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To the readers, who take my imaginary friends into their hearts.




A Menu for Murder


Aka the cast, serving you a tasty story!
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AT SEATTLE SPICE


Pepper Reece—Mistress of Spice


Sandra Piniella—assistant manager and mix master


Cayenne Cooper—creative cook and problem-solver


Kristen Gardiner—Pepper’s BFF


Vanessa Rivera—the new girl, wise beyond her fears


Arf—an Airedale, the King of Terriers


THE FLICK CHICKS


Pepper


Kristen


Laurel Halloran—widowed restaurateur and houseboat dweller


Seetha Sharma—engineer–turned–massage therapist


Aimee McGillvray—owner of Rainy Day Vintage


IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD


Talia Cook—new in town


Edgar Ramos—chef, Pepper’s favorite customer


Jason Warwick—just another businessman


Cynthia Warwick—loves Pilates and the good life


Boz Bosworth—Edgar’s onetime nemesis


THE LAW


Detective Michael Tracy—Major Crimes, fond of baked goods


Detective Cheryl Spencer—they’ve heard the jokes, and they aren’t laughing


Officer Tag Buhner—Pepper’s former husband, on the bike patrol


Sergeant Manny Reyes—keeping an eye on trouble
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In 1991, a group of scientists gathered in a bar in Seattle’s Fremont district declared that since no one could prove otherwise, the neighborhood was the Center of the Universe, and erected a guidepost establishing that fact. The King County Council has since made it official.





“YOU CAN’T CALL AN UBER FOR A WINGBACK,” I TOLD LAUREL.


“Why not?” she said. The chair in question slumped on the sidewalk outside a three-story apartment building in Seattle’s funky Fremont district, the autumn-floral upholstery tattered, one wooden leg askew. “Ask for a truck or a van.”


“Guaranteed they’ll send a Prius with a trunk that wouldn’t hold a week’s worth of groceries.” I glanced at my own car, a black Saab with enough miles to have circumnavigated the planet a couple of dozen times and the dents to prove it. And a roomy trunk, but not that roomy.


I handed Laurel Arf’s leash and dug for my phone. “No. I know who to call.”


This was a moment made for a best friend who drives a rig big enough to haul two teenagers, their friends, schoolbooks, sports gear, and science projects with room left for a stray chair. At ten thirty on a Sunday morning, I could almost guarantee that Kristen’s girls would be sound asleep, her husband would be out for a run, and she’d be delighted to help us rescue the wingback. Any luck, she’d let me stash it in her garage. No room to spare in my downtown loft, even without my honey around.


I found the phone and made the call. Not unusual to see old furniture put out for the taking, especially in Fremont, an area thick with apartments. A lot of coming and going. Pickings are best in university neighborhoods at the end of the semester, but never look a gift chair in the mouth. This one had good bones—just add stuffing and upholstery for a whole new look. And fix that wonky leg.


“She says twenty minutes, unless the bridge is up.” I dropped my phone in my jute tote and stashed the bag in my car. “Wonder what else is here?”


Laurel sat in the chair, and the dog sat on the sidewalk beside her. A stack of cardboard boxes stood beside the big trash can, put out a day too soon. I popped the flaps on the first box and waved away a puff of dust that threatened to make me sneeze.


“Kinda lumpy,” she said, her long, gray-brown curls bouncing as she squirmed. “Needs a new cushion. Do you even know how to reupholster furniture? You’re not still on that ‘I need a hobby’ kick, are you?”


“No, and no. But it can’t be hard. There’s got to be a million YouTube videos. It will be perfect for my parents’ house.” As the owner of the Spice Shop in Seattle’s Pike Place Market, I was much too busy for a new project. Tourist season loomed. We were training new employees and expanding our production and shipping operation. Plus I’d agreed to oversee the remodel of the house my parents had bought when they visited over Christmas. They were planning to return from Costa Rica on May 1, not three weeks away, and the to-do list was long.


But when you hook up with a commercial fisherman, as I had, there are a lot of lonely hours at night and on weekends. And until Nate safely returned to land, a hint of worry hovered in the back of my mind much of the day. A project might help.


The box held a set of melamine dishes that were popular fifty years ago, white with a green floral pattern around the rim. Much as I love vintage, they didn’t qualify.


