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DEDICATION

	Always to my family and friends who love me in spite of myself. Especially to Kam, who gives me a reason to laugh and reminds me how much I love her.
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Chapter 1

	I stared down at the plate. A grayish mass of something that resembled meatloaf took up much of the dish. Mixed into the ground meat were large, unidentifiable white chunks. A thin layer of burnt crust held most of it together. I recognized the asparagus only by its shape and faded green color. I took a precautionary sniff and straightened as the assault on my senses told my sensitive stomach the unwelcome news—I’d located something awful. 

	I collected my thoughts, corralled my stomach, and tried to answer the question the confused diner asked moments ago. He repeated it, maybe believing the fumes from whatever masqueraded as food had overwhelmed me. 

	“What is this, Odessa?” he said. The customer was a regular, often eating at the restaurant two to three times a week. 

	I worked my mouth into a fixed smile, which was no easy feat considering I didn’t have a clue. “What did you order?” 

	He shook his head and pointed to the offending plate. “Not this.”

	My family’s restaurant, The Blue Moon, in Queens, New York, is famous for its excellent home cooked favorites and the best desserts in town. We pride ourselves on making our clients feel at home. The customer’s expression of confusion reminded me of one of those parallel universes moments. I knew we were in trouble. You know the feeling:  you step into your favorite eatery and everything seems normal, but something is off, especially the food. The staff tries to convince you otherwise, but the warning in your head blares like a three-alarm fire, telling you to run like hell. This guy had the “run like hell” look written all over him. 

	“Sorry.” I picked up the plate. “Why don’t I suggest a juicy steak and the house salad—no charge.” 

	“Okay.” The alarm on his face eased a bit, perhaps appreciating I’d gotten the offending plate away from him. I turned, lost my smile, and headed toward the kitchen and the source of my current problem—my sister, Candace. I hadn’t taken three steps when my best friend, Maggie Swift, entered the restaurant. I groaned, remembering our lunch date.

	Standing just less than five foot four, with red hair and pixie features, Maggie reminded most people of a grown-up Tinker Bell. Her usual cheery demeanor faded as she cut through the dwindling lunch crowd and caught sight of me in The Blue Moon apron, which covered my pink chef’s jacket. She’d expected to find me next door in my little cake shop, O So Sweet, making specialty cakes and desserts for the restaurant and my own customers. I should have been finishing Mr. Hirsch’s birthday cake—double chocolate with pale yellow sugar, miniature sunflowers—but instead one of the waitresses begged me to come to the restaurant to deal with the impending disaster. 

	When Maggie’s bright blue eyes narrowed in confusion, I just shook my head. “Don’t ask,” I said, exhausted from the Herculean task of dealing with complaints about the food. 

	“What is that?” Her nose crinkled. Like a car accident you couldn’t believe or ignore, I read the doubt. 

	“Meatloaf.” I tried to sound convincing, but my heart wasn’t in it. 

	“That’s not meatloaf.” Maggie shook her head. Besides being the mother of my godson, a housewife, and former secretary to the Hicksville chapter of the P.T.A., Maggie aspired to be a private investigator. She worked part-time for a retired New York City detective as a receptionist, secretary, and researcher. She had dreams of opening her own investigation office one day. So, when I shoved a nondescript piece of graying mass in front of her, I trusted her to know it wasn’t meatloaf.

	“Who cooked that?” Maggie arched a quizzical eyebrow at me. 

	“Candace.”

	“Oh my God!” Maggie covered her mouth, realizing she’d drawn the attention of several of the restaurant’s customers. I smiled at their concerned faces and prayed they didn’t order the meatloaf.

	“George is at one of his ex-Marine weekend retreats in Atlanta and Bebe hasn’t shown up for work. Candace insulted the temporary cook so badly the man threatened to join the priesthood to pray for her soul. I need to stop Candace before we get shut down by the board of health and Homeland Security for domestic terrorism,” I said between gritted teeth. We headed toward the kitchen and a confrontation with my sister.

	“Bebe’s never late,” Maggie said. 

	She was right. Eighteen-year-old, Bebe Dunn, former wannabe juvenile delinquent and current sous chef, wouldn’t miss an opportunity to be in charge of George Fontaine’s kitchen. Bebe had come to us from the Queens County Family Court. As a first-time offender, he participated in a work program. It kept him out of trouble and washing dishes. He started off as a bus boy and graduated to food prep and sous chef when the head chef discovered Bebe had a talent for food. At the moment, I had bigger concerns than Bebe’s whereabouts. Before I had a chance to deal with any of them, my phone rang.

	“Dammit.” I handed the plate to Maggie and fished the phone out of my pocket. My fiancée name and image displayed on the small screen. Though a pleasant interruption to my day, Lee’s phone call postponed the much-needed confrontation with my sister. 

	“Hey, honey. I’m a little busy.” I almost dropped the phone when another waitress exited the kitchen carrying a plate of meatloaf. I commanded Maggie to stop her. 

	“Odessa!” Lee’s tone begged my attention. 

	“Can I call you back? Candace is trying to put us out of business,” I said. 

	“Huh?” My declaration had surprised, but not deterred him. “I have a problem. In fact, we have a problem,” he said. 

	I recognized the panicky hitch in his voice. Typically, calm under pressure as a civil lawyer, it took a lot to faze him. Something had knocked him off his center. 

	“My sister!” He declared as if this explained everything. 

	I hated when he thought I could read his mind. Growing impatient at his lack of details, and needing to deal with my own sister-drama, I wanted him to get to the point before Candace killed someone. “What’s wrong with Allie?” Lee’s sister lived in California with her dentist husband. 

	“She’s coming in on the afternoon flight out of Kennedy. I can’t pick her up because I’m trapped in court all day. I need you to get her.”

	This got my attention, and I stopped worrying about mass food poisoning and focused on the conversation. Whatever drama happened at the restaurant couldn’t compare to an unexpected visit from Lee’s sister. My only contact with her had been sociable, but short, phone conversations. Why was she coming to New York City unannounced?

