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      My mother’s idea of breakfast differed from mine. Her egg whites and dry toast—or oatmeal when she was really feeling saucy—just didn’t cut it for me. I, Avery Shaw, needed something more substantial.

      Unfortunately, since my mother was gearing up for her twentieth high school reunion, she’d gone on a tear and tossed out everything remotely considered unhealthy. She was determined to lose five pounds before the big day. She didn’t care in the least that I was close to starving to death.

      That meant thinking outside of the box for breakfast. Or, in my case, taking the lazy route. That’s why I let myself into the family restaurant through the back door when I was supposed to be on my way to school. I needed something decent to eat … and fast.

      My grandfather was minding the kitchen when I edged around the dishwashing station and approached the griddle. Despite his glasses, he still squinted to read the orders tacked up in front of him.

      “What do you want?” he barked without looking in my direction. He might not have been able to read the orders without help, but apparently, he had no problem seeing me out of the corner of his eye.

      “Breakfast,” I replied.

      “Don’t you have breakfast at home?”

      “Yes, but Mom’s on a diet, and I don’t want oatmeal … or egg whites.”

      Grandpa made a face. “The yolk is the best part of the egg. That’s the baby bird, and when you eat it, you grow stronger.”

      I wasn’t opposed to listening to him rant if it meant I could get a free breakfast. “I’ll die if I don’t get something to eat before school.”

      Grandpa shot me a dubious look. “Don’t lay it on so thick with someone who knows you,” he warns. “I’ll cook you eggs, hash browns, and sausage, but you have to get out of the way.” He pointed to a bank of freezers, and I hoisted myself onto one of them. “When is your mother’s reunion?” he asked as he broke eggs on the griddle.

      “This weekend. She’s going all out.” I shifted close enough to the coffee pot to pour a cup. “She got some fancy dress and keeps telling Dad, no matter what he thinks, that she is not trying to show up Phyllis Newton.”

      Grandpa chuckled. “She was your mother’s high school nemesis. It doesn’t surprise me that she’s fixated on Phyllis.”

      “I wish I had a nemesis,” I said as I sipped my coffee. “It sounds fun.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, kid. You’ll have multiple nemeses. Your personality is too loud to avoid them.”

      It didn’t sound so bad to me. When I turned back to him, I noticed a sock stuck to the back of his shirt. “What’s up with the static cling?” I asked, wrinkling my nose when my aunt swung behind him and snagged the sock. She’d obviously noticed it but said nothing.

      “What static cling?” Grandpa screwed up his face.

      “You had a sock stuck to you.” I caught a hint of movement out of the corner of my eye and darted my gaze toward the area where Aunt Marnie had disappeared to. She was standing near the meat slicer, in front of the deep freezer. She slashed her hand across her throat to signal me to stop talking. It was as if she didn’t know me at all.

      “Why does Aunt Marnie want me to stop questioning you?” I asked.

      Grandpa looked to his second daughter. He caught the slashing motion and gave her the “I see you” two-finger salute. He was glowering when he turned back. “She’s bugging me.”

      “Everybody bugs me. Why are you bugged?”

      “Your grandmother and I are having a difference of opinion,” Grandpa replied as he plated three breakfasts and put them on the counter to be picked up. He then plated breakfast for me and handed it over. “Your aunt—who is no longer a child I want to claim—is taking your grandmother’s side,” Grandpa said pointedly as Marnie swung around to place the other breakfast plates on a tray.

      “I warned you,” she said to me, her annoyance obvious. “You never listen, which is obviously your mother’s fault, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” With that, she turned on her heel and flounced through the swinging doors into the cafe section of the restaurant.

      “What did she warn me about?” I asked as I mashed my eggs and hash browns together. My grandfather was notorious for his rants, but I happened to like that part of his personality. I’d inherited it from him, after all. What wasn’t to like?

      “She’s being a complete and total pain. They all are.”

      I didn’t have to ask who “they” were. It was a family business. Almost all my relatives worked a shift or two during the week. Some worked full-time. Some worked part-time. Some of my cousins picked up shifts after school. I did occasionally, but only when I was desperate for money. Nobody wanted me cooking for them … and I tended to lick people’s bread if I didn’t like them. I will lick bread or a bun and let people eat it when I think they’re jerks. Does that make me a jerk? Probably. I don’t care.

      “How about you just tell me the story, and don’t make me beg for it?” I suggested. “I have exactly seven minutes before I have to leave for school. If you want me to take your side—and that’s clearly what you’re gunning for—I need to hear the story.”

      Grandpa shot me some serious side-eye. “What makes you think I want you on my side?”

      “Because something tells me I might be your only ally.”

      Grandpa grumbled under his breath. When he launched into his tale, however, I knew I was right. “So, your grandmother and I were having a philosophical debate,” he started.

      Oh, well, this wouldn’t end well. I continued to shovel food into my mouth as I listened. It would probably be a terrible story, but at least it would be entertaining.

      “Your grandmother believes I should start doing more for myself around the house,” he continued.

      “What do you do around the house now?” I asked.

      “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      I shook my head. Honestly, the only thing I’d ever seen the man do was sit in his chair, sans pants, and read the newspaper. “I’m curious.”

      “I do a lot of things.”

      “Like what?” I bit into my toast.

      “I … bring home the bacon,” he said.

      “But do you ever fry it up?” My grandparents seemed to have one of those old school relationships I’d only ever seen depicted on television shows. “Do you ever cook dinner for Grandma? Do you do the laundry?” I thought about the sock. “Wait, is that why you had a sock stuck to you?”

      If looks could kill, I would be dead. “I’m more than capable of cooking dinner. I own my own restaurant.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve never seen you cook dinner for Grandma.”

      “Do you want to hear my side of things or not?”

      Was he kidding? I loved his stories. “Lay it on me,” I instructed.

      “Your grandmother has always been a homemaker. She raised the kids.”

      “You had four kids under the age of five at one point,” I pointed out. “I don’t think paying for daycare for that many kids would’ve been cost-effective. Then you had your surprise baby, however many years later. I think by then, the work ship had sailed.”

      Grandpa pretended I hadn’t spoken. “She worked here in the restaurant occasionally, but she never liked it. A few nights ago, we got to talking. I pointed out that it was her job to fix me dinner and do the laundry because she didn’t have another job.”

      I cringed. “You didn’t really say that?”

      “Of course I did!” Grandpa’s nostrils flared. “It’s the truth. I run the business. She runs the house. Everything in the house is her responsibility. I hire someone to do the lawn because I’m too busy, but everything in that house is her domain.”

      I shifted my gaze to the double doors, where Aunt Marnie was peeking through.

      “I told you,” she said pointedly. “You never mind your own business.”

      I was terrible at minding my own business. “So Grandma is on a cleaning and cooking strike, and you’re responsible for your own dinner and laundry,” I said.

      “He’s also sleeping on the couch,” Aunt Marnie offered.

      “Oh, fun.” I smiled at Grandpa.

      “I can still make you wear that breakfast if you’re not careful,” Grandpa warned.

      We both knew that was an empty threat. He would have to catch me first, and he was far too lazy to try. “How long are you going to hold out?” I asked.

      “Until she agrees that I’m right.”

      I flicked my eyes to Marnie. “How long do you think he’ll make it?”

      “Last night, he ate SpaghettiOs straight from the can and a buttered piece of bread for dinner,” she replied. “I don’t think he’ll make it much longer. Plus, he turned all his socks pink.”

      I leaned over to look at his formerly white socks. “Why would you go out of your way to insult her that way?” I asked. I was halfway through my breakfast and still had a bit of time to kill.

      “I wasn’t trying to insult her,” Grandpa fired back. “I was explaining the realities of life to her. Your grandmother has always lived in la-la land.”

      “It’s no wonder she makes you sleep on the couch. You sound like a self-righteous jerk.”

      “I might be a jerk, but I’m a jerk who brings in the money. She doesn’t do anything. All the kids are grown. It’s her job to take care of that house.”

      “Wow.” I shoveled another forkful into my mouth, chewed and swallowed, and then pinned him with a serious look. “Are you pretending that raising all those kids you insisted on knocking her up with wasn’t work?”