A cluster of people approached, the adults carrying shopping bags, no doubt coming from the Fremont Sunday Market. Laurel and I meet for brunch almost every Sunday morning, and today we’d braved the crowds to see what was new at the first outdoor market of the year. Happily, the day was dry, though the sun had not appeared, and we hadn’t needed the rain jackets stuffed in our bags. Part craft fair, part garage sale, part costume party, punctuated by a few farm stands, the Sunday Market is a long tradition in this, one of Seattle’s funkiest and most creative neighborhoods. We weren’t far from the colorful signpost marking Fremont the center of the universe and helpfully pointing the way to local landmarks: the Troll, a twenty-foot-high concrete sculpture that lives under the Aurora Avenue Bridge, a red Volkswagen bug clenched in one meaty hand. The topiary dinosaurs who once roamed the Pacific Science Center. Rapunzel, a neon sculpture inside the window of a control tower on the Fremont drawbridge.


And for the seriously misplaced, or those who’d eaten too much and wanted to walk it off, Rio de Janeiro and the North Pole.


“Great chair,” a woman said. “You taking it?”


“Yeah.” I waved at the boxes. “But help yourself to the rest.”


She and another woman began rummaging. A girl of about ten held a black Lab’s leash. My Airedale and the Lab studied each other.


“This is Arf,” I told the girl. “He’s very friendly. What’s your dog’s name?”


“Swisher,” she said, and the dog’s tail swished back and forth. I smiled.


“Could your brother use these dishes?” the first woman asked her friend. “Now that he’s on his own again?”


“What are you doing?” An angry male voice interrupted the conversation, and we all turned toward a scruffy white man in a tie-dye T-shirt and denim cargo shorts. His fury was aimed at Laurel and the chair. “What is that chair doing out here?”


“Yours?” If she was rattled, you couldn’t tell.


“No, but what’s it doing out here?”


“For the trash or the taking, obviously,” I said. Where had I seen him before? That’s the side effect of having lived in Seattle all my life and working retail in a busy place like Pike Place Market. I’d seen a lot of faces in my forty-three years.


“Where’s Talia?” he barked. “Are all these boxes hers? Why are they out here?”


“Who’s Talia?” I replied. He threw me an exasperated look and stomped up the sidewalk to the front of the building. A couple emerged and he grabbed the door, almost smacking into them in his rush to get inside.


The woman holding the box of dishes gave me a questioning look.


“Stuff’s on the curb. Might as well take it,” I said.


“We’ll put them to good use. Cute hair, by the way.”


Reflexively my hand went to my head, my fingers raking my short, spiky hair. I hoped she didn’t see the gray creeping in at the dark roots. I hadn’t decided what to do about that.


“Thanks,” I said. A horn honked. Kristen had made great time. No open spaces, so she double-parked and hopped out.


“Great find,” she said, eyeing the chair as she raised the back door of her white Suburban. Laurel stood, and we boosted the chair into the rig. A man from the group of market goers had stepped toward us, offering to help, but we didn’t need it.


I was slapping the dust off my hands when the man in the tie-dye shirt burst out of the building and charged toward us.


“She’s gone! Talia is gone!”


And a moment later, so were we.


GETTING THE CHAIR out of the Suburban had been a lot harder than getting it in. But we’d managed, and now the three of us stood in the century-old garage behind Kristen’s house on Capitol Hill. Built for a Model A, back when family cars were a new thing. It was a storage and garden shed now, too small for most modern vehicles. Kristen’s great-greats had built the house, and the garage was about the only thing she and Eric hadn’t changed in their top-tobottom remodel. She and I both grew up here, the center of the peace and justice community her parents and mine had founded in the 1970s, and I loved it as much now as I had back then.


I could not say the same of the wingback.


“What was I thinking? It’s lumpy and the fabric is torn where it isn’t worn-out. It needs a whole new leg. That one’s too damaged to repair.”


“No, no,” Kristen said. She’s blonde and pretty and often underestimated. “I mean, yes, all that’s true, but it’s a classic shape. With the right fabric, your mom will love it.”


Her older daughter, on the verge of sixteen, had joined us. She flopped into it. “The seat’s all lumpy and crunchy.”


At a motion from her mother, Savannah stood. Kristen patted the cushion, then yanked it free and stood it on end. The zipper stuck and she waggled it back and forth, poking a finger into the tiny opening to loosen whatever was caught in the old metal teeth. After several tries, she worked the zipper free and peeled the cover off.


“What’s this?” She drew out a fat manila envelope, bent at the corners, then a second. I took one. A metal prong broke off in my hand as I opened the flap.


“Holy marjoroly.” I pulled out a stack of green bills, bundled with a thick rubber band. “Hundreds.”


Laurel opened the other envelope. “Hundreds of hundreds.”


We exchanged nervous glances. Definitely not your typical curbside find.