	Was it because I was about to marry her only sibling, whose first marriage ended in divorce? Now, he wanted to tie the knot again with someone who had more differences than a Texas prom queen and a Chinese jockey. Lee, an even-tempered, white, Scot-Irish, lapsed Catholic, jazz lover, who climbed rocks for laughs and giggles. I was a black, Baptist, ex-advertising executive, a dessert chef who believed shopping should be listed as a form of therapy by the American Psychiatric Association.

	“Sure, no problem,” I lied, as my stomach churned. 

	He gave me the information about Allie’s flight. I took a deep breath, and then another as a headache formed. If I were lucky, it would be the beginning of a stroke, which would force me into a coma, and then everyone would have to deal with their own mess. I waited a beat, and nothing happened. So, I shoved the phone in my pocket and headed for the kitchen with Maggie close behind. 

	“Remember, Odessa, she’s trying,” Maggie implored. Always the voice of reason, moderation and denial, my friend hated my confrontations with my sister. She ranked my fights with Candace next to nuclear fallout and reality television. Maggie failed to realize that, without these familial altercations, Candace would take over the world, especially my life. I braced myself as we entered the kitchen. I zeroed in on Candace, who barked orders at a hapless kitchen helper. Luckily, he barely spoke English, so the tirade coming from her mouth must have sounded like loud condescending gibberish.

	“Candace Wilkes,” I shouted. 

	The entire kitchen staff spun in my direction and took an involuntary step back. One worker covered his privates with a large pot. Another stepped into the kitchen, assessed the situation, turned on his heel, and left.

	My older sister by several years, Candace was under the delusion I was still that 13-year-old girl she took care of when our parents died and left her in charge of the family restaurant and me. She was bossy, opinionated, and I loved her. Tenacious when it came to her family, and The Blue Moon, her take-no-prisoners attitude developed the moment she stepped out of diapers. 

	My sister was an attractive woman. She had the Wilkes women’s height, and my mother’s pale honey-brown coloring. She had incredible eyes the color of amber. Her hair, thick and black, was always worn up or tied back. While I stood tall and lean, Candace had curvaceous lines. All this loveliness was deceptive. Someone once described my sister as one of those Greek sirens that lured sailors with their beauty and song, who then ultimately smashed against a rock and died. Get on the wrong side of my sister and chances were you’d walk away bruised and bloody. 

	“I’m busy,” she snapped, her attention focused on the unfortunate kitchen helper. His pleading eyes fastened on me.

	“Meatloaf? Really Candace, really!” I held up the plate just above a trash can. I tipped the plate slightly, hoping its contents would fall off in dramatic fashion. They didn’t. I had to shake the thing. The asparagus went, but the meat and potatoes clung on for dear life. I gave another solid shake, and the meatloaf and stiff potatoes thumped in the can like a body in the Hudson River. Candace gasped in horror. The same way Doctor Frankenstein did when the townsfolk killed his science project.

	“Stop cooking.” I pointed to a petite woman in an oversized white apron. “Terri is supposed to cook, not you.”

	“I can cook,” she said. 

	An audible groan went throughout the kitchen. She silenced them with a fierce glare. My sister had been trained at the Medusa School for Young Girls. She’d mastered the ability to shrink men’s souls and their man parts. 

	“What were those white things in the meat?” I circled my finger over the offending objects. 

	Candace jutted her chin out at me. “They’re apples. I got the recipe from Martha Stewart.” Knowing my sister, I’m sure she confused this with a recipe for apple pie. 

	“Give Terri the spatula and step away from the stove.” I didn’t have time for Candace to find her inner Julia Child. 

	“You haven’t even tried the chili.” She turned to a pot on the stove and stirred its contents. Terri’s eyes widened in terror, like some trapped rabbit too scared to leave. She shook her head, possibly warning me not to eat whatever my sister served. Candace poured something chunky into a bowl and headed my way. Maggie slipped behind me. I presumed her support of Candace ended at taste testing.

	As Candace’s sister, I’ve been the victim of her forays into the culinary arts. When we were kids, she blew up my Easy Bake Oven. She tried cookbooks and lessons—nothing improved her ability to make something edible. Macbeth’s witches had a better chance at concocting something I’d eat. Facing her, I had two choices. Refuse to taste, which would embarrass her. She would respond by making my life a living hell for a few days. Or, I could be a grownup, taste what was in the bowl, and do my best to convince her she would better serve the restaurant out front as manager. This would stroke her ego and possibly get her out of the kitchen. I inspected the contents she held in front of me. Large, dark chunks floated in reddish black sauce. The unmistakable smell of sewage floated upward. 

	“Hell no.” I shook my head.

	As expected, Candace erupted. Her diatribe lasted a full three minutes as she brought up our deceased parents, her unappreciated sacrifices, Moses and the Israelites. This speech would have been moving if I hadn’t heard it for the umpteenth time. She took my lack of response as an insult and stomped out of the kitchen. Someone clapped.

	“That went well,” Maggie said, impressed. 

	I stared at my best friend since high school as if she had lost mind. “She’s going to make me pay for that.” I had no doubt.

	“You’re exaggerating.” She seemed clueless of the havoc my sister could throw my way. 

	I ran my cake shop next door and Candace managed The Blue Moon. We shared a common storage area and some suppliers. I made the restaurant desserts and sometimes her staff helped me with deliveries and special events. Better at managing money, Candace did the accounts of both places and paid the bills. If she stopped doing any of these things, I would have to close my shop and sell pencils out on the street. My rumination on how horrible the rest of my week might be was once again interrupted by my phone ringing. I didn’t recognize the number on display this time.

	“Hello!” I’d reached my limit of lousy news for the day. What was next, the four horsemen of the apocalypse wanting a reservation? 