      “Of course it was work. But it’s done.”

      “Did you help raise those kids?”

      “No,” Marnie replied before he could.

      “Of course I did.” Grandpa was affronted. “I spent tons of time taking care of them. If you want to know the truth, I spent just as much time raising them as your grandmother. I didn’t want accolades for that. I just shut up and did it.”

      I darted another look to Marnie, who was glowering at him. “Is that how you remember it?”

      “Not so much,” she replied. “By the way, I hear Phyllis Newton is down ten pounds and ready to rub your mother’s nose in it. You tell her she’d better get hopping if she wants to be thinner than Phyllis.”

      “I’ll get right on that.” I shook my head as Marnie disappeared into the restaurant. Grandpa stood at the counter, hands on hips, practically daring me to say something else. Because I was me, I opted to take him up on the dare. “You should probably apologize.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong!” he screeched.

      “I don’t think even you believe that. You just can’t admit when you’re wrong.”

      “Look who’s talking.”

      He had a point. I never admitted to being wrong. Not that I ever was wrong. I decided to take a different tack. “You need to decide if you want to be right or stop sleeping on the couch. Also, you couldn’t even heat up the SpaghettiOs? That’s just gross.”

      “They’re pre-cooked. They were fine. I’m right. Sometimes you have to take a stand. That’s something you’ll learn when you get married.”

      “I’m not getting married.” I was firm on that. “Let’s be realistic. There’s nobody who will put up with me. I’m going to focus on my career and take care of myself.”

      “Yeah, you’re a real ballbuster,” Grandpa said. “But you’ll get married.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says me. There’s somebody for everyone.”

      I had trouble believing that. “Who would put up with me?”

      “Somewhere out there is a guy who likes ballbusters,” Grandpa explained. “He’s going to find that mouth of yours fascinating. He’s going to think that thing you do where you make people run and hide is adorable. He’s actually going to be attracted to that mouth and brain of yours.”

      He sounded so sure of himself it gave me pause. “And if that happens, do you really think I’m going to sit at home and do all the work while he’s out bringing home the bacon?”

      “Of course not.” Grandpa’s response was easy. “But you’re not your grandmother. I wouldn’t have married you in the first place. I never wanted a ballbuster.”

      “And here I thought I was your favorite grandchild.” I mock-clutched at my chest.

      “You’re in my top five grandchildren,” he replied. “But it’s a sliding scale. You’re different from your grandmother. I wouldn’t have been attracted to a woman with a mouth like yours. I wanted a woman to take care of my house.”

      “You’re saying if Grandma doesn’t act like your personal servant, you don’t love her any longer.”

      “That is not what I said!” Grandpa jabbed a finger in my direction. “My house is balanced a certain way. Your house will be balanced too. Every house is balanced differently, but it will work for you. I want what I want.”

      “Which is your way all the time,” I surmised. “Nobody else can have his or her way because what you want supersedes everything.”

      “Now you get it.” He smiled. “You’re going to be the same way. That’s why you should be taking my side.”

      He had a point. So did I. “I can’t.” I wiped the corners of my mouth with a napkin and jumped down from the freezer. “Grandma is right on this one. You need to stop being such a douche and compromise.”

      “Would you compromise?”

      “I’m never going to compromise. That’s why I’m never getting married. You’re already married, so you have no choice but to compromise.”

      “I don’t have to, because I’m right.”

      “Is being right worth another night of cold SpaghettiOs and sleeping on the couch?”

      Grandpa cocked his head as he considered it.

      “I didn’t think so.” I started toward the back door. “Thanks for breakfast.”

      “You will get married one day, Avery,” Grandpa called to my back. “You can’t see it, but I can. Some men like being bossed around. You’ll find someone who can put up with you and who is strong enough to make you compromise.”

      “Miracles happen every day.”

      “They do, and you’re going to find one.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”
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      “Wendell versus Hamblin,” a voice droned, breaking up the whispering that had taken over the courtroom and snapping my attention to the judge, who was still shuffling files and conferring with his clerk.

      This was the case I was interested in, and I was prepared for an entertaining time. It was rare that I was stuck in court on anything other than a criminal case, because newspaper reporters were stretched far too thin these days. This was a civil fight … and it was downright hilarious.

      “What are you doing here?” a voice whispered. Scott Dorchester, an assistant prosecuting attorney, sat down next to me on the wooden bench. Scott was one of the few prosecutors I didn’t find annoying.

      “I’m here for this case.” I pointed to the front of the court. At one table, a woman and a man sat. At the other, a lone man waited. “You know what this is about?”

      “No,” Scott replied. “I’m here for the embezzlement case coming after.” Intrigue lit his features. “I assumed that’s why you’re here.”

      “No, but you have my attention,” I said. The judge was still going through the paperwork that had been provided to him, so we had time to gossip. “Who embezzled from whom?”

      “That would be one Stacy Cantor,” Scott replied. “She embezzled from a political campaign.”

      I snapped up my head. “Whose political campaign?”

      Scott snickered. “It wasn’t Tad Ludington’s, if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

      “That would be too much to ask,” I lamented. “Who was it?”

      “The Macomb Township treasurer’s campaign.”

      I racked my memory. “David Gibson.”

      Scott nodded. “Cantor stole about fifty grand from his election fund, and it took him months to realize it.”

      “Sounds as if he was on top of things.”

      Scott cocked his head. “You’re really not here for the embezzlement?”

      “Nope.” I had my pen and notepad ready. “Something better.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It will lose something in the telling.” My lips curved when Judge Victor Cunningham cleared his throat to get everybody’s attention.

      “I need to be clear in what we’re doing here,” Cunningham said, his eyes bouncing between the two parties. “Am I reading these documents correctly, counselor?”

      “For the record, I’m Tim Talbot for the plaintiff,” the attorney replied. “My client, Alice Wendell, is suing Max Hamblin for emotional distress.”

      “I see that.” Cunningham didn’t look impressed. “If I’m reading this correctly, the suit was filed over an incident that happened almost two years ago. Your client is suing because Mr. Hamblin stood her up?”

      “He callously tossed away my feelings and embarrassed me,” Alice said. She had blonde hair like a helmet—seriously, how much hairspray is too much, lady?—and was dressed in a powder pink suit that made my eyes itch.

      The judge rolled his neck and looked to Max. “You stood her up?”

      “I got distracted, Your Honor,” Max replied. He was dressed in jeans and a wrinkled button-down shirt, making me believe he thought this would be tossed fast because he hadn’t even bothered to dress to impress. “I didn’t mean to stand her up. I just forgot.”

      “You forgot?” Alice was incredulous. “You can’t just forget a person. That’s hurtful and demeaning.”

      “Was this your first date?” Cunningham asked.

      “Yes.” Max bobbed his head. “We met on a dating app … which I’ve since deleted from my phone because it’s obvious only crazy people use it.”

      “Obviously,” Cunningham said dryly. He flipped a page. “Where is your counsel, Mr. Hamblin?”

      “Honestly, sir, I didn’t think I would need one because this is so ridiculous. I don’t have money for a lawyer.”

      “I understand.” Cunningham looked genuinely contrite. “You need someone to help you interpret these documents though.”

      I elbowed Scott in the arm. “Go help him.”

      “I’m a prosecutor,” Scott reminded me. “I’ve already got a job.”

      “Yes, but if you volunteer your time, I’ll give you a plug in the article. It will look good should you ever run for office.”

      Scott tilted his head, considering, and then raised his right hand. “Your Honor, I believe I can be of some help. While I can’t go on retainer, I can help Mr. Hamblin with the documents.”

      Cunningham stared at Scott for several seconds before nodding. “That should suffice.” He looked grateful as Scott crossed to Hamblin. “I would prefer not to adjourn this matter.”

      It didn’t take a genius to read between the lines. The judge wanted to throw out the case. He needed Hamblin to make the right moves for that to happen.

      “Give me a rundown of what happened,” Cunningham prodded.

      “Two years ago, Your Honor, my client and Mr. Hamblin matched on Date Me Forever, a dating app, and agreed to meet for dinner after messaging back and forth for a week,” Talbot explained. “It was agreed that they would go to the chophouse on Groesbeck—”

      “They have great prime rib there,” Cunningham mused.