Inside, we piled the cash on the table in the breakfast nook and began counting. My hands trembled as I counted the bundles a second time. Laurel and Kristen watched me, holding their breath. Weak at the knees, I slid onto the bench and reached for the coffee Kristen had poured me. I cradled the cup and exhaled, my breath ragged.


“Thirty-five thousand,” I said.


We sat in stunned silence. After a few moments, I took a closer look at the envelopes. No addresses or stamps, no notes about the contents.


“Is Eric home?” I asked Kristen.


“He and Mariah are helping clean up a park in Lake City. It’s project day for her environmental club at school.”


“Oh, right.” I’d forgotten. Eric is a lawyer, my go-to whenever sticky stuff comes up in my business or personal life. “Obviously we have a legal obligation to return it, if we knew who the owner is—”


“Which you don’t,” Laurel said. “And the chair is yours, not ours. I’d have walked right past it.”


“Or if I can find out,” I continued. “At the very least, I’ve got a moral obligation. Someone hid this money to keep it safe.”


“Finders, keepers,” Savannah said.


“No,” her mother said. “A quarter, yes. Or a dollar bill. But not someone’s life savings.”


“But they gave the chair away,” the girl countered. “Ooh, what if it’s evidence of a crime?”


I stared at the stacks of cash. Picked up the top few bills, their surfaces dry and slightly rough, and found the dates. Older, but not old, and not all the same. Ordinary paper could be fingerprinted, I knew, but the special textured paper used for currency? No doubt any money that had circulated would have been handled too much to give up usable prints.


Talia, the angry man had called the woman he’d been looking for. Or Dahlia. And he’d said she was gone. She’d left behind a broken-down old chair, a box of cheap dishes, and what else?


It gave me the willies. Something not right had happened here, I was sure.


“I’m guessing that Talia, whoever she is, owned the chair,” I said slowly, piecing it out. “And she didn’t know the money was hidden inside.”


“You hear stories like that,” Laurel said, “where someone stashed money and forgot it. Or died, and no one knew. And the landlord cleaned out her apartment and set out the things he considered trash.”


“That’s possible. But the man looking for her recognized that chair. Seeing it surprised him. He went inside, and when he came out, he said she was gone. He seemed—I don’t know. Shocked. If you know someone well enough to recognize their furniture, aren’t you likely to know if they died? Or moved?”


And clearly, he hadn’t.


Who was he? I could almost see his face at the edges of my memory, but couldn’t quite make it out. Or rather, I could see the face but couldn’t remember where I’d seen it before.


But I knew what I had to do.


I had to call Tag.




Two
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With all the herbs used in ancient burial rites—cumin and lavender in mummification, cinnamon and cassis in preparing the body and on funeral pyres, even pepper up the nose for eternal life—the path to the afterlife must have been a fragrant one.





“I CAN’T MAKE A CLAIM, NOT IN GOOD CONSCIENCE,” I TOLD my ex-husband over the phone. “It’s not my money.”


“At this point, it’s as much yours as anyone else’s. If they don’t find the owner, then you can say you don’t want it. Give it to charity—the meals program your parents started at the Cathedral, or the Market Foundation.”


Officer Tag Buhner of the Seattle Police Department rides the bike patrol. It’s been his beat for years, and he loves it. He knows the department and its procedures inside out.


And he knows me. Sometimes too well.


“Anyone see the three of you take the chair?” he asked.


I paced back and forth across Kristen’s stone patio as I told him about the man who’d recognized the discarded wreck, seemingly upset by the sight, and the families who had walked by, the women drawn to the dishes.


“Listen, Pepper,” Tag said in his cop voice. “Let the police do their job. Don’t go sticking your nose into this.”


I refrained from telling him that what I did with my nose was my business, not his. We were divorced, after all. We’d been married thirteen years when I went out for drinks after work with friends from the law firm where I managed staff HR and nearly tripped over him and a meter maid (I should say “parking enforcement officer,” but I can’t) practically plugging each other at a table in the back corner. On an evening when he’d told me he was picking up a shift for a friend with a sick kid. I’d moved out and lucked into a downtown loft. Not long after, the law firm imploded in scandal, taking my job with it. What a way to turn forty.


But the past was behind me now. I’d bought the venerable Spice Shop in Pike Place Market, a place I’d loved since my mother had begun taking me along on her weekly shopping trips. Back then, I was barely tall enough to drop a quarter into Rachel, the bronze piggy bank near the Market entrance. Rachel is a kid magnet, collecting donations for the Foundation that provides social services. The Market is the heart and soul of Seattle—and its stomach. I like to think the Spice Shop gives it a flavor like no other city in the country.