	“Hi, Miss O. It’s me.” I barely recognized the voice. 

	“Bebe?” He didn’t sound like himself. 

	“I’m at Queen Central Hospital. I’m in trouble.” His words came out in an excited rush.

	“In trouble for what?” 

	“They think I killed someone,” he blurted. 

	Before I could respond, we were disconnected. 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	A lot of things go through your mind when you’re hyped up on fear and panic. I had a complete Spielberg directed end-of-the-world 3-D movie running in my head with Bebe’s frantic phone call playing like some bad soundtrack. I drove my cake shop’s pink delivery van as if it were the Bat mobile through the streets of Queens. I didn’t put fear in the hearts of men, just a few pedestrians foolish enough to cross against the light. 

	 A grim-faced Maggie sat next to me. Desperate for her optimism, I kept glancing at her as if she might bestow some happy words of wisdom as she always did. She didn’t. Instead, she sat quietly stewing in her own worst-case scenarios. 

	“Tell me what he said again,” she said, finally breaking the silence. 

	I repeated my conversation with Bebe. 

	“You didn’t recognize the number so he must have used someone else’s phone. This means he doesn’t have his with him because it’s lost or someone took it.”

	Good, she was thinking logically, unlike me. 

	As we pulled up to the eighty-year-old hospital undergoing a massive renovation, I recklessly parked behind a large dump truck and didn’t care. Inside, temporary signs gave confusing directions; within minutes we’d gotten lost. Maggie finally stopped someone to ask for directions. This delay only heightened our concerns when these directions took us back to the entrance. I checked the time. An hour had gone by since Bebe’s call. 

	“Christ,” I said when the realization hit me. “I forgot about Lee’s sister.” I checked the time again, knowing I couldn’t go to the airport and deal with Bebe. 

	Maggie held up a hand and pulled out her phone. “I’ll take care of Allie. You find Bebe. I’ll catch up with you.” 

	“Are you sure?” I didn’t want us to split up, but I didn’t want to wait. 

	She pointed to a sign hidden behind a large linen cart that showed the way to the emergency services department. I left Maggie and prayed I’d gone in the right direction. A few minutes later, I found myself in an open area filled with poor lighting, minimal seating, and a small reception desk manned by a girl wearing headphones and texting on her phone. She never acknowledged my presence as she asked me whom I wanted to visit. 

	“Bebe. I mean Benjamin Bernard Dunn. He’s eighteen, black, about so high.” I had my hand just above my head, before realizing The Blue Moon’s sous chef might not have been vertical when he came to the hospital. The smug expression on the girl’s face said she’d come to that conclusion before I did. She picked up the phone, and for reasons I couldn’t fathom, gave someone a brief but accurate description of me. 

	“Yeah, tall, black, skinny, if you ask me.” The girl gave me a quick, dispassionate once over. “What’s your name?” 

	“Odessa Wilkes.” My wariness deepened.

	“Someone wants to talk to you. Wait over there.” She pointed to a row of chairs filled with people. The girl's snarky attitude didn’t improve my mood, and I had a mind to tell her so. Maggie’s appearance at my side stopped me. 

	“Did you find him?” she asked. 

	The receptionist gave her a perusal before returning to her texting. 

	“Someone’s coming out to talk to me. What about Allie?”

	“I got Frank to pick her up.” She seemed proud of this feat. In an instant, I forgot about the rude receptionist, Bebe, and the reservation for the four horsemen of the apocalypse as I digested Maggie’s news. I would have preferred a stranger selected at random than Frank McAvoy.

	“Why in the hell would you get Frank?” I said. 

	Frank was Maggie’s boss and owner of McAvoy Investigation. I wouldn’t let the man babysit a houseplant, let alone my boyfriend’s sister. Our contentious relationship had to do with the fact that he cursed like a sailor, dressed as if he never left the seventies, and ate and drank like a college freshman. Also, I didn’t think he appreciated Maggie’s investigative skills. 

	“Frank will be okay. He’s close by. I told him to take her to The Blue Moon. Candace will take care of her.” 

	“Candace,” I said in disbelief, “who I just reminded that she was the worst cook in the world. She barely tolerates my relationship with Lee, you think she’ll be inviting to his sister?” 

	“Candace has things to worry about other than tormenting Lee’s sister.” She dismissed me with a wave. 

	Annoyed that Maggie didn’t share my concerns, I groaned in frustration. “My sister torments me just to break up the monotony of her day. She’s not crazy about Lee because he’s not Will Smith, Denzel Washington, Barack Obama, or my ex-boyfriend. His sister just widened her strike zone.” I took a deep breath because the headache that formed threatened to turn into an aneurysm.

	“Let’s worry about Bebe and deal with Candace later.” She used her “inside mommy” voice, which I hated. Physically bigger and taller, I could take her in a fair fight. When she used her mommy voice, I crumbled. With an 10-year-old son, Maggie had mastered the art of dealing with both real and imaginary disasters. Unless an asteroid was about to strike the earth, everything else was good. 

	“Fine, if this person ever shows up.” I scowled at the receptionist, who remained on her phone, oblivious to me and the world around her. The place could be ravaged by flying monkeys, and it wouldn’t stop her from texting.  

	“Odessa.” Maggie’s wary tone pulled my attention. I followed her line of sight to a man dressed in green hospital scrubs emerging from a pair of swinging doors. Before we got our hopes up, he veered left down another corridor and disappeared. 

	“I think you want me,” a male voice said. 

	We turned. A broad shouldered, black man with salt and pepper hair and mustache approached. His full lips were set in a tight line, and his eyes were intent on us. 

	“He’s a cop,” Maggie whispered. “I better try Lee again.” She’d been around enough of Frank’s old cop friends to recognize their demeanor. 

	“We’ve been calling since we left the restaurant,” I said in frustration. Then I remembered Lee wasn’t the only lawyer I knew. “Call Aaron.” 