      “Yes, sir,” Talbot agreed. “My client was going to order it the night she was supposed to meet Mr. Hamblin. Only he didn’t show. He left her sitting there for an hour alone. She’s been emotionally wrecked ever since.”

      I had to swallow a laugh, but the courtroom was so quiet everybody heard the noise I emitted.

      Cunningham leaned to his right to look around Talbot and made eye contact with me. “Do you find this amusing, Ms. Shaw?”

      I swallowed a snarky response. Cunningham and I got along … for the most part. There was no reason to make an enemy of him over something as frivolous as this. “No, Your Honor,” I replied. “I was just trying to swallow a cough so I didn’t disrupt the court.”

      Cunningham didn’t look convinced, but unless I was very much mistaken there was a twinkle in his eyes. He was amused by this case but didn’t want to drag things out. “I’m sorry to hear you’ve picked up a cough.” His eyes went back to Talbot. “Continue.”

      “There isn’t much to say,” Talbot replied. “Mr. Hamblin agreed in principle to meet my client for dinner. He broke a standing verbal contract, thus embarrassing my client. We expect him to pay for pain and suffering.”

      “It says here you’re asking for ten grand in compensatory damages,” Cunningham argued. “How embarrassed could she possibly be?”

      “Very embarrassed, Your Honor,” Talbot replied. “The date was set for the anniversary of my client’s most terrible moment. She was stood up for her senior prom. Twenty years later, on the exact same day, Mr. Hamblin stood her up. It was too much to bear.”

      This time there was no containing my laughter. I leaned over at the waist and hid behind the bench back in front of me.

      “Control yourself, Ms. Shaw,” Cunningham warned, his voice laced with mirth.

      “Yes, Your Honor,” I said. “I’m controlling myself.”

      “It doesn’t sound like it.”

      “I’ll try harder.”

      On a sigh, Cunningham turned to Alice. “Ms. Wendell, I appreciate that you were upset about what happened—”

      “Try mortified,” Alice interjected, cutting off the judge and taking me by surprise. I raised my head to watch what I was certain was about to turn into a righteous spectacle. “This entire thing has broken my heart and made me want to crawl into bed and never leave.”

      “Then maybe you should get on some meds,” Scott volunteered. He was focused on the documents Max had provided to him. “Mr. Hamblin was under no legal obligation to date you. He didn’t even know you.”

      “He made a promise,” Alice fired back. “Where I come from, you keep your promise. I need money for my pain and suffering. I’ll never get over this.”

      Scott shook his head and went back to reading.

      “Mr. Hamblin, you need to secure counsel,” Cunningham explained. “I know you thought this would be dismissed, but you need to get someone to file the paperwork to have this case dismissed.”

      “If he tries to dismiss it, I’ll press charges for perjury,” Alice announced.

      “That’s not really how it works,” Cunningham replied. “Perjury is a criminal charge.”

      “Are you explaining the law to me?” Alice demanded. “I’ll have you know that I’ve seen every episode of Law & Order. You can’t bamboozle me. I know how it works.”

      This story was getting sweeter by the moment.

      “Law & Order isn’t real,” Cunningham fired back.

      “It says right at the start of most of the episodes that it’s based on real events,” Alice argued. “Of course it’s real.”

      I pressed my lips together and waited for Cunningham’s response. “All right,” he said after several seconds. “Mr. Dorchester, I was hoping you could help, but I think I need an actual defense attorney. Can you please check the corridor outside the courtroom and grab one of the defense attorneys for me?”

      “Yes, judge.” Scott hurried toward the door. He seemed to be fighting a fit of the giggles. I couldn’t blame him.

      “We’ll wait a moment until Mr. Dorchester manages to deliver a defense attorney,” Cunningham said.

      “We can adjourn if you prefer,” Talbot offered. “I told my client that was a possibility.”

      “I’d like to complete this case today,” Cunningham said.

      “Meaning what?” Alice demanded. “Are you going to give me my money today?” She looked pleased at the prospect.

      “Not so much,” Cunningham replied. “We need to wait for the defense attorney. Give me a minute.” His gaze momentarily snagged mine. “You’re going to have a field day with this, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” I replied. “It’s going to be glorious.”

      “I figured.” Cunningham impatiently tapped his fingers as he waited for Scott to return. It took a full three minutes, but when Scott reentered, he had Doug Harper in tow. Harper was one of the top criminal defense attorneys in the county, which meant he’d likely only agreed to accompany Scott for the laughs.

      “Your Honor,” Doug said as he stood next to Max. “I’ve been caught up on what’s happening. I’d like to make a motion to dismiss the case.”

      “On what grounds?” Talbot demanded.

      “On the grounds that this is an utter waste of time,” Doug replied. “Also, I would like to request censure for Mr. Talbot here. He knows better than to bring a case like this to court, Your Honor. A fine might remind him of exactly how foolish an idea it was.”

      Cunningham’s lips quirked. “Motion granted,” he said.

      “What?” Alice jumped to her feet. “You can’t side with him. I have proof he stood me up. He hurt my feelings.”

      “Which is not sufficient standing to sue,” Cunningham replied. He was matter of fact. “Ma’am, you had a bad date. It happens. You need to move on.”

      Rather than agree—which is what any sane person would do—Alice decided to vent every grievance she’d ever had.

      “Are you kidding me?” she spat, fury positively rolling off her in waves. “Are you G-D kidding me?”

      I leaned back on the bench and waited for the crazy to really hit the fan.

      “Ms. Wendell, I think perhaps you should take some time to see a professional,” Cunningham offered. “We can refer you to someone if you’d like. What you’re doing here is not okay. This is what we call a frivolous lawsuit.”

      “Oh, and now you’re talking down to me. Well, that just kills it.” Alice threw her hands into the air as she stalked away from Talbot. The bailiff kept shooting her warning looks as she positioned herself in the center aisle, all eyes on her.

      “I know what this is,” she snapped. “You’re trying to keep a strong woman down. I won’t put up with that. Not for one single second. In fact … yes.” She seemed to be having some sort of discussion with herself. “I’ll sue all of you.” She aimed her beady eyes at every individual in the courtroom—including me—in turn. “I’ll sue each and every one of you. I’ll make you sorry you ever met me.”

      “Girl, we already are,” Max drawled.

      I was beyond amused at this point, and I met Alice’s gaze as she stormed out of the courtroom. Once she was gone, the people remaining burst into laughter.

      “Did you get your story, Ms. Shaw?” Cunningham asked when I stood.

      “Pretty much,” I confirmed. My gaze was still on the door. “Send me the info on that embezzler, Scott,” I called out to the prosecutor as I left.

      “Where are you going?” he demanded.

      “Where do you think?” Was that really a question? “That woman is nutty. There’s every chance she could find somebody else to sue before she leaves the building.”

      “Good point.”

      “Be careful,” Cunningham warned. “She could very well sue you, and I know a few people who would relish that.”

      I wasn’t afraid of her suing—I’d been sued more than once—but I didn’t want to miss out on the potential action. “I’ve got it. Take a pill.”

      By the time I made it to the hallway, the elevator door was closing. I hit the stairwell and hurried down, counting the platforms as I went. By the time I reached the main floor, I was feeling exhilarated. I exited the stairwell into the lobby and started scanning.

      There were people milling about, more than I could count, but I found Alice in the sea of court visitors. That pink suit stood out like a Kardashian at a humble parade. I scurried to catch up, waving when a few people called my name in greeting. I was something of a celebrity of late because I’d recently taken down a crazy cult and busted everybody’s least favorite family values county commissioner for frequenting an over-forty strip club. I didn’t have time for adoration, though.

      When I reached the front lawn sidewalk, I had to search for Alice again. She’d already made it to the street, preparing to cross, which meant she’d parked across the road. I picked up my pace. I’d been the only media representative in the courtroom, and I wanted an exclusive on a story that was likely to go viral because it was funny.

      When the crosswalk sign changed to “walk” Alice bolted into the street. I wasn’t that far behind her. I would catch up before she reached the sidewalk on the other side. My momentum flagged at the sound of squealing tires, and I stopped. Alice didn’t. She kept going and was almost at the huge clock on the opposite curb.