And the Spice Shop had been my refuge and salvation. People think I get my nickname from the shop. Truth is, my grandfather named me Pepper when I was a little girl, sealing my fate. It just took me a few decades to figure out that selling herbs and spices was my calling.


Tag’s beat includes downtown and the Market, leading to some uncomfortable encounters my first few months in the shop. We worked it out, uneasily at times, more smoothly at others. I can honestly say we’re friends now, and for that I’m grateful.


“They’ll find the rightful owner,” he said. “Take the cash to the East Precinct station and get the process going. I’ll call the desk sergeant, give him a heads-up.”


I thanked him and punched off the phone. Despite Tag’s assurances, I didn’t share his confidence in his colleagues in blue. Not that they wouldn’t care. But they have shootings and assaults and arson on their minds. Real crime.


And while thirty-five thousand was a fortune to anyone who didn’t have it, to “the process,” as Tag put it, it was just another piece of unclaimed property.


Back in the kitchen, I took pictures of the piles of cash. Then, using a dish towel to protect the envelopes and avoid further smudging any prints, I repacked the envelopes and slid them into a paper shopping bag. Kristen offered to take Laurel home, and Savannah begged to go along and practice driving. While they debated possession of the car keys, I downed the last of my coffee, kissed them all, and said goodbye, Arf trotting beside me.


I opened the car door for the dog, then stepped into the narrow, tree-lined street and climbed in the driver’s side. Nearby, a bird chirped. In the distance, a lawn mower whirred. These houses had been built in the city’s early decades, and some were on their third or fourth remodel. Grace House, as this one had been known for years, bore little resemblance to the hippie house of my childhood, when projects and protests were launched from the scarred surface of the kitchen table. It had always been a home, a sanctuary, but with time, effort, and a lot of money, Kristen and Eric had reclaimed its beauty. I loved this street. Always had, always would. The life it represented was not the life I’d been dealt, though, and that was okay. I’d created a life I loved.


But it was nice to visit this one from time to time.


I wound my way down to Twelfth, the homes smaller but sweet. The street became increasingly commercial near the trendy Pike/Pine corridor. A few blocks down stood Seattle University, the Jesuit college my brother and I attended, though only he had managed to graduate. The neighborhood had changed dramatically since then, with modern apartment buildings replacing run-down duplexes. A sushi joint occupied an old plumbing-supply business, and restaurants and cafés dotted the east side of the street across from SU.


Click. That’s how I knew the man we’d seen in Fremont. I pulled over at Twelfth and Olive—parking was a breeze on a Sunday afternoon—and dug my phone out of the bottom of my tote. (Why it never stays in the inside pocket where I put it, who knows.) I thumbed a text to my buddy Tariq.


T, what’s the name of the chef who ran the place where you worked in Madrona?


The chef who’d engineered the theft of a spice blend we’d created for another customer, hoping to spark up his crab cakes and other dishes. But he hadn’t known the secret ingredient, exposing his charade. It’s one thing to be influenced or inspired by work you admire, but outright theft is a whole other kettle of hot water and stinky fish. I’d attempted to lower the temperature by offering to create a blend for him, but instead, he’d fired Tariq for telling me what was going on. Then he himself had been fired, and the restaurant closed.


He’d given no indication that he recognized me in our brief sidewalk encounter. But maybe he was having the same conversation with himself right this minute, in reverse.


The phone in my hand rang.


“Hey, Pepper,” Tariq said in a sleepy drawl. “All that chopping and cooking, I’m too tired to text. What’s up?”


It was past noon, but restaurant staff work late on the weekends. I asked him about the chef.


“I can’t remember his name. It isn’t Bob.”


“Ah, geez. Boz. Boz Bosworth.” From Tariq’s serious tone, I could almost picture him sitting up straight. “Careful. He’s bad news.”


Boz. That was it. But being a petty thief with a flying temper didn’t mean he hadn’t been legitimately concerned about the woman.


“Yeah, thanks. Hey, do you know a woman named Talia? Or Dahlia? Lives in Fremont.” Or had, but I skipped over the nuance. So she’d moved in a hurry. So she hadn’t told all her friends. If Boz was one of them, his hot head might have been the very reason she’d packed up and picked up. If that was the case, I didn’t want to be the one who led him to her.


“No, sorry. Hey, I owe you big for smoothing things over with Edgar. Working with him rocks.”


“Good to hear.” Tariq had settled down nicely since I’d met him, when he and Edgar had both worked for a man I’d sort of been dating. The restaurant world has a rep for Spin the wheel, staff moving around, but in every business, a stable team is key to success.


