door, I thought I’d just pound on the wall.”

      “Not Reyes. Robert.”

      Who was Robert again? Oh, right. “You let me worry about Uncle Bob.”

      Cookie was getting nervous for the seven millionth time, so I went through my plan again from beginning to end. I loved going over it anyway. Mostly because it was brilliant, but also because if Cookie didn’t go along with it, all that brilliance would go down the drain, kind of like my self-esteem every time I ran into Jessica.

      “This first date is just the primer. I’ll get him over right as your date is picking you up. He’ll be so blindsided, he won’t know how to react. What to say.” I giggled like a mental patient at that. “I’ll explain to him that you joined a dating service.”

      “What?” Cookie balked. “He’ll think I’m desperate.”

      “He’ll think you’re ready for a relationship.”

      “A desperate one.” She fanned herself with the menu, her doubt evident in every swish.

      “Cook, lots of people join dating services. It doesn’t have the stigma it used to.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then you’ll go on another date.”

      “With the same guy?”

      “Nope, a different guy.”

      Fear caused panic to spike inside her. “What? Who? You said this would be quick and painless.”

      “It will be. I’m not sure who date number two will be. I have only so many friends who will let me use them unscrupulously.”

      Cookie groaned.

      “This will work, Cook. Unless you want to do something really crazy and just ask him out yourself?”

      “I couldn’t,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “What if he says no? And then it would be really awkward between us for the rest of our lives. We’d have those awkward silences that make my eyebrows sweat.”

      “Oh, yeah, those are pretty awful. Anywho, it’s date number three that will be the clincher. If he doesn’t ask you out before then, we may have to hire an actor.”

      “An actor?”

      “Cook, we’ve already been through this. Why are you questioning everything?”

      “I think I’ve been in denial. But now that it’s really happening, I feel like those people who say they can bungee jump, but when they’re actually standing on the bridge, the reality of the situation hits them in the face.”

      “Yeah, never bungee jump. Reality isn’t the only thing that hits you in the face.”

      “At least the bungee rope didn’t leave a scar.”

      “Thank goodness. So, for date number three, we need someone good. Someone who can be sexy and a butthead at the same time. Someone —” It hit me before I even finished the thought. “I got it.”

      Cookie lunged forward. “Who?”

      A slow, evil grin spread across my face. “Never you mind, missy. If we get that far, you’ll know soon enough. In the meantime, I have some bargaining to do.”

      A loud bout of laughter echoed around me, and I glanced toward Jessica’s table. She was with the same three friends she was always with, and it made me wonder what they did for a living. They came to lunch here together almost every day. And were often here in the evenings as well. Did none of them have families? Responsibilities? A life?

      I thought back to our big blowup in high school. Jessica had said some pretty nasty things. She’d turned on me so fast, my neck hurt. As well as my heart. A fact that she seemed to revel in. When I confronted her and asked her point-blank why she didn’t want to be friends, she told me I had no redeeming qualities. What the hell did that mean?

      Cookie noticed where I was looking. She patted my hand to draw me back.

      “Do you think I have redeeming qualities?”

      She curled my fingers into hers. “You’re totally redeemable. You’re like a thirty percent–off coupon. No! A forty percent–off coupon. And I don’t say that lightly.”

      “Thanks.”

      Again, I felt Reyes’s heat before I saw him. He brought out our food personally, a service Jessica and her friends didn’t receive. Neither did the silver foxes, though they didn’t seem to mind. They kept winking at him, and one licked her lips suggestively. It was so wrong.

      “Oh,” I said after he set our plates down, “I forgot to ask you. If you were a utensil, what would you be?”

      He straightened. “Excuse me?”

      “A utensil. What would you be?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, then asked suspiciously, “Why do you want to know?”

      “It’s for a quiz. It’s guaranteed to let us know if we are compatible. You know, for the long haul.”

      “Really?” he asked. He pulled out a chair, turned it around, and straddled it to sit with us. “You have to take a quiz to see if we’re compatible?”

      “Yes,” I said, trying to recover from that last move. He was just too sexy, straddling that chair, crossing his sinewy arms over the back of it. “Yes. This stuff is important, and they have a ninety-nine percent success rate. It said so.” I dragged out my phone, brought up the online quiz, and held it out to him. “Right here. See?”

      He didn’t even spare it a glance. Cookie was busy cutting into her Santa Fe chicken and fending off an inappropriate smirk.

      “You can’t trust anything on the Internet.”

      “Can, too,” I said, completely offended.

      “So, if I posted a comment saying I was an Arabian prince from Milwaukee?”

      “Yeah, but you’re a big fat liar. You don’t count. I mean, look at your dad. Pathological liar numeral uno. Lying is in your genes.”

      He leaned forward. “There’s only one thing in my jeans right now.”

      “Are you going to take my question seriously or not? This could be the key to our futures.”

      “I have a key in my jeans pocket. You could search.”

      He was completely blowing off our chance at happiness. “What are you, twelve?”

      “Centuries, maybe.”

      “You’re twelve centuries old?”