      The blue car that had careened onto Main Street from Cass Boulevard wasn’t slowing. I opened my mouth to call out and warn Alice but was too late. The car—a blur of blue—slammed into Alice with enough force to throw her into the air.

      The vehicle hit the clock tower with a bang, the sickening sound of crunching metal filling the air. I’d lost sight of Alice. I thought she must be terribly hurt, if not dead. Her shenanigans in court didn’t seem so funny now.

      Before I could force myself to start moving again, the car ignited in a ball of flames. The explosion threw me backward, and I hit the pavement with enough force the air was knocked from my lungs as my head snapped back.

      Things went black for an instant.

      Then the screaming began.
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      Everything hurt. I went from that topsy-turvy feeling one gets when on a boat and hitting a wave at the wrong angle, that long, slow slide into nothingness, to being acutely aware that parts of my body I didn’t even know to be capable of feeling pain hurt.

      My first instinct was to stand, but I couldn’t get my feet under me. I kept falling backward. My second instinct was to get a better look at things. It took me three attempts to get to my knees. When I did, my mouth fell open as I tried to register what was happening.

      The clock was a standalone structure, two stories high. The vehicle had hit it hard enough that it was listing and appeared to be missing a leg. Smoke billowed from the car, making my eyes tear and my breathing irregular. I felt separate from it all, and the screaming and yelling behind me felt as if it was happening somewhere else, at another time.

      Then I was no longer alone.

      “Avery, are you okay?” The voice was loud and belonged to a female. Those were the only things that registered as I met the concerned gaze of Lauren Strode, my ex-boyfriend Jake’s current girlfriend. Unlike his previous girlfriends, I liked Lauren a great deal.

      “I think I fell,” I mumbled.

      Lauren, who worked as a public relations representative for the county, started looking over my hands and arms. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      I understood the question. I simply didn’t know if I could answer it. “I was in court.”

      “You were in court because you did something?”

      That struck me as funny. “No, but that’s not out of the realm of possibility.” I laughed like an idiot. “I bet there are a lot of people who would like to see me locked away.”

      “None of them are here,” Lauren assured me. I might’ve been out of it, but I couldn’t miss the concern in her eyes when she looked to her right, at an approaching set of legs. “I think she hit her head.”

      I was still pondering the notion that I could see legs but nothing else when a figure dropped down next to me. I recognized him but couldn’t come up with a name. “Do I know you?”

      “Scott Dorchester,” the man replied. He looked as concerned as Lauren. “You were just with me in Judge Cunningham’s courtroom. You were chasing a woman you wanted to interview last time I saw you. I came down when I heard the explosion. I had no idea you were so close.”

      “Huh,” I said blandly.

      Scott shifted. “We need to get the paramedics.”

      “They’re on their way,” Lauren replied. “I heard people in the sheriff’s offices talking. Construction on Harrington is slowing them down.”

      “What about the woman?” I asked. I had a picture of a woman in pink in my head. “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know,” Scott replied. “Do you remember what happened?”

      “Um … I’m not sure.” I glanced across the street at the courthouse. I wasn’t having trouble ascertaining where I was, but how I ended up here was another story. “We were listening to a court case. A woman in pink was suing a guy because he stood her up for a date.”

      Scott nodded encouragingly. “Yes. Alice and Max.”

      “Seriously?” Lauren made a face. “I didn’t know you could sue for that. Apparently, I’m owed some money.”

      Scott snickered. “The judge didn’t agree. The woman was angry when her case was dismissed. She threatened to sue everybody in the courtroom, including us.”

      “Right.” Things were starting to become clearer. “I remember now.” Carefully—very carefully—I tried to push myself to a standing position. Scott caught me before I toppled to the side.

      “You should stay here until someone checks you over,” Scott insisted.

      “Okay.” I didn’t have the energy to fight, so I plopped back down and went back to floating.

      A male voice drew me out a second time. This one I recognized.

      “Avery!” My cousin Derrick hunkered down in front of me and snapped his fingers in front of my face. There was soot on the side of his nose and concern in his eyes. He was an investigator for the sheriff’s department, so it made sense that he would be called. “Do you recognize me?”

      I wasn’t exactly firing on all cylinders, but I hadn’t lost my edge. “Yes. You’re my grandfather. You swim naked in your pool—and sometimes my pool—and you get food all over your face when you eat.”

      Derrick scowled. There was nothing he hated more than being told he reminded people of Grandpa. “She’s fine,” he said as he rose.

      “I don’t think she is,” Lauren countered. “Her eyes are glazed and going in and out.”

      “She just messed with me.”

      “She could do that in her sleep,” Lauren replied. “She’s not all there. Where are the paramedics?”

      “They’re coming,” Derrick said. “The first team was sent to the other side of the clock. A woman was struck by the car that hit the clock tower. She’s not in good shape.”

      Something about the scene he painted tickled my memory. “Alice,” I blurted.

      “What?” Derrick asked.

      “Alice,” I repeated. “She was the woman who was hit.”

      “No way.” Scott’s mouth dropped open. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, then cringed when a sharp pain shot through my head. “Pink suit,” I offered.

      “The victim is wearing a pink suit,” Derrick confirmed. Now he was fully invested in my take on things. “Who did you say she was again, Avery?”

      “Alice,” I replied. “She’s suing Max because he stood her up.”

      “I don’t think that’s something you can sue over.”

      “That’s the point,” Scott said. “Avery somehow knew that case would be before Judge Cunningham. It was exactly the circus she was looking for. The judge was frustrated, but the defendant didn’t think to bring counsel to make a motion. He had to tap Doug Harper to help knock down the case.”

      “She was in court to sue a guy who stood her up?” Derrick was incredulous. “Well, that’s just wrong. How much did she want?”

      “Ten grand,” Scott replied.

      “Holy crap.” Derrick shook his head. “And Avery was chasing her when she was hit and that’s why she was that close?”

      “Yeah.” Everything was back to hurting again, and I was extremely tired. “I’m going to lie down.”

      “No!” Lauren grabbed my arm before I could flop back on the pavement.

      “I’m tired,” I whined.

      “She has a concussion,” Lauren hissed to Derrick. “You need to get the paramedics here right now.”

      “I’m on it.” He flashed a smile for my benefit. “Be right back.”

      I went back to floating. “I wonder what we’re having for dinner.”

      “Are you hungry?” Lauren asked. “That’s a good sign.”

      Was I hungry? “Eliot will be waiting for me for dinner.”

      “Who’s Eliot?” Scott asked Lauren.

      “Her husband,” Lauren replied. “He owns the pawnshop right down there.” She pointed down the street. “Can you go get him? I should stay with her.”

      Scott looked torn. “Maybe I should stay here and help you.”

      “What good will that do?” Lauren sounded agitated. “He’ll be able to inform the paramedics about any allergies or issues she has.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” Scott still looked unsure. “Is he a big guy? Because, and I’m just being honest here, I’ve always sort of had a crush on her. There’s something about the way she deals with people that turns me on.”

      Lauren growled, “Get him!”

      “Okay. Geez.” Scott took off down the street, giving the cops who had been called to the scene a wide berth.

      I watched him go, confused. “Where is he going?”

      “He’s going to get Eliot.”

      “Oh, good. I miss Eliot.” A chill ran through me, and I wrapped my arms around my torso. “I really need to take a nap.”

      Lauren caught me again. “No. You need to stay awake.” She looked desperate. “Please. It’s important.” She snapped her eyes to the left at the sound of footsteps. “Where the hell are the paramedics, Derrick?”

      “They’re coming,” he said as he hunkered down in front of me again. “Whenever they start to come here, they’re snagged by somebody else who was injured. The woman who was hit is in bad shape.”

      “Avery is too,” Lauren gritted out. “Seriously. I’m pretty sure she has a head injury.”

      I wasn’t the greatest thinker in the world under normal circumstances. These definitely weren’t normal circumstances. Despite that, I had no problem following the conversation. “I’ll be fine,” I assured Lauren. “Eliot says I have a head like a rock.”

      “I’m fairly certain he doesn’t mean that literally.”