	Aaron Boyer was a divorce lawyer and a senior partner at Lee’s law firm. He loved my desserts and lived off George’s roast pork sandwiches. He knew Bebe and wouldn’t refuse to help. However, from the expression on the cop’s face, Bebe might need more than a divorce lawyer who liked my key lime pie, but you go with what you have. 

	Maggie took a few steps away and made the call. The cop gave Maggie a momentary glance before zeroing on me. I tried to put on my best game face, but it was hard dressed in a pink chef’s jacket.

	“Odessa Wilkes? I’m Detective Maddox.” He had a deep, authoritative voice that made my knees go a little weak. He reminded me of one of those actors who did the voice over of God in the movies. Then he pulled out a small, worn wallet and showed me his gold shield and identification. “You here for Dunn?”

	I nodded. 

	“What is your relationship with him?” 

	“He’s my friend.” My words came out weak and spastic. I wanted to kick myself. 

	He seemed transfixed by my pink jacket and cocked up one eyebrow. “How’d you know he was here?” 

	“He called me.” This seemed to surprise him. His dark brown eyes examined my every gesture. I felt vulnerable. I searched for Maggie for support, but she was too far away talking on her phone.

	“Ms. Wilkes!” His upraised voice made me regain my focus. 

	“Is he alright?” I asked. “Can I talk to him?”

	“He’s okay. The doctors are working on him.” Maddox pulled out a small pad and pen. “When was the last time you saw Dunn?” 

	It took me a while to process this. I translated his words through a haze of confusion and concern. “Why?” His question made me pause, and I said nothing more. Lee always told me never to lie to the police, but also never volunteer information.

	Bebe’s last words played back in my head. They think I killed someone. 

	 “Do you have a problem answering the question, Ms. Wilkes?” A curt sounding Maddox asked.

	Suddenly annoyed by his attitude, I stiffened. He told me nothing about Bebe and expected me to answer his questions as if nothing had happened. 

	“No, but I’m trying to find out why Bebe is in the hospital and why the police would care about when I saw him last.” 

	Maddox visibly bristled. “Murder, Ms. Wilkes. The murder of Linwood Rovell, in fact. Your boy Dunn is in deep shit, and I need answers. So tell me.” Maddox’s face had gone hard around the eyes, and little veins on his temple doubled in size. Maybe Detective Maddox was working on his own aneurysm. 

	“Is he under arrest?” My voice broke when I asked. I didn’t know who Linwood Rovell was, or why anyone would murder him. I did know without a doubt Bebe hadn’t killed anyone. 

	“Perhaps, if you answer a few questions, it won’t go that far.” Maddox’s tone softened and held a glimmer of hope. I wanted to believe it and tell him everything I knew just to talk to Bebe, but I wasn’t born on the Planet Stupid. Dressed in my pink chef jacket with the floating cake logo, I’m sure Maddox thought I had. First, I lived with a lawyer. Second, most of the patrons of The Blue Moon worked at the nearby courthouses. They were cops, lawyers, and their clients, and the only thing they talked about between stuffing their faces with food was the law, every day, all day. Last and most importantly, I’ve watched enough episodes of Law and Order to set up my own practice. 

	 “I got hold of Aaron, and somehow he reached Lee. They’re sending someone,” Maggie said as she joined us. Her eyes went between the detective and me. She started to get that wide-eyed happy face when faced by anyone in law enforcement. Most mistook this expression as alarm; I knew it for the hero worship it was. With Frank McAvoy as a daily reminder of what an investigator was not, anyone with a shiny badge seemed golden to her. I glared at her. If not only to remind her that Maddox was the enemy, but to be on her guard. 

	“You are?” Maddox barked.

	“A friend,” I said, not giving her a chance to answer. 

	Maddox turned to me. “I’m still waiting for the answer to my question.” 

	“Let me talk to Bebe,” I demanded. 

	Silently, we stood for several heartbeats, waiting for the other to speak. Obviously, Maddox didn’t appreciate my new attitude because he flipped his little pad closed and shoved it and his pen into his pocket. I put my hands on my hips, and Maggie tried not to show her adoration too much. 

	“I’ll talk to the doctor and find out when that might be,” he said with little enthusiasm, obviously not pleased with my lack of cooperation. He turned to leave. 

	“If you’re not back in fifteen minutes, I’m going to find him on my own,” I yelled as he pushed through the swinging doors. Take that you underpaid civil servant. 

	The clock above the receptionist desk passed time slowly. I watched the clock and Maggie watched me. She expected me to blow. My growing anger was tempered only by my uncertainty as to what to do next. I could make a scene, demand to talk to Bebe, and hope my tantrum didn’t make the situation worse. I didn’t want anyone to throw Bebe in jail because I had a fit. I’d wait.

	This decision was taken out my hands with the arrival of a handsome, impeccably tailored man into the reception area. His appearance garnered everyone’s attention. Like a beacon in the dark, he glowed with an aura of authority. In his late thirties or early forties, white, lean, dark hair, and eyes, he strode up to us like a man who expected to be noticed and listened to. I caught a hint of his cologne, a familiar light scent of wood, spice, and a floral hint of bergamot. The cologne reminded me of a mistake I’d made once with a man call Davis Frazier, an investment banker. A mahogany god, whom I thought I loved and wanted to marry, only to find out he loved his tailored suits and himself more. Davis glowed too. He taught me to recognize the significance of a well-tailored suit, Italian loafers, a fabulous silk tie, and an overblown sense of self-importance. 

	“You must be Maggie and Odessa.” His thin smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. His aloof manner irked me as he kept an arm’s length distance between us. 

	“Who are you?” I asked. 

	“Thaddeus Ziemann, attorney at law and your personal savior.” He gave me a wink. Was this guy for real, or was he trying to be funny? 

	“We don’t need saving. Bebe does,” a confused Maggie said. “Did Aaron send you?” 