Once a personnel manager, always a meddler.


“He cooking somewhere?” I asked. “Boz, I mean.”


“Not that I’ve heard. Too hot to handle, you know? I mean, the spice thing was so not cool. Firing me, I get. I deserved it. But then the whole staff quit, and word gets around, you know? I’m not saying he was blackballed, but . . .”


“But who would hire trouble on purpose.”


“’Zactly. Hey, you gotta come ’round. You and Nate. We’re cooking hot, man.”


“Next time he’s home. I promise.”


The East Precinct station stood on the next corner, in a gray building that anyone who didn’t know better would assume was a parking garage. It was back to normal now, the graffiti that had covered the bricks and the plywood that had covered the windows during the city’s Black Lives Matter protests both long gone.


I opened the door, the glass front trimmed in royal blue, and walked in, greeted by the astringent smell of recent cleaning. Half a dozen people sat in the lobby. A thumb-sucking toddler stared up at me. A woman called her name, then swept her into her arms.


“Pepper Reece,” the officer at the desk called. A glint from the overhead lights shone on his dark, bald scalp. “Sight for sore eyes.”


“Manny Reyes,” I said, matching the desk sergeant’s grin. “Tag didn’t tell me it would be you. Busy place, for a Sunday.”


He rolled his eyes. “You would not believe.”


After a brief catch-up on the wife and kids—they are always older than you think—Manny introduced an officer who escorted me into a small interview room. A second officer joined us, and I repeated the story of finding the chair and the cash. Then we went through the process Tag had outlined. The officers switched on their body cameras. Gloved up and counted the money twice. I clutched my elbows, reminding myself I had no reason to be nervous. One officer recorded the amount of cash and the breakdown by denomination on the outside of a special envelope. At his direction, I signed both the envelope and another form, documenting the chain of custody. The officer slipped the stacks inside the evidence bag and sealed it.


“What this does,” he told me, tapping the form with a finger, “is establish that on this date, at this time, in this place, you gave us thirty-five thousand dollars in US currency, and I have signed it to acknowledge receipt. Officer Edwards and I will walk this to the evidence unit and go through the same steps.”


Then we repeated the exercise with the envelopes—they were evidence, too.


“Do you need my fingerprints?” I’d been printed before, for elimination, but didn’t know if those prints stayed on file.


“Yes, ma’am.” He gave me the receipt for the cash and a form spelling out the process to claim the money if the owner wasn’t found in the next sixty days. On their way to the evidence room, they escorted me to a counter where my prints were taken. Quick and easy, inkless and painless.


Back out front, I waited for Manny to finish with a woman demanding to see her son. Manny clicked a few keys on a computer screen and told her the man was being held in the jail down in Kent. He took a printed information sheet from a cubby behind him, wrote in a name and case number, then handed it to her, pointing out visiting hours, bus routes, and other details.


“You could probably recite all that in your sleep,” I said after she’d left.


“Sadly, yes. You get that claim filed?”


“Yep. What will you do to find the rightful owner?” Who might or might not be Talia of the unknown last name. Truth was, I had only Boz’s word that the chair belonged to her and no idea who had put it out on the curb. Though I’d faithfully reported the details, who knew if they were accurate, let alone helpful?


“A property or patrol officer will contact the landlord and attempt to identify the owner of the chair. If they don’t know, then we’ll ask who’s moved out recently. Make contact, ask questions.”


“Tricky, dealing with cash.” With art or jewelry, you could request a description, photos, a receipt for purchase. But cash all looks the same. And too many people would be eager to claim it, rightfully or not.


“Our people are pros.” He flashed me another toothy grin, then turned serious. “And we’ll run a check of our records. See if your report matches up with any reports of lost or stolen property.”


In other words, found property was long odds and low priority, requiring a boatload of footwork at a time when the department was short-staffed and demand was high.


It might have been Sunday and the street sleepy, but officers came and went. Citizens came and went. Phones rang. Radios squawked.


“You’ve done your part, Pepper,” Manny said. “We’ll be in touch. You take care now.”


I felt almost as reluctant to leave as I’d been to make the claim. I did not feel done with this.




Three


[image: image]




Scratch a dog and you’ll find a permanent job.


—Franklin P. Jones





BACK AT THE CAR, I GLANCED AT THE SKY AND PUT ON MY jacket. Some errands are necessary, rain or shine. Arf and I headed for Cal Anderson Park, a hop and a skip away. It’s one of the city’s Olmsted Brothers parks, designed by the sons of the man who created Central Park in New York City. I’d recently discovered that its reservoir, now covered by grassy play fields and a small reflecting pool, was built to supply water for homes and firefighting after the Great Seattle Fire of 1889 destroyed the entire business district.