      “Never say never,” Derrick argued. “Jake is on his way. I told him we needed a paramedic.

      “Jake’s here?” I was mildly interested now as I straightened. Jake Farrell was my ex-boyfriend, one of my oldest friends, and Lauren’s boyfriend. He was also Macomb County’s sheriff. “How old is he now?”

      Lauren looked horrified by the question. “Why are you asking that?”

      “I picture several Jakes in my head. I don’t know which is the right one.”

      “Several Jakes?” Lauren looked as if she was about to throw up. “Like … you can see three of him?”

      “I imagine him as a teenager … and as an inspector … and as sheriff.”

      “Oh, three memories of Jake?” That seemed to make Lauren feel better. “That’s not so bad, huh?”

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t at all convinced that anything was good at the moment. “Can I take a nap yet?”

      “Absolutely not.” Lauren was firm. Excitement rippled across her features when she caught sight of something behind me. “Jake! Over here!” She frantically waved.

      I turned to focus on Jake’s incoming form. He was rangy, tall, and had a messy bird’s nest for hair. Normally, finding me at the scene of a crime would be cause for a lecture. He was sheet white now, and there was nothing dark about his gaze when it landed on me.

      “Avery, are you okay?” He dropped to the pavement in front of me and caught my chin. “Look at me,” he ordered.

      I tried to look into his eyes, but the intensity I found there was too much. “I just need a nap,” I said dully. “Your wife won’t let me have a nap.”

      “She’s confused,” Lauren volunteered. “One minute she says something utterly reasonable, and the next she says something crazy.”

      “Even when she doesn’t have a head injury, she says crazy things,” Jake countered. His fingers were gentle as they moved to the back of my head. When he hit the tender spot I didn’t know was there, I yelped. A muscle worked in Jake’s jaw when he pulled his hand back and studied the blood on his fingertips. “Where are the paramedics?” he demanded of Derrick.

      “I don’t know,” Derrick replied. For the first time since he’d joined us, he looked upset. “We should take her to the hospital ourselves.”

      Jake didn’t look thrilled at the prospect. “Where’s Eliot?”

      “I sent that guy who was with us to get him,” Lauren replied. “I believe she said his name is Scott.”

      “Scott Dorchester,” I said as I leaned into Jake. Sleep was coming for me, and there was no stopping it. “I was in court with him. We saw the lady in pink. I’m so tired.”

      “That does it.” Jake slid his arms under my legs and hoisted me up. “My keys are in my pocket, Derrick,” he barked. “You drive. We’re blowing through the construction on Harrington if we have to. She’s going to the hospital right now.”

      “What about Eliot?” Lauren demanded.

      “Find him,” Jake replied. “She can’t wait, and I won’t risk her dragging things out in case there’s a brain bleed or something. Eliot wouldn’t want that. Tell him where we are.”

      Lauren didn’t argue. “Okay … I … okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Thank you.” Jake jogged after Derrick as we headed to his official vehicle. I wasn’t one for being carried around—I’d never had a princess fetish … or a porn one for that matter—but I didn’t have the energy to protest.

      “Drive,” Jake ordered as he climbed in the back seat with me. “Be careful because I’m not buckling her up.”

      “I’ve got it,” Derrick said. “It’s only three miles.”

      “Just be careful.” Jake forced a smile for my benefit as he looked into my eyes. “You need to stay awake.” He sounded as if he was near tears. “Can you do that for me?”

      I pursed my lips as I considered the request. “Tell me something interesting,” I ordered.

      “Um … Tad Ludington has been trying to figure out a way to have you arrested for indecency after you wrote that piece painting him as a guy who whacked off to geriatric strippers.”

      I smirked. “I didn’t say he whacked off to them.”

      “Yes, well, that’s what everybody pictured when they read your story.” Jake brushed my hair from my forehead.

      “You think I’m going to die,” I realized.

      “I do not!” Jake practically screamed the denial in my face. “Just stay focused on me. We’re two miles from the hospital.”

      “I’m really tired.”

      “I know, but you can’t fall asleep. I won’t allow it.”

      “How can you stop me?”

      “I’ll tell Ludington you professed your love for him. I’ll tell him—and anyone else who will listen—that the last thing you said before you went to sleep was that he was hot, and you wanted to take another ride on the stallion even though you were married.”

      My mouth dropped open in outrage. “That is the worst thing you’ve ever threatened me with.”

      “I’ll do it if you don’t stay awake.” His voice cracked. “Please.”

      He was terrified I would close my eyes and never open them again. “You have to entertain me.”

      “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

      “List all the reasons I’m the best reporter you’ve ever met.”

      A muscle worked in Jake’s jaw. Under different circumstances, the request would’ve infuriated him. Because I was hurt and he was a hero, he didn’t tell me to stuff it this time. “You’re tireless even when other people are working against you,” he said to start things off.

      “I am.”

      “You’re like a dog with a bone.”

      “But an awesome dog.”

      That nudged a smile out of him. “You don’t realize it, but you’ve also got a soft heart and want to protect the people who most need protecting.”

      “That’s not true.” I waved off the statement. Or, well, I tried. My hand barely moved. That’s when I knew I was in trouble. “Jake, I’m cold.”

      “It is true, and we’re almost there.” He pulled me tight against his chest. “Don’t give up on me.” I thought the moisture on my forehead was sweat, but I realized he was crying right before the darkness started to drag me under.

      “Tell Eliot I love him,” I managed.

      “You’ll tell him yourself.”

      “We’re here!” Derrick shouted over the siren.

      “Don’t stop being a pain in the ass now,” Jake ordered. “I really will tell people you harbor a crush on Tad Ludington if you don’t make it through this.”

      I could manage only four words: “I’ll do my best.”
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      I never fully went out. At least I told myself that. I heard snippets, including Jake screaming at the doctors and nurses to do something. I wanted to help him—I wasn’t a fan of him freaking out, because he was the most stable person I knew—but I couldn’t force myself to emerge from the fog. So, I drifted, listened to the doctor murmur to the nurses, and rested my busy brain.

      When I finally did open my eyes, things had gone mostly quiet. I heard a machine beeping next to me. They had a pulse monitor attached to my finger. When I looked to the end of the bed, I saw Eliot and Jake sitting shoulder to shoulder, arms crossed over their chests in separate chairs, their eyes closed.

      I wasn’t the type to get emotional. In fact, I prided myself on not being emotional. Seeing them together, though, tugged at my heartstrings. They were pale, and exhaustion lined their faces. A quick glance to the clock affixed to the wall told me it was late afternoon. I’d gone into the courthouse midmorning. I’d been in the hospital for several hours at this point.

      I cleared my throat.

      Eliot’s eyes snapped open. He jumped out of his chair, almost tripping in his haste to get to me. He brushed my hair back from my face and stared into my eyes.

      “Who am I?”

      “Are you having a crisis of some sort I should know about?”

      “Who am I?” he repeated.

      “The doctor said we need to test your memory,” Jake explained. He almost looked tortured by the day’s events. “So instead of being you, why don’t you answer his question.”

      I could’ve messed with them—that was my way—but I was too tired. “You’re the guy who inexplicably convinced me to marry you even though I was dead set against marriage as a concept,” I replied. “You’re the guy who refuses to let me eat Fruity Pebbles for breakfast more than once a week, and you’ve taken to refusing me snacks if I don’t pick up my shoes.”

      Eliot smiled. He let loose a shaky breath and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “That will do.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” I said as I wrapped my fingers around his wrist. I felt a bit shaky. “I need a coney dog.”

      Now Eliot cracked a full-on smile. “Are you hungry?”

      My stomach picked that moment to growl. “I might be a little hungry,” I acknowledged. “I feel achingly empty. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “I’ll get you something to eat.” His fingers were soft as they traced the lines on my forehead. “You scared the crap out of me, Avery.” His voice cracked on my name.

      “I’m sorry.” I meant it, even though what happened to land me in the hospital remained one of those fuzzy memories I couldn’t quite put in order just yet. I remembered some things about the accident. Others were difficult to put in place. “Was somebody hit by a car?”

      “Alice Wendell,” Jake confirmed. He now sat on the foot of my bed, his hand resting on my ankle. “You remember her? You were in court with her.”