      He winced. “You know how older women say they are twenty-nine?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I’m kind of doing that.”

      “No, really, how old are you? Wait!” A thought hit me. Hard. Like a baseball thrown from the pitcher’s plate at Wrigley Field. “How old am I?” I hadn’t really thought of it in those terms. I was supposedly from an ancient race of beings from another universe, another plane of existence. How old was I?

      “A machete,” he said, getting up and righting the chair.

      “What?”

      “If I were a utensil.”

      “Does that count as a utensil?”

      He winked at me. “It does in my world.”

      “Okay, fine. I’d be a… a spork! Wait, what does that mean? I’m not sure a machete and a spork are very compatible.”

      He took hold of my chin and lifted my face to his. “I have a feeling a machete and a spork can work very well together.”

      Before I could argue, he bent and pressed his mouth to mine. The heat scorched at first, then penetrated my skin and spread through me like warm honey. The kiss, barely a peck, ended too soon as he rose, surprised Cookie with a quick kiss on her cheek, and went back to the kitchen, giving me a spectacular view of his ass.

      Cookie gasped and touched the spot where Reyes’s lips had brushed, stars bursting from her eyes. “I want that,” she said, suddenly determined.

      I looked back toward the door Reyes had disappeared through. “Well, you can’t have it. It’s mine.”

      “No, not that. Not him.” She shook out of her stupor and said, “I mean, yeah, I’d take him in a heartbeat, but I want that. I want what you two have, damn it.” She set her jaw. “Let’s do this. Let’s set up that stubborn, rascally uncle of yours until he begs me to be his girl.”

      “Yeah, Cookie,” I said, raising my hand for a high five, but she floundered. “Don’t leave me hangin’.”

      “But what if he doesn’t ask me out?”

      After waving toward a couple I didn’t know who’d just stepped in the front door to save my dignity, I lowered my hand and said, “I think the more important question is, do you think a machete and a spork are very compatible?”

      “Charley, you have to quit taking those ridiculous quizzes.”

      “No way. I have to know.”

      “Fine, but why a spork?”

      “Because I’m versatile. I can multitask like nobody’s business. And I like the way it sounds. It’s so… sporky.”
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        Coffee doesn’t ask silly questions.

        Coffee understands.

        
          — BUMPER STICKER
        

      

      We weren’t back in the office ten minutes before the door to the front entrance opened. I’d expected Mr. Joyce, the agitated man with the issues. Instead I got Denise. My evil stepmother. Thankfully, Mr. Joyce was right behind her. He afforded me the perfect excuse not to talk to her.

      Her pallor had a grayish tint to it, and her eyes were lined with the bright red only the shedding of tears could evoke. I honestly didn’t know she had the ability to cry.

      “Can I talk to you?” she asked.

      “I have a client.” I pointed to the man behind her to emphasize that fact.

      Giving her chin a determined upward thrust, she said, “You’ve had clients for two weeks now. I just need a minute.” When I started to argue again, she pleaded with me. “Please, Charlotte.”

      Mr. Joyce was holding a baseball cap, wringing it in his hands. He seemed to be growing more agitated by the second. “I really need to talk to you, Ms. Davidson.”

      “See?” I pinned Denise with a chastising scowl. “Client.”

      She turned on the man, her face as cold and hard as marble. It was an expression I knew all too well. “We just need a minute,” she said to him, her tone razor sharp. “Then she’s all yours.”

      He backed off, raising a hand in surrender as he stepped to a chair and took a seat.

      My temper flared to life, and I had to force myself to stay calm. I was twenty-seven. I no longer had to put up with my stepmother’s insults. Her revulsion. Her petty snubs. And I damned sure didn’t have to put up with her invading my business and bullying my clients. “That was not necessary,” I said to her when she turned back to me.

      “I apologize,” she said, doing a one-eighty. She turned back to Mr. Joyce. “I’m sorry. I’m in a very desperate situation.”

      “Tell me about it,” he said, dismissing her with a wave. He clearly had problems of his own.

      With all the enthusiasm of a prisoner walking up to the hangman’s noose, I led Denise into my office and closed the door. My temper flaring must have summoned Reyes. He was in my office, waiting, incorporeally.

      Then I remembered. He didn’t like Denise any more than I did. Blamed her for most of my heartache as a child. Of course, she’d caused most of it, but Reyes could be… testy when it came to my happiness or lack thereof.

      “Want me to sever her spine?” he asked as I sat behind my desk.

      “Can I think about it and get back to you?” I asked, teasing. Kind of.

      Denise looked toward the wall he was leaning against, the one I was looking at, and naturally saw nothing. But where her usual response would be to purse her lips in disapproval, she wiped at her lapel and sat down instead.

      “What do you want?” I asked her, my tone as cold as her heart.

      “I’m sure you know that your father has left me.”

      “At last.”

      She flinched like I’d slapped her. “Why would you say such a thing?”

      “Are you really asking me that?”

      “I love your father.” She almost came up out of her chair. “I’ve always loved your father.”