	“I’ve met all Aaron’s lawyers and you’re definitely not one of them,” I said. No one in Aaron’s firm could afford the man’s socks, let alone his three thousand dollar suit. 

	“I’m sure if this were a dispute over a pig, Aaron Boyer would have sent one of his minions. But to correct you, Aaron didn’t send me, Leland did.” He wagged his eyebrows at me as if we shared some hidden secret. The fact he knew Lee’s full name told me Ziemann must know him well. 

	“Lee sent you?” I searched his face for some inkling of recognition I couldn’t find it. 

	Ziemann seemed to read my unease. “Don’t worry about it, sweetie. He didn’t tell me about you, either.” 

	


Chapter 3

	I didn’t like being called sweetie by a man I didn’t know, let alone someone who oddly smelled like my ex-boyfriend. Lee had sent him to help. All Ziemann had done from the moment he arrived was irritate me. He seemed to take perverse pleasure in it. He took equal pleasure in bullying his way past the receptionist and the emergency room head nurse to confront the two New York City detectives. When we found Maddox with his younger partner, Detective Russo, blocking entry into Bebe’s room, Ziemann clarified that since the detectives hadn’t charged Bebe with murder, or even jaywalking, they had no right to bar anyone—especially his lawyer—from seeing him. By the time he finished, Maddox was seething, Russo wanted to strangle him, Maggie seemed awestruck, and I had already shut my eyes from Ziemann’s verbal onslaught about the first amendment, due process, and the rights of man. My aneurysm kicked into high gear. 

	“Does this mean I can talk to Bebe?” I asked, exhausted. 

	“No, it means that I speak to Mr. Dunn and you wait here.” Ziemann pointed to the spot where I stood as if I might have some confusion of where I should be. Without asking permission, he stepped inside Bebe’s examination room and shut the door firmly. Maddox, Russo, Maggie, and I stood silent, too stunned or stupid to respond. Russo made a move to follow, but Maddox stopped him. In an odd sort of kinship, Russo and I acknowledged our frustration at being kept from Bebe. This didn’t last long, of course. 

	“Thanks for the help, Ms. Wilkes,” Russo snapped. His face turned an odd shade of red. My head still ached, I hadn’t talked to Bebe, and I had a New York City detective with a burr up his butt because I wouldn’t play nice with him. I sighed deeply, shut my eyes, and wished Russo would go away. 

	“Bebe is our friend. He’s family,” a heartfelt Maggie said. “You’ve known him only a few hours, detective. We’ve known him longer. So when you say he’s done something horrible, I’m sorry if I don’t believe you.” 

	Despite the fact that the detectives towered over her in height and girth, she glowered at them with the ferocity of a mother protecting her child. She saw Bebe as her family as well as a friend. His mother was in another state, unable to protect her son, and she didn’t mind filling the role. 

	“We’re doing our jobs, and you may be disappointed by what you find out about Dunn.” Maddox sounded as if the idea of destroying her illusion were the last thing he wanted to do. 

	“We’re gonna talk with Dunn, and you just made it harder.” Russo seemed less concerned with Maggie’s feelings than his partner. She turned her cold azure eyes on him, almost daring him to say something worse. My headache grew as Maggie got into a staring contest with Maddox. 

	“These walls are thin, detective. I can hear you, so please don’t threaten anyone,” Ziemann said as he emerged from the room. “I spoke with the doctor confirming that my client is dealing with serious injuries and recommends he stay overnight for observation. Until he gets a medical clearance, there will be no discussion, so goodbye.” 

	“We’re not done,” Russo said. 

	Ziemann's eyebrows did a little hitch before the lawyer narrowed his gaze on Maddox. He held it until the detective blinked.

	“What if we charge your client?” Russo said hastily. 

	Maddox’s hand went on his partner’s shoulder, indicating they had no such plan. 

	“With what?” Ziemann crossed his arms and waited. 

	Maggie mimicked Ziemann’s indignant stance and acted as if they were comrades in arms. Her admiration for all things legal was now directed at Ziemann. Maggie was a law whore! 

	“Let’s go, Mickey.” The older detective pulled Russo away. When Ziemann gave them a finger-wave, I thought Russo might break free and punch him. I knew I wanted to. 

	Thankfully, Russo left with his partner. 

	“So much for Shaft and Serpico.” Ziemann shrugged. 

	“What if they did charge him?” I complained. I didn’t particularly like Ziemann and the detectives’ testosterone game of chicken. 

	“Either they don’t have any evidence, or what evidence they do have isn’t developed yet. We have some time.” Ziemann had a mommy voice of his own. How cute.

	“Whatever!” I tried to get past him, but he blocked me and wagged his finger. 

	“Ask him how he’s feeling. Promise some chicken soup but nothing more. Because whatever he says to you can be brought up when those nice little detectives haul you down for questioning.” His intensity obliterated all hint of playfulness. 

	“Fine.” I huffed. 

	Ziemann waited a beat before he stepped aside, allowing me into the small room with Maggie close behind. The sight of Bebe made me stop short. Thick bandages covered his head. His mocha-colored skin seemed ashen and drained of blood. Dark bruises peeked out from beneath bandages on the right side of his face. I hadn’t realized I’d begun to tear until a hot wetness rolled down my cheek. 

	“Don’t cry.” His voice cracked. 

	Maggie and I went to flank his bedside. A moment later, I had my tears under control, but Maggie had gone full-blown. The woman couldn’t go to Disney movies because her crying jags have been known to set an entire theater sobbing. The harder she tried to stop, the worse it got.

	“Just let her go, or she’ll sound like a strangled pig,” I joked as I touched his shoulder.

	“I think I’m in trouble, Ms. O,” he whispered. 

	I nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it. Just rest.” 

	Maggie grabbed some tissues from the bedside table and blew her nose. 

	“My mom… George…” Bebe closed his eyes, one of which was swollen. 

	“Candace contacted your mother and told her to wait until we had more news,” I said. 