      “Yeah.” I emitted a hollow laugh. “She sued a guy for standing her up. She wanted damages for pain and suffering. When the judge tossed the suit—he even dragged in Doug Harper because the defendant didn’t have a lawyer—she threatened to sue all of us before storming off.”

      “That’s right.” Jake smiled to encourage me. “I heard the judge admonished you for laughing in court. Twice.”

      “She was freaking hilarious. I’m not sorry.”

      “The judge said he didn’t really blame you,” Jake said. “He stopped in to check on you. A lot of people heard what happened—some saw you go down on the street—and everybody wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Tad?” I challenged dubiously. There was no way my arch nemesis was worried about me.

      “Not Tad,” Jake conceded. “Everybody else, though.”

      “My mother?” I directed the question to Eliot.

      “She’s been here,” Eliot replied, surprising me. “Your whole family came. The hospital staff kicked them out. They decided you needed quiet to recover … and the one thing absolutely nobody can say about your family is that they’re quiet.”

      “Word.” I bumped my fist against his, frowning when my aim was just slightly off. “Am I broken?”

      “You have a concussion,” Eliot replied. “They’re keeping you overnight for observation.”

      “No way. I’m going home.” I was adamant. There was no way I was staying in this hospital. No way. No how. Nothing doing.

      “You’re staying, baby.” Eliot was firm. He kept brushing my hair from my forehead. His glassy eyes told me he was struggling.

      “I’m not staying,” I insisted. “I’m going home, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      “Don’t. Push. Me.” Eliot gritted out the words as if he was talking around a mouthful of glass. The muscle working in his jaw indicated he meant business.

      Well, I meant business too. “Eliot—”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You’ve been unconscious for hours. The doctor said you need rest. We’re doing what the doctor says … whether you like it or not.”

      I didn’t particularly like his tone. “Why are you torturing me?” I jutted my lower lip out, knowing that he was a softie when I pushed him in certain ways. “I was hurt through no fault of my own. Now I want coneys and to sleep in bed with my husband. I would think you’d want that too. Obviously, I was wrong.”

      “Don’t push it.” Eliot got to his feet and started pacing next to the bed. Even if I started crying and carrying on, he wasn’t going to budge. He was as stubborn as me sometimes. Just not about the same things.

      When I opened my mouth to push him further, Jake interjected.

      “Tell me what you remember from this afternoon,” he prodded. “You were out of it by the time I got to you. Lauren was with you—she wanted to stay, but we had to fight to get the doctors to let two of us stay as it was. She said that you made sense one minute and then devolved into nonsense the next.”

      “I remember Lauren being there,” I acknowledged.

      “Walk me through what happened.”

      Jake was trying to distract me. I wanted my memories intact as much as he did, so I opted to let him have his way. “I wanted to follow Alice Wendell,” I explained. “She was crazy. I knew she would say funny stuff if I managed to catch up with her.”

      “Scott Dorchester stopped in,” Jake noted. “He was in the courtroom with you. He thought you were there for his embezzlement case, but he said you already knew what was going to happen with Alice and the guy she was suing. How did you know? Do you cruise the civil cases when you’re bored?”

      “No, I don’t usually peruse the civil cases. There’s too much nonsense there.” I cocked my head and grimaced when a dull throb thumped for a few seconds. I was relieved when it went away. “I don’t know how I knew.” Something akin to panic licked through me. “I just … don’t know.”

      “Don’t freak out.” Eliot hurried back to my side and sat again. “It’s okay. The doctor said it was likely you would have a few holes in your memory. This isn’t a big deal.”

      Maybe not to him. “Eliot…”

      “It’s okay.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “Keep telling Jake the story. I want to hear it.” He took my hand.

      “I took the stairs down instead of the elevator because I was behind Alice and didn’t want to lose her,” I explained. “The stairwell isn’t bad. You can hop the six steps from each landing as you go. I counted them as I went. Alice wasn’t very far ahead of me when I reached the lobby. I followed her out the front door.”

      I tried to organize my memories. “She got hung up at the crosswalk, so I wasn’t that far behind her. She started across Main Street. I heard the car, and I slowed down. That’s why I wasn’t on top of her when it happened.”

      “She was directly in front of the big clock?” Jake asked.

      “Yeah.” I struggled to sit up, but Eliot pushed me back down. “I heard tires squealing. I saw the car. It was blue.”

      “We have the car,” Jake said. “We ran the plate. It was stolen. There was nobody inside when we extinguished the fire. Did you see a driver?”

      I shook my head. No matter how hard I searched my memory, there was no image of the driver to glom on to. “It happened too fast. I just remember thinking that Alice didn’t see the car, and she was going to get hit … and then she did.”

      “Okay.” Jake’s smile didn’t touch his eyes. “Tell me what happened from there. Most of the witnesses were scattered. They weren’t looking directly at Alice, but you were.”

      I was, but would that matter in the end? “She flew. It wasn’t like the movies when the car knocks her down and runs her over. She legit flew.”

      “I think that’s what saved her,” Jake acknowledged. “She was thrown clear of the clock, so when the car hit the base of the tower, she was a good fifteen feet away.”

      That sounded about right. “I didn’t see her after she was thrown. I was too busy trying to make sense of what happened. I think she was on the ground beyond that row of cement planters.”

      “Okay.” Jake bobbed his head to keep me going. “What happened after that?”

      “The car exploded.” It was a simple answer, but it was all I had.

      “Did you smell gas?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “That’s okay.” Jake smiled, even though he looked pained. “Did you see anybody escape the car?”

      “I wasn’t looking. I was still trying to wrap my head around what happened.”

      “Were there people on the sidewalk in that area trying to help?”

      Now that was an interesting question. “Yes.” I rubbed my thumb over my bottom lip. “There were people inside the Coney Island who ran out to help. There were people in the insurance office on the opposite side, and they ran out to help too.” My heart skipped as I remembered their faces. “There were people who exited the coffee shop. I remember thinking that I didn’t want Eliot to come out just in case we weren’t safe. He would’ve been closer.”

      “I wasn’t there,” Eliot volunteered. “I was doing a walkthrough for a new client for the security business. Melba was in the store when the guy Lauren sent to look for me arrived. I wasn’t there. Not when you needed me.”

      It was then that I realized what his real problem was. He thought he’d let me down. “Can we not embrace the melodrama?” I asked. “You’re not to blame for what happened. Heck, for once, I’m not to blame either.”

      “You needed me.” Eliot moved away from the bed and stared out the window into the hallway. “You could’ve died.”

      I flicked my eyes to Jake.

      “He’s been like this for hours,” Jake said. “I think he might be a little mad that I’m the one who brought you here.”

      “I’m not mad about that,” Eliot barked.

      Jake pretended he hadn’t heard him. “He’s pretty worked up.”

      “I see.” I ran my tongue over my teeth as I debated how to handle Eliot. Ultimately, I decided that coddling him wouldn’t work. “You couldn’t have known, and if you’re going to be whiny about it, you need to leave. I already have a headache.”

      Eliot shot me a glare. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You are.” I refused to back down. “I love you, Eliot, but you can’t stay here with me tonight. If you’re going to force me to stay in the hospital—which is going to earn you some magnificent payback when I’m feeling up to it—you’re going home to suffer through an evening without me. Somebody has to take care of Rocky.”

      “He’s a cat,” Eliot fired back. “He can take care of himself.”

      “I need to sleep. I won’t be able to if you’re watching me. You need to sleep too.”

      “I could stay,” Jake offered.

      If looks could kill, Eliot’s glare would’ve resulted in a decapitation.

      “Or not,” Jake said hurriedly. “I wasn’t trying to usurp your territory or anything.”

      “If you say so.” Eliot folded his arms across his chest. “It’s best I stay here with you.”

      “And I want out of here first thing tomorrow.” I knew how hospitals worked, and I wasn’t going to put up with a bunch of nonsense. “I need sleep, or they won’t let me go. I won’t sleep if you’re watching me.”

      Eliot looked pained. “Avery—”

      “You’re going home. Both of you.” I flicked my eyes to Jake. “Is Alice Wendell alive?”