And it’s ideal for a quick walk for dogs and humans alike.


“What do you think, Arf?” I asked my copilot after a quarter mile or so. “Will they find this mysterious Talia? Will they figure out who that money belongs to?”


The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was that Talia, or whoever had owned the chair before it was left for the taking, had not known about the cash. It had taken Kristen all of thirty seconds to unzip the cover and find the envelopes stuffed inside. So why hadn’t Talia bothered to figure out what was making the cushion so lumpy?


Either she hadn’t had the chair long, or she’d left in such a hurry, under such awful circumstances, that she hadn’t had time to grab the money.


At the northwest corner of the park, an escalator leads to the light rail station deep underground. A woman emerged, beaded braids flying as she rushed by, phone to her ear, the wheels of the hard-sided silver suitcase she pulled clattering on the sidewalk. A woman on the move.


Like Talia?


“Come on, Arf,” I said and picked up the pace. “We’ve got some investigating to do.”


THE MARINERS WERE on the road today. The Saab’s radio crackled, the play-by-play broken up by the brittle wires and ancient innards that a wise mechanic—my boyfriend, Nate—had told me could not be fixed. He’d followed that with a shrug I interpreted to mean, “You don’t need a new radio. You need a new car.”


Ahead of me, a short line of traffic waited for the University Bridge, one of four drawbridges that cross the Ship Canal. One giant span jutted into the air. I braked, then fiddled with the radio dial. Maybe it wasn’t the wires. Maybe the bridge’s electronics were interfering with the signal.


I had not actually agreed when Tag told me to turn in the money and walk away. No man controls my decision-making, and Tag knows better than to think he can order me around. He was still skeptical of my investigative abilities, though no doubt he’d claim he was only concerned for my safety. But I try not to make promises I don’t intend to keep.


Then there was Nate. While my safety mattered deeply to him, he would never hint at any doubt or lack of trust. I’d already solved three murders when we met, and he knew my drive for justice was as much a part of me as my spiky hair, my love of coffee, and my passion for herbs and spices.


Nate had been away since mid-January, plying the waters off the coast of Alaska, save for a week home earlier in the month. The catch had been good and the crew needed a break. So did he and Bron, his brother and co-captain. A chance to spend more than a few hours on land. To hug the people they loved and sleep in their own beds. Eat food they hadn’t cooked themselves and see other faces. Bron was four months into a long-distance relationship with a pizza restaurateur named Daria, and needless to say, we hadn’t seen much of them that week. We’d been otherwise occupied. Retail shop owners don’t get vacation time, but I’d managed a few days off. One day we drove up to the Skagit Valley for the Tulip Festival. Another day, we only left the loft to walk the dog. The ten months since we’d met were the sweetest not-quite-ayear of my life.


But he’s a practical man. I could almost hear him ask, “So, what are you hoping to accomplish?”


I was hoping to find someone at Talia’s building who could tell me about her or the chair.


The play-by-play returned long enough for me to figure out that it was the bottom of the third and the Mariners led by two.


I knew for sure that both Nate and I were committed to a future together. What it would look like, I didn’t know. Over the winter he’d dropped hints about selling the boat or finding other work, but he hadn’t mentioned either option since then. I’d taken to heart the advice Laurel and my dad had given me: let him be. I process my thoughts out loud, but he needs to work things out himself before talking about them. My nephew, Charlie, had spent a Saturday with him tinkering on the smaller vessel he keeps at Fishermen’s Terminal, under Arf’s supervision, and all had seemed well. Not that I would expect Nate to unburden himself to an eleven-year-old. And if he’d talked to the dog, I hadn’t heard about it. Arf is the soul of discretion.


The bridge decks lowered. Lights flashed, crossarms rose, and cars crept forward. The metal grating rumbled under my wheels, competing with the broadcaster barking out the stats from the first third of the game.


I skirted the University District, dropping down to the semi-industrial area along the lakeshore, and in a few minutes, we were back in the People’s Republic of Fremont. Crowds had not yet thinned, and I circled Talia’s block twice before lucking out. A van pulled out, and I pulled in.


The dog aimed his soulful eyes at me, the message unmistakable: “Take me, take me!”


“Okay,” I said. “As long as you work your magic and wheedle out some useful information.”


Assuming we met someone who had useful information.