	Bebe’s mom had recently moved to West Virginia for a new job and a better life for his two younger siblings. A single mom, Mrs. Dunn had a chance to take her children out of the rough neighborhood Bebe barely escaped. It had been hard for her to leave her oldest child, but he’d made a decent life for himself at The Blue Moon. George Fontaine had become a strong father figure in his life. Under his tutelage, Bebe had become an accomplished cook. Maybe one day he’d be an excellent chef. 

	“I don’t want her here.” His soft voice was surprisingly demanding. 

	“Okay,” I said, not sure I could keep that promise. 

	“We’ll figure this out.” Maggie’s reassuring smile vanished as she ran her hand along his shoulder, and finally his hair. Recently, Bebe had allowed his hair to grow out into neat little dreadlocks that had reached past his shoulders. 

	“Maggie, what are you doing?” I cocked an eyebrow as she continued to touch his hair and hospital gown. 

	“You’re wet.” She fingered one of thick locks. 

	“Why are you wet?” I touched his hair too. 

	“When I woke up, my head hurt. My wallet and phone were missing, and everything was wet. I thought I’d been mugged or something,” he said. 

	Maggie’s expression of curiosity mirrored my own.  

	Our visit lasted another fifteen minutes before Ziemann and the doctor kicked us out. They were moving Bebe to a private room and wouldn’t let us follow. I complained. Ziemann ignored me as if I were a ready-made suit from the Sears discount rack. 

	Two orderlies put him on a gurney and wheeled him away, with Ziemann and the doctor following. Maggie started crying again. Having known her since high school, I’d become immune to it and waited for the storm to pass. This didn’t stop several people passing from tearing up at the sight of her. The woman was like a freshly-cut onion. 

	We stayed until Ziemann emerged from an elevator in the main lobby. He stopped at one of those automatic disinfectant dispensers that hung from the wall and cleaned his hands thoroughly. He used the elevator’s reflective facade as a mirror and straightened his tie. When he finally acknowledged our presence, his smirk had returned. “Still here ladies?” he said.

	“We want to talk about Bebe,” I said. 

	His response was interrupted by his cell phone ringing. “Mr. Dunn is my client, not you. So, Little Miss Cupcake, no can do.” He engaged the phone and turned his back on us. 

	“Did he call me Cupcake?” I asked Maggie. She nodded in confirmation. 

	“Yes she is.” He turned to grin at me. “I’m playing nicely, I just don’t think she likes me much.” He laughed and handed the phone to me. 

	“Lee?” I said, pleased yet surprised to hear his voice. 

	“You okay?” he asked.

	“Bebe…” The image of his bruised face flashed back to me, robbing me of my words. 

	“Thad will work this out,” he reassured. 

	“Why can’t you?” I urged.

	“He’s better, trust me.” The certainty in his voice was hard not to accept. I wanted to trust him, but Ziemann’s smug expression glared back at me. I took a deep breath and tried to find my happy place, unfortunately, Ziemann was there sitting in my seat. 

	“Okay.” I huffed. 

	“Is Allie okay?” he asked. 

	Guilt slammed into me like a brick wall. I’d totally forgotten about his sister.

	“Allie… no problem, someone is picking her up,” I said much too quickly. My desperation must have shown because a pleased Maggie returned an enthusiastic thumb up. She had more faith in her boss than I did. “Gotta go, sweetie.”

	“Who’s picking her up?” Lee wouldn’t be dissuaded. 

	I hesitated. “Frank. He took her to The Blue Moon.” 

	A long moment of silence followed. Lee liked Frank the same way people like other people’s crazy, drunk uncle. He’s a lot of fun, but you’re happy he’s not related. Lee didn’t want crazy Uncle Frank with his sister. Nor did he want her around Candace. Lee wasn’t under any delusion that my sister tolerated his presence in my life. 

	“I’ll meet you there.” He hung up. 

	I handed Ziemann his phone. 

	“Am I invited to the wedding?” He wore a wicked grin. 

	“I wouldn’t invite you out of a burning building,” I snapped. Now I had to deal with a confrontation between Frank and Lee. My aneurysm grew. 

	“Oh, Ms. Cupcake. I want us to be friends.” Ziemann held out his arms. 

	I took a step away and glared at him. “You better get Bebe out of this mess,” I warned.  

	Ziemann dropped his arms in mock defeat. “I will. It will be fun, trust me. I haven’t had a compelling case…” He tapped his chin with his index finger. 

	“If you don’t do this right, you’ll be a compelling spot on the floor.” I meant every word. Someone I cared about was in serious trouble, and I had a jerk thinking this a great way to have fun. 

	He laughed and gestured toward the front entrance. We reluctantly followed. 

	Outside, the late afternoon air was thick and warm, and I couldn’t shake off this sense of dread or my annoyance with Ziemann. He walked out of the hospital whistling and pleased with himself. Maybe this was just a game to him. 

	“It’s been interesting ladies,” he said. As if on cue, a black town car pulled up in front. He stepped in and was gone. 

	“What a prick,” I mumbled as Maggie and I headed for our own transportation. So preoccupied with the day’s events, at first I didn’t register the sight of the tow truck maneuvering in front of my pink van. When I did, I ran across the street shouting like a crazy woman. 

	Ten minutes later, it took all the money Maggie and I had, a little begging, and Maggie threatening to cry a river to get the tow driver to back off. The parking ticket that decorated the window amounted to another two hundred dollars. When I examined the ticket, there was a note written on the back. It read: Thanks for the help, Russo. 

	“How the hell did they know it was my van?” 

	Maggie pointed to the logo design on my chef’s pink jacket, which matched the same logo on the van. I groaned, shoved the ticket in my pocket, got in the van, and drove to the restaurant. I gripped the wheel tight, trying to figure out how I was going to tell Candace the news. 

	My trepidation evaporated on my arrival. Frank and a woman I recognized from Lee’s family photographs as his sister, sat at the bar, taking turns doing tequila shots. 