      She had me there. She’d always been an attentive wife to him. Of course, attentive included her agenda, which was manipulative, conniving, and venomous. I couldn’t believe that I could dislike someone so much, but Denise had always been that splinter in my relationship with my father. She did everything in her power to keep us apart. Her jealousy was bizarre and childish. Who on earth was afraid of a father’s love for his child? It just made no sense to me. It never had.

      And yet she was never that way toward my sister, Gemma. In fact, she and Gemma were fairly close. I had a feeling Dad’s leaving Denise affected Gemma much more than she was willing to admit. She knew how I felt about our stepmonster, and the fact that she couldn’t go to me when she needed support made me a very bad sibling. But the truth was, she couldn’t. I had no warm and fuzzies where Denise was concerned. She’d made sure of that from day one.

      “I – I need you to talk to him. He’s been sick and, and he’s not thinking straight.”

      “And what do you want me to say?”

      She leveled an exasperated glare on me. “I want you to convince him to come back home where he belongs. He’s still weak. He still needs medical attention.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said with a soft, humorless chuckle, “you want me to convince my father to stay with you? The bane of my existence? The woman who made my childhood a living hell? After everything you’ve put me through, you want my help? Are you insane?”

      Too bad Gemma, a licensed psychiatrist, was at a conference in D.C. I’d call her and schedule an appointment for Denise ay-sap.

      “What have I ever put you through?”

      My temper flared again, and I bit my tongue, literally, to keep my emotions under control. When I lost control, the earth shifted beneath me. An earthquake in the middle of Albuquerque would do no one any good.

      Reyes straightened as though worried I’d lose control as well. I closed my eyes and took several gulps of air. This wasn’t me. I didn’t hate people. I didn’t make them pay for their misdeeds. Too many departed had crossed through me. Too many times I’d seen what people went through, what they’d endured that made them become the people they were when they died. Until I’d walked a mile in her shoes, I could not judge Denise so completely. That would make me no better than she was. I opened my eyes to her stone face, the face that brought nothing but hurt feelings and knotted stomachaches. Maybe two miles.

      “I just have one question,” I said, trying to hold the resentment from my tone lest I sound like her. “Why?”

      “Why?”

      “Yes, why? Why did you hate me from day one? Why did you treat me like a thorn in your side? What on God’s green earth did I ever do to you?”

      She sighed in frustration and let her true colors show through. Her impatience with me, with anything I had to say. “I did no such thing, Charlotte. I don’t hate you. I never have.”

      I leaned forward and gave her my best Sunday smile. “I’ll tell you what. When you can admit that you hate me with every fiber of your being, I’ll help you win back Dad. How does that sound?”

      “I will never say such a horrible thing.”

      I’d offended her. Sweet. “So you can feel it, you just can’t admit to it?”

      She squeezed the pocketbook in her lap, her fingers flexing involuntarily. “Charlotte, can we talk sensibly?”

      “Wait a minute,” I said as understanding dawned. “You’re here because Dad is fed up with the way you treat me, and you’re thinking that if we become besties, he’ll come back to you.”

      “I’m here because I want us all to get into counseling together. Not just Leland and me, but all four of us, including your sister.” Reyes crossed his arms over his chest and went back to holding the wall up while I stood simmering in my astonishment.

      She was a piece of work. “How about you go into counseling for you? Get over yourself. And when that happens, when you can be honest with me, we’ll talk again.” I was being so mean. I wanted to applaud myself. I wasn’t a mean person by nature, so it took a lot of energy to bring out the beast in me and stick with it for more than thirty seconds. Damned ADD. But I was so proud of myself. No more being a carpet for someone else to walk on. I was my own girl, and no one was walking on this carpet but me.

      “Charley,” Cookie said through the intercom.

      I poked the button. “Yes, Cookie?”

      “Um, are you almost done? I need coffee.”

      “Oh, sorry! I’ll get it made and bring you a cup.”

      “Thanks. And can you bring me the box of Nilla Wafers while you’re at it?”

      “Can do.” I jumped up and headed for the Bunn. “Priorities,” I said to Denise. “That’s what life is all about.” I filled the tank with water and scooped coffee into the basket. “And coffee. From now on, I am my own priority.” I picked up the box, fished out a Nilla wafer, and stuffed it into my mouth so I could talk with it full. “No more Chawley cawpet.” Or, well, mumble with my mouth full. Denise hated that shit. “Chawley —” I swallowed. “— Charley carpet has been ripped up, and the only thing left for people to walk on is cracked, splintered wood.” God, I was good at metaphors.

      “I tried,” she said, rising and perching her purse strap on her shoulder.

      “Yes. Yes, you did. And a noble effort it was.” I gestured toward the door, hoping she’d take the hint. “I’m not sure what all this is about, anyway. It’s not like we could really go into counseling. He’s leaving soon for the open sea.”

      She turned back to me, her face full of surprise. She blinked and I felt an understanding wash over her; then she plastered on a fake smile, one full of pity with a heaving sprinkling of contempt. One I had seen far too many times in my twenty-seven years. “And here I thought you could detect lies.”
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