We crossed the street to the pale-yellow building, its exterior brick on the first floor and wood siding above. Outside the front door, I studied the directory. No luck—last names only, and I didn’t know hers. No on-site manager listed.


A red-and-white For Rent sign taped inside the front door advertised a furnished one-bedroom. No rent listed; it would probably give me a heart attack. I tried the handle. Locked. I cupped my hands around my eyes and peered in. A small, basic lobby, although the wood floors gleamed. A lot of older buildings in this part of the city had been razed and replaced with bigger, better, newer. Without obvious charm, how had this building survived? Though as the owner of a shop in a building closing in on its first century, I was keenly aware that reliable plumbing and electricity have their own charms.


No signs of life.


“Looks like we’re out of luck, Arf.” Back on the sidewalk, several boxes remained. I opened one. Books.


A direct route to my heart. I stuck my wrist through the loop in Arf’s leash, grabbed the box, and crossed the street. Opened the trunk and set the box inside. Returned to the stack and opened another box. Knickknacks and other things I wanted to sort through, vaguely protected by a swath of pink-and-white gingham.


“Hey, you. What are you doing?”


Not the angry ex-chef this time, but a fiftyish Asian man in a turquoise polo and olive-green cargo pants tight around the belly and loose in the hips. Splotches of white paint covered one knee.


I spread my hands. “Trolling for treasure in the trash. That’s the point of leaving boxes on the curb when it isn’t trash day, right?”


“You’re not going to find any treasure in this cr—” He stopped himself, mindful of my tender female sensitivities, though I had no trouble with the word he hadn’t said. “Tenants come and go. They leave stuff behind and expect me to deal with it.” He started to walk away, but I couldn’t let him.


“You’re the manager? Did Talia move out?”


“Why you asking? You a friend of hers?”


I sidestepped the question. “I was surprised she left the old chair.”


He glowered at the space where it had been. “Somebody nabbed it. I guess the legs might make decent firewood.”


“Were the rest of these boxes hers, too?”


“I wouldn’t know. She claimed to be apartment-sitting for a friend, but I’d bet a bundle that her ‘friend’”—he made air quotes—“is working out of town and it’s an illegal sublet. Some kind of analyst or engineer for one of the tech companies. They’ve all got bright, shiny offices down by the canal. I don’t know what they do, but they move around a lot.”


“Talia’s an engineer?” His rant had me confused. And I was pretty sure subletting was legal, though the lease might prohibit it.


He blew out a dismissive breath. “I couldn’t tell you what Talia does. Comes and goes during the day. No regular hours, and now she’s gone. I offered to rent her a unit upstairs, but she said no. My guess, no cash. This sublet farce continues, I may have to cancel that lease.”


So Talia was subletting in a building with a vacancy. Maybe she didn’t want the commitment of her own place. Maybe the manager was right and she couldn’t pull together the money.


But she’d had a chair, and I was increasingly certain she hadn’t known about the cash in the cushion.


I wanted inside her apartment. Lacking that, I wanted inside the building.


“Can I see the apartment for rent?” Think fast. “I’ve got an employee who needs a place. With the bus stop close by, it’s easy to get downtown. Could be just right.”


He scanned me tip to toe, his gaze not entirely comfortable. If my imaginary employee were young and female, I would not send her here. But I matched him for height, at five seven or so, and given his appearance, I figured I could knee him and sprint away if I had to.


Besides, I had Arf. Airedales aren’t guard dogs, but he is a terrier. Those teeth are bred for gnashing.


“I get first and last month’s rent and a damage deposit. But no dogs.” The manager marched toward the building entrance. I decided he didn’t mean no dog right this minute, and followed.


“I’m Pepper Reece. I didn’t catch your name.” He hadn’t given it.


“Vernon Phan. What kind of business you run?”


For half a second, I considered lying, but that’s not really in my DNA. Except in emergencies. “I own the Spice Shop in Pike Place Market.”


His grunt might have been approval, but probably not.


As I’d thought from outside, the lobby was utilitarian, not a place to linger and visit with your neighbors. An artificial ficus tree stood between a built-in bank of locked mailboxes and a stairway going down.


“Laundry and storage downstairs,” Phan said. “Sign says keep this door closed, but nobody pays any attention.” He closed the stairway door with a clang, then continued walking. At the end of the hall, he pulled a heavy key ring out of the lower pocket of his cargo pants.


Show me a man with a lot of keys, my grandfather used to say, and I’ll show you a man with too much on his mind.


Phan found a key and stuck it in the lock, cocking his head toward the door across the way.


“Same size as your friend’s place, not that you’d know it—all that junk crammed into it.”