	


Chapter 4

	 Allie Mackenzie Danbury was a lousy drunk. She laughed too loud and pawed Frank as if he were Brad Pitt’s cuter brother. She shattered any illusions I had of her. I ignored the family resemblance and convinced myself this wasn’t the soft spoken dental assistant I’d conversed with over our long distance phone calls. During those calls, she sometimes had a reserved politeness that came off as timid.

	Lee, the younger of the siblings, acted as if he was the oldest. With less than a year between them in ages, Allie seemed to defer to her brother in most things. The Mackenzie family joke had been that Lee and Allie were meant to be twins but Allie got impatient. 

	“This is what you’re marrying into.” Frank wore a sloppy smile as he pointed at me. 

	“Frank!” Maggie admonished. 

	“And this is my better half, professionally speaking.” Still dressing like an extra in a 1970’s police show—dark polyester suit, thin tie, and rubber soled shoes—the portly private investigator tried to grab Maggie into a hug. She expertly sidestepped him. Frank moved like a beached whale.

	“Odessa.” Allie offered up her hand to shake and nearly toppled off her stool. I caught her just before she fell. She smelled of tequila and fading perfume. Her familiar voice made my heart sink. This was Lee’s sister, drunk beyond the ability to stand. I just had enough time to pick my heart off the floor when the sight of Lee coming through the front door made me grab Allie off her stool. 

	 “Allie, why don’t we go to the ladies room and freshen up.” My desperate cheerfulness seemed to propel her. I grabbed her pocketbook off the bar and gave a gentle push toward the back of the restaurant. Getting there wasn’t easy. She had about thirty pounds on me and had the coordination of a wet noodle. For some odd reason, she wouldn’t stop laughing. Obviously, some joke Frank had told her kept running in a perpetual loop in her head. 

	“You’re so friendly.” She giggled. 

	Inside the bathroom, I propped her against the sink. Her resemblance to her brother unnerved me a bit. They had the same coloring, hazel eyes, wide-set mouth, and dark auburn hair. She was Lee with lipstick.  

	“That’s me—helpful.” I grabbed a bunch of paper towels and wet them. 

	“We’re going to be fast friends. I just…” Allie froze in mid-sentence when she caught sight of her reflection in the small mirror. Her makeup and clothing hadn’t traveled well. “Oh my,” she exclaimed. 

	I handed her the towels. “Your brother just walked in.” 

	Allie’s eyes widened. This wasn’t what she wanted to hear as her face twisted in panic. She began to hyperventilate. “I shouldn’t have had those drinks on the plane. I hate flying, honestly I do. I thought I might lose my nerve.” Her lower lip trembled as she dabbed at her face with the towels. 

	“Freshen up, and I’ll stall him.” I took a deep breath. 

	She kept thanking me before I left her in the bathroom. When I entered the dining and bar area, things hadn’t improved in the least.  

	“No, I didn’t drive like this,” Frank shouted at Lee. Both men had faced off. Maggie stood between them like a pixie sandwich. 

	“Frank would never drive drunk, Lee,” Maggie said. Lee seemed unimpressed. 

	“Trust me, it took a while to catch up with her, but I think I did.” Frank grinned.

	“Okay everyone, take a step back.” I pulled Lee away from Frank, who was about to get an earful from Maggie.

	“Where is she?” he asked. Beneath his suit jacket, I felt his muscles tense. Lee could possibly take Frank in a fight, but Frank wouldn’t fight fairly. 

	“Slightly embarrassed. She’s in the ladies room cleaning up. Please take a breath,” I said. 

	We’d already made a scene. Maggie was dealing with a boisterous Frank; I was handling Lee’s righteous indignation and familial problems. All I needed was Candace getting into the mix, annoyed that we were disturbing someone’s appetite. I pulled Lee into the back of the restaurant, away from curious eyes. “I’ve been dealing with Bebe, so please don’t make my day worse by killing Frank,” I pleaded. “Maggie needs him.” 

	Lee growled. “If she wants to get her investigator’s license I’m sure I can find someone besides Frank to mentor her.” 

	Considering how angry he was, I wouldn’t put it past him to try. Maggie worked with Frank for the experience, and on-the-job training. She needed to apply for her New York State investigator license. Not many P.I.’s would have taken on a housewife and part-time soccer coach as an associate. 

	“But she likes Frank, and you liked Frank until he became your sister’s drinking buddy.” I smiled at him. 

	“This isn’t funny, Dessa.” He ran his fingers through his dark auburn hair, leaving small spikes in his wake. He snatched off his wire-framed glasses to rub his temples allowing a full view of his dark hazel eyes. They were a golden brown, flecked with greens and blues. Almost hidden by his anger, they appeared exhausted. He’d struggled with a challenging court case most of the day. Now he would come home to find more drama with his sister. Normally, Lee radiated a practiced inner calm I always appreciated. I’ve seen him maintain his cool when opposing counsel tested his last nerves, when witnesses lied on the stand, and the defendants were more problems than they were worth. Now his sister pulled at it and threatened to throw him off his center. 

	“Okay, honey.” I placed a soft kiss on his cheek and wrapped my arms around his six foot two frame. Beneath his suit, I felt the lean and tense muscle of a rock climber. 

	“She calls me out of nowhere saying she’s on a plane to New York. I haven’t talked to her in weeks, and she pulls this?” 

	“Pulls what?”

	“I don’t know. One minute, everything’s okay, and the next she’s here.” He sounded a little disheartened and rested his head on my shoulder, wrapping his arms around me. 

	“Well, let’s deal with it like adults,” I said, unsure of how to find a common ground between the two siblings. I understood his familial distress. I had sibling issues of my own. 

	“You’re right.” He slipped his glasses back on, his anger far from gone. “Just keep Frank away from my sister.” 