      He nodded. “She’s here. She’s in rough shape, but she’s alive. She’s in critical condition. She regained consciousness, but she’s spouting nonsense.”

      “That might not be because of the accident,” I said.

      “That’s been pointed out by more people than just you.” Jake managed a smile. “We’re hopeful the doctor will have a better picture of how we can deal with her situation tomorrow. She’s only a few doors down from you.”

      Knowing Alice was close filled me with delight, although I was careful not to show it to Eliot and Jake. “Do you think she was targeted?”

      “We don’t know.” Jake held out his hands. “From the witness accounts we’ve pulled together, it appears the driver—and we have absolutely nothing on him or her—aimed at Alice. The problem is, we don’t know if the driver was targeting Alice or if he or she was interested in hitting anyone on the street.

      “You said you heard the car’s tires and stopped,” he continued. “You were closer to the courthouse than the clock, but you weren’t so far away that the explosion couldn’t hurt you.”

      “I flew backward,” I said. “I hit my head on the ground.”

      “You’re lucky.” Jake was grim. “Several other bystanders received burns from the explosion. Some of the building fronts are damaged.”

      I stared, my eyes going to Eliot.

      “My shop is fine,” he assured me. “My wife is another story. I don’t care about the shop. I only care about you.”

      “That’s sweet,” I drawled. “I’m okay. After a good night’s sleep, I’ll be even better.”

      “I want to be here with you.”

      “I know but … I’ll feel guilty if you’re here. I won’t sleep because I’ll be fixated on entertaining you. Go home and try to get some rest.”

      “I won’t rest without you.” He was going to punish himself because he was convinced he’d somehow let me down. I couldn’t fix that at present.

      “Just go home and have a beer,” I ordered. “As for you.” I focused on Jake. “Thank Lauren for sitting with me. She was calm and collected. I appreciate that.”

      “I will. Are you going to be okay tonight?”

      “If someone gets me something to eat, I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll get whatever you want,” Eliot said. “Are you sure you don’t want me with you?”

      I didn’t like how he phrased it. “I want you rested. When I’m out of here, I expect you to dote on me. We’re talking ice cream, foot massages, and nonstop horror movies.”

      That elicited a mild smile. “I’ll get whatever you want.”

      I couldn’t deal with him hovering. I had some things to think about. “It’s going to be okay.” I was suddenly weary. Again. “Don’t worry about me. It’ll take a lot more than an exploding car to take me out.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel better,” Eliot groused.

      “It kind of makes me feel better.”

      “It would.”
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      Jake stayed with me a bit when Eliot left to pick up some food. After several minutes of prodding, however, he agreed to leave.

      “I’m coming back tomorrow morning to check on you,” he warned before pressing a friendly kiss to my forehead. There was a lot of misery floating in the depths of his eyes, and it made me uncomfortable. “Be good,” he said before starting for the door.

      “Jake.” I stopped him. “I don’t remember a lot from the last few minutes I was awake. I vaguely remember you carrying me, and I will be mortified by that for the rest of my life.”

      Jake smirked. “That’s such a you thing to be irritated about.”

      “I remember you threatening to tell Tad that I’d always harbored a secret crush on him.”

      Jake’s smile widened. “I did threaten that.”

      “You wouldn’t have followed through, right?”

      “Oh, I would’ve followed through.”

      “There’s no way.” I was adamant. “If I’d died, you would’ve mourned me forever. You wouldn’t have sullied my memory that way.”

      “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “Probably not.”

      “I’ll tell you anyway.” Jake strode back to the foot of my bed. “If you don’t want me to tell Ludington about your secret feelings, you’d better never die on me.” The earnest look on his face showed he was still struggling with what happened on the street.

      “I’ll do my best to live forever,” I promised.

      “That would be great.” He patted my feet and then headed for the door again. “Give Eliot a break. He was a mess when we were waiting for news from the doctor. He can’t help that he loves you as much as he does.”

      “I told him it was a bad move.”

      Jake snorted, then sobered. “He blames himself for not being there right away. Try to have a bit of patience with him.”

      Patience wasn’t my strong suit, but I nodded. “It wasn’t anybody’s fault.”

      “That’s not true. It was the driver’s fault.”

      “Yes, well … I’ll start worrying about the driver tomorrow.” It was only then that something important occurred to me. “Wait … who handled the story on what happened downtown today?” I was appalled that I hadn’t asked earlier.

      Jake burst out laughing.

      “It’s not funny,” I snapped.

      “Of course it is. Your concern about that tells me you’re going to be okay.”

      “Was that ever in doubt?”

      “Maybe a little.” He looked sad again, then seemed to brush off the feeling. “I’m not sure who handled the story. I know there was someone from The Monitor at the news conference. Derrick told me they didn’t get anything special. I wasn’t there.”

      “Because you were here?”

      “I couldn’t leave without knowing you were going to be okay. You’re important to me, just in different ways from when we were kids.”

      I nodded. “I appreciate you getting me here. I really am going to be fine.”

      “I know.”

      “If you want to truly give me a gift, don’t give any information to other reporters until I’m back on my feet.”

      The look Jake shot me was full of disgust. “Are you seriously trying to wheedle special treatment out of me right now?” he asked, just as Eliot reappeared with a bag of food.

      “That’s my girl.” Eliot beamed. “I see you didn’t waste any time.”

      I clapped my hands when the smell of chili and onions assailed my olfactory senses. “How many coneys did you get me?”

      “Two,” he replied. “And some chili fries.” He dug in his pocket. “I also got you some acid reducer because you eat like a jerk and then blame me when you get heartburn. I won’t be here to blame tonight.”

      “I can still blame you by text.”

      Eliot smiled as he sat next to me on the bed, his gaze going to Jake. “I’ve got it from here. Thank you for everything.”

      Jake’s eyes flicked to me. “As for you, I’ll withhold any comments to the media until you’re back on your feet. Consider it my gift to you.”

      I grinned. “Things are looking up.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Jake waved me off while leaving.

      I watched him until he was out of sight. “He blames himself for what happened.”

      “He was afraid. When you see someone you believe to be indestructible in a vulnerable state, it shakes you,” Eliot said.

      “Is that what’s wrong with you? Are you shaken?”

      “I am … doing my best here, Avery.” Eliot took my hand and squeezed it. “I want to stay with you, but I know you won’t sleep. I have to go home and trust that you’ll actually get some rest.”

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. “I’m going to sleep.” I was also going to make one pass around my ward, but he didn’t need to know that.

      “Good.” He kissed me. “Eat your dinner. I expect a text before bed. I need to know you’re okay or I won’t be able to sleep.”

      “I’m okay, Eliot.”

      “I’ll believe that when you’re back to torturing politicians and coworkers—and when you don’t look so pale.”

      “I think you’re saying I don’t look my best. What an odd way to kick me when I’m down.”

      Eliot broke into a wide grin. “That’s my Avery. You really are coming back to me.”

      “I am,” I confirmed. “In twelve hours, you won’t even know anything happened.”

      “I’ll know.”

      That was probably true. Still, things were going to be okay. “Come on. Eat with me. I can’t finish all of this.”

      “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”

      

      AFTER ELIOT LEFT, I made a big show of watching television when the nurse came to check on me. She turned my room lights low when she left, likely to entice me to fall asleep, and then everything went quiet.

      I could’ve gone to sleep. I was tired enough to turn on my side and embrace dreamland.

      But I was Avery Shaw, and there was one thing I had to do first.

      My bare feet hit the linoleum, and I cringed thinking about the germs. I ruthlessly shoved the thought out of my head and imagined myself as Rick from The Walking Dead, treating the night staff like zombies to avoid.

      I found Alice quickly enough, but she wasn’t awake. She had casts on one arm and both legs.

      I was just about to leave her to rest when she opened her eyes and looked at me. She was clearly drugged.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      She didn’t respond.

      “I was in court with you today,” I said. “I’m Avery Shaw.”

      She did nothing to indicate she understood.

      “Do you know who hit you?”

      Still nothing.

      “Do you still want to sue everybody who doesn’t understand your pain and suffering over being stood up? Because I’ve got news for you, your pain and suffering following this incident will be much worse.”