“Sit,” I told Arf, who sat in the open doorway. “Stay.”


Wherever the paint on Vernon Phan’s knee had come from, it wasn’t here. The walls needed a fresh coat and the greige carpet a good shampooing. In truth, the carpet needed to go. Not a big project—the whole unit couldn’t have been more than five hundred square feet.


Bed and bath were small and plain. The queen-size mattress was bare but clean, the black metal bed frame cheap but decent. The windows looked out on a narrow passage between this building and the larger, newer one next door.


“Fridge is new.” Phan waved a hand at the galley kitchen.


“Nice,” I said. Black appliances, speckled black Formica counters, and plenty of cupboards. It would do, if you cooked alone. Anyone standing at the stove would have to back out to let someone else get to the refrigerator.


The dark-brown couch was not as old as I’d expected, flanked by two tan-slipcovered chairs. Next to the wall stood a small wooden desk with a single lap drawer, the kind sometimes called a sofa table, and a single chair.


To my eyes, the apartment hovered somewhere between decent and a dump. An optimist would call it a blank slate.


“Your employee single?” Phan asked. “Bit tight for a couple, but plenty of room for one, if they don’t hang on to everything they ever owned, like your friend’s friend.”


I gave him a knowing smile, totally fake. “She is a collector, isn’t she? Do you have a card? I was hoping to drop in on Talia. When did you last see her?”


“Couldn’t say for sure.” He fished in a pocket, then handed me a grubby business card. “Monday or Tuesday? A while.”


I patted my leg, releasing Arf from his stay. We followed Phan out of the apartment, and as he locked the door behind us, I sent mental vibes to Talia’s unit.


Vernon Phan couldn’t help me find Talia. Or if he could, he wouldn’t. He wanted nothing to do with her, except to keep on collecting the rent from his rule-breaking tenant.


Maybe Talia, whoever or wherever she was, had no better claim to the money in the chair than I did. But if I didn’t do my best to find her, I would feel like a thief.


And now that I’d seen where she’d been living, finding her seemed even more important. But how?


How?




Four
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Waiting for the Interurban, a cluster of cast-aluminum statues of six people and a dog, sits near the Fremont Bridge commemorating the rail line that ran between Seattle and Everett for forty years, doomed by the 1939 completion of Highway 99.





AFTER PHAN LOCKED THE DOOR BEHIND ME, I GRABBED THE box of knickknacks. At the car, I stashed the box and settled Arf into the back seat, leaving the windows open several inches. Then I strode down Fremont Avenue toward the Ship Canal. Some retail shops were closed, others open, counting on foot traffic from the Sunday Market.


And where there’s foot traffic, a bakery is always a good bet. Breakfast had long worn off. I hadn’t spent much time around here in years but would lay odds there was still a bakery on the corner.


When it comes to food, my memory is rarely wrong.


A row of gold “Best of Fremont” stickers lined the bottom of the bakery’s glass door, one for each of the last umpteen years. Inside, the scents of sugar, yeast, and coffee mingled, and the walls screamed with color, as if to make up for Seattle’s too-frequent gray skies. Customers filled about half the tables. A few more perched on stools at the counter inside the front windows, nursing cups of coffee and tea, little but crumbs left on their plates.


“Hey, doll,” a fortyish man with blue streaks in his platinum hair and a white apron called from behind the counter. “We’re a bit low right now, with the after-market rush, but I’m sure we can find a treat to hit your sweet spot.”


“When it comes to treats, I’m easy to please.” I studied the trays of cupcakes, cookies, and éclairs in the display case. Despite the gaps, I knew my mouth and I would be happy. This level of baking and decorating is an art form. And while I’m no artist, I excel at art appreciation.


“How about an Americano and a German chocolate cupcake for here,” I told the counterman. “And three of those cherry-cheesecakey things to go.”


“You got it.” He touched a screen, ringing up the sale.


“You’ve created quite the neighborhood hangout,” I said.


“From morning coffee to after-school cookies and cupcakes, and cakes for special occasions, we feed Fremont. Fewer familiar faces on Market Sundays, but we serve you once, we know you’ll come back.” Sounded like he was reading from his own ads.


I found a table that offered a view of the room, admittedly small, and the passersby. The day had been filled with emotion and activity, and the moment I sat, the combo hit me hard, followed immediately by a flood of questions and doubts. Had I done everything I could to reunite the cash from the chair cushion with its owner? Both Tag and Sergeant Reyes thought so. In their eyes, I was nothing but a claimant, a signature on a form, my duty done.
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