	All I could do was smile, promise world peace, and to end global warming. It would be a lot easier than getting Frank to do anything I wanted. I needed Maggie for that. I turned around to see her shake a finger at him, saying something that made him wince. I knew she was using her mommy voice. What she lacked in height, she made up in heartfelt intensity. 

	Turning back to Lee, I gave him a tight hug in the hope that a little body contact would distract him. It didn’t. Lee caught sight of his sister emerging from the restroom, and he tensed again. I had just enough time to wrap an arm around his and hope it didn’t come to blows. 

	“Hi.” Allie gave her brother a feeble wave. 

	A stone-faced Lee glared at his sister. Frank opened his mouth, but Maggie had elbowed him hard in the stomach before anything came out. 

	“I’m taking you home,” Lee said. “Got your bags?” 

	A wobbly Allie gave him a weak smile and held up her pocketbook. An oversize purple handbag and the clothes on her back were the only things she brought from California. Her common sense and her luggage were probably sitting by the door at home. 

	Lee rubbed at the crease that formed at his temple and drained all emotion from his face before he turned and walked away. He had that ability to shut down his feelings, lock them away in his little man cave somewhere in his head. The ability served him well as a lawyer, but as a friend, lover, and future husband, not so well. At the beginning of our relationship, there were many nights I had to bang on his man cave door and beg him to come out and play. 

	Allie stood silently. She seemed unsure of what to do—go with her angry brother or stay and drink until she was numb enough to take the next plane home. 

	“You better go,” I encouraged. 

	Her fixed smile seemed a little apprehensive as she followed after her brother. I took my own deep breath and turned my eyes on Frank, who was about to order another drink. “Oh no you don’t. You’re cut off.” I glowered at Trevor, the bartender, who slunk away.

	“I’ll take him home.” Maggie sighed. 

	“She’s married, Frank.” I poked my finger into his fleshy chest. He was a broad man who dressed like Joe Friday from Dragnet and thought social media were a bar that had all the sports channels. 

	His crooked grin widened. “She just wants to have a little fun.” He stood against the bar a little unsteadily. 

	“Be silent, Frank,” Maggie said. Though I wanted to talk to Maggie longer, I was happy to see Frank go. 

	With Maggie and Frank gone, I sat at the bar and poured myself a shot of tequila. Before I had a chance to place it to my lips, Candace came out of nowhere and took the glass from my hand. She dumped the contents into the tiny sink behind the bar and glowered at Trevor. It was remarkable how she did that, like some black ninja. 

	“I need you sober and the dessert case filled,” she said. 

	“I’m tired, Candy.” I leaned against the bar and rested my head on my hand. 

	“Cry me a river. I had to deal with a restaurant with no cook, Bebe in the hospital, his mother wanting to leave her new job in West Virginia to save her son, your boyfriend’s out-of-control sister, and Maggie’s freeloading boss.” She hadn’t taken the news of Bebe’s situation well and found the only person she could take it out on. 

	Candace would never admit how much she cared for the sous chef. He had been dumped on her by one of her patrons, a judge at the nearby family court. Over time, Bebe had endeared himself the only way possible with my sister. He worked hard, had a healthy fear of her, and understood his place in her world—three steps behind. 

	“Fine.” 

	Resistance was futile. I hopped off the barstool and headed for my shop. Three hours later, the dessert case was filled with pies and cakes. By the time I closed up the dessert shop and left, I was truly exhausted. 

	When I approached my house, all the lights were off except a faint glow coming from the living room. I had no doubt Lee sat there stewing about his sister. I found him alone on the couch, shoes off, but still in his suit. On the end table sat a half-finished bottle of beer next to an empty one. The television played with no sound. I came up behind him, wrapped my arms around his neck, and kissed him on his cheek. “Sorry I’m late.”

	 He leaned back, pulled me over the couch in one fluid movement, and placed me in his lap. He kissed me full on the mouth. 

	“Do you want to talk?” I pulled away to catch my breath.

	“No.” He continued to kiss me, planting kisses along my shoulder. Before I knew it, he had his hand up the back of my t-shirt trying to work off my bra. His touch had an urgency about it that made me realized his need to replace his current feelings with something else. When I pulled away to ask about Allie, he ignored me and continued about his business, having trouble with the clasp. I yanked his hand away and glared at him, demanding an answer. 

	“Asleep in the guest room,” he said flatly. 

	Her proximity got my focus enough to slip out of Lee’s grasp and off the couch. Lee frowned as if someone had taken away his favorite chew toy. Why is it, when men get upset, they want sex? Why can’t they go shopping like normal people? 

	“Don’t you think we should talk about this?” I gestured to the room down the hall. 

	He closed his eyes, sighed, and pushed himself off the couch. “No.” He walked past me to the stairs that led up to our bedroom. Too tired to argue, I followed, shutting off the television and lights as I went. When I got upstairs, he was already in bed, his arm lay across his face covering his eyes and blocking out the light. 

	“I can’t talk about Allie right now.” He sounded tired as if he spent most of the evening fortifying his man cave perimeters. 

	“Okay.” I went to the bathroom to shower. I half expected to find him asleep when I returned. Instead, he stared at the ceiling as if it had the answer to this problem. When I slipped between the sheets, he pulled me close. “So Thad is still an asshole,” he said quietly. 

	I felt as if I’d missed half the conversation he’d been having in his head. “He’s a jerk,” I said, ready to get off the subject of his sister. I knew a minefield when I saw it. 

	“He’s an excellent criminal lawyer. Dessa, he’s one of the best. He’ll sort this out.” 

	“He impressed Maggie. By tomorrow, she’ll have a dossier on him an inch thick.” I knew my friend’s penchant for finding out things. 

	“How long have you known him?” The question I truly wanted to ask was how these two different men knew each other. 

	“We worked at the same firm for a while and became friends.” 

	I expected more, but he didn’t elaborate. 

	“He’s kind of full of himself, but the police seem impressed.” 
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