      Alice closed her eyes.

      “I guess I don’t blame you for wanting to escape,” I muttered. I stared at her several seconds longer, then let loose a sigh. “I’ll stop in and see you again tomorrow.”

      I fought my exhaustion as I left her room and started back toward mine. I would’ve been better off staying in bed and sleeping. At the sound of voices, I sidestepped into an alcove containing two vending machines and three chairs. I pressed myself to the wall on the far side of the vending machine and waited for the speakers to pass. They paused in the hallway outside the alcove and began gossiping about their coworkers.

      “Did you see Clara today?” one of the women asked. Her voice was very Princess Leia. Throaty. “She’s been following Dr. Benton around all night.”

      “I did see her,” the second woman confirmed. Her voice was more Reese Witherspoon. “She’s been making a fool of herself for two weeks. Her crush on Dr. Benton is ridiculous. Everybody knows he doesn’t date the nurses here.”

      “Definitely not,” Nurse Leia agreed. “I heard he told Dr. Stevens that even though he’s open to dating a nurse, he won’t date one here. Supposedly, he saw a good friend go down on a sexual harassment claim at his last hospital.”

      “That’s really smart,” Nurse Reese intoned. “Like … really smart. It’s frustrating. He’s the hottest doctor here.”

      “You have a boyfriend,” Nurse Leia reminded her.

      “So? I’m not married. Eric doesn’t act as if he’ll ever propose.”

      “You’d leave him for Dr. Benton?”

      “Let’s just say I wouldn’t kick Dr. Benton out of bed for eating crackers,” Nurse Reese said slyly. “I bet he knows exactly what to do when in the dark with the covers pulled tight over us.”

      “You don’t know that,” Nurse Leia countered. “I mean … sure, that’s the dream. But doctors are tired all the time. For all you know, he could be lazy. I’ve heard most doctors are lazy in bed.”

      “Don’t ruin my fantasy.”

      “I’m not trying to ruin your fantasy, I’m being realistic. If you listen to Dr. Madison down on the second floor, he doesn’t even believe the female orgasm is real. He thinks it’s a myth that’s been perpetuated on society.”

      Nurse Reese burst out laughing. “Did he really say that?”

      “Apparently.”

      “He had to be joking.”

      “They said he was deadly serious.”

      “Well, that’s just nonsense.” Nurse Reese sobered. “What do you think about Dr. Rhodes?”

      I wasn’t all that interested in the conversation until I heard feet shuffling and realized the nurses were grouping closer to whisper.

      “What do you think about him?” Nurse Leia challenged.

      I couldn’t risk poking my head out to gauge their reactions, but the two women were finally getting to something good. They were nervous enough that my stomach clenched for them.

      “I’ve only worked with him a few times,” Nurse Reese hedged.

      “Me too.”

      “I heard he’s angry about being put on the night shift.”

      “What does he have against the night shift?”

      “Apparently, he fancies himself above it all. He thinks his seniority at his last hospital should put him above everybody else. It’s not working out in his favor, is it?”

      “No, and he’s making a lot of mistakes.” Nurse Reese sounded as if she was about to impart some wisdom to Nurse Leia. “Earlier tonight he tried to give a guy having a seizure Labetalol.”

      I had no idea if that was good or bad, but the sharp intake of breath from Nurse Leia told me it was bad.

      “Are you serious?” Nurse Leia demanded. “Two nights ago, I had to stop him because he tried to give Metolazone to a woman who needed a diuretic.”

      “No freaking way!”

      That sounded bad. It also sounded like a potential story. I didn’t feel comfortable revealing myself in case they decided I needed a medication mix-up to shut me up.

      Yeah, I watch a lot of horror movies and soap operas.

      “It wouldn’t be so bad if he was at least pleasant,” Nurse Reese noted. “He’s a jerk. Do you know he had the audacity to tell me that my posture made me look ten years older?”

      “How does he know how old you are?”

      “I have no idea. I bet he looked it up.”

      “Sounds like him,” Nurse Leia confirmed. “He nitpicks everybody but himself. He thinks he can do no wrong, and when you point out he’s wrong about something, he always blames somebody else. He always points out what everybody else is doing wrong.”

      “He’s a tool,” Nurse Reese agreed.

      “He’s certainly no Dr. Benton.”

      “Girl, nobody is.”

      They fell silent, and I was almost positive they’d left. Just as I was about to slip out from the alcove, I heard a whispered warning exchanged between the two nurses.

      “Ladies,” a deep male voice drawled.

      “Dr. Rhodes,” Nurse Reese greeted him. “We didn’t know you were on this floor.”

      “I like to check several floors when I’m on the night shift. May I ask what the two of you are doing?”

      “We’re just grabbing some pop,” Nurse Leia replied. “You know, caffeine is our friend.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Rhodes replied. “Have you checked on the patients in this section?”

      “We have.”

      “Anything I should be aware of?”

      “Everything is quiet,” Nurse Reese assured him. “The woman who was in the accident is sleeping peacefully. The other woman who sustained the head injury went down about an hour ago after her husband and the sheriff left.”

      They were talking about me.

      “Yes, I heard the sheriff was sitting vigil at her bed,” Dr. Rhodes said. “Does anybody know why? I thought maybe the woman was his girlfriend, but then her husband showed up.”

      “I heard she’s a reporter,” Nurse Leia volunteered. “Her name is Avery Shaw. I vaguely recognize the name. I think she and Sheriff Farrell went to high school together or something.”

      “He brought her in,” Nurse Reese added. “The emergency room staff said he was carrying her and near tears.”

      “Interesting,” Dr. Rhodes mused. “I wonder how her husband feels about that.”

      They made it sound so dirty. I didn’t like it.

      “They were sitting together, so I think he’s fine with it,” Nurse Reese said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Dr. Rhodes sounded bored now. “If you have everything you need, I believe you have work to return to.”

      Nurse Leia sounded uncomfortable. “We’re going.”

      I listened as footsteps headed off in different directions. I waited a full minute. When I finally emerged, the hallway was empty. I scurried to my room. One of the nurses stood at the end of my bed when I entered my room.

      “Where were you?” she demanded.

      I hated being caught off guard. “Oh, well…” Lying was my only option. “I was trying to walk because I’m sore. I want to stretch because I know I’m going to hate my life in the morning.”

      “It probably won’t be that bad,” the nurse replied. I recognized her as Nurse Leia. She gave me a reproving look. “You shouldn’t be wandering around. You took a hard blow to the head.”

      “If you believe my husband, my head is too hard to break.”

      “Everything can break.” Nurse Leia looked me up and down. “You look a little pale. You need to sleep.” I let her tug the blankets up and tuck me in. “Does anything hurt?”

      “Just my heart because my husband left me here when I wanted to go home,” I replied.

      Nurse Leia snorted. “You’re obviously a handful. Save that guilt trip for him.”

      “Oh, I plan to.” I closed my eyes. “You guys are going to let me go home tomorrow, right?”

      “That’s the plan,” she confirmed. “You need to be well rested.”

      “Is that your hint for me to shut up?”

      “Do you really need a hint?”

      “No. Thanks for taking such good care of me.”

      There was a twinkle in her eyes when I opened mine. “Don’t mention it.”
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      I slept hard enough that it felt as if I was wading through quicksand when I woke. Slowly, I became aware of my surroundings … and the first thing I realized was that I wasn’t alone in my hospital bed.

      I angled my head and looked at the individual snuggled next to me. Eliot had kicked off his shoes and gotten comfortable, cuddling me tight against him.

      “What the hell?” I demanded when he opened his eyes.

      “I couldn’t sleep without you.”

      “When did you come back?”

      “Shortly after eleven o’clock. I didn’t ask the nurses if I could stay. I just climbed in. When one of them woke me in the middle of the night and ordered me to leave, I threatened to call the sheriff to arrest her.”

      “Jake wouldn’t arrest her for doing her job,” I pointed out.

      “She didn’t know that.”

      I was impressed and annoyed. “That’s unbelievable, Eliot.”

      “I know. I’m not proud of myself, but I’m not sorry.”

      I dragged a hand through my snarled hair. “I had a weird dream.”

      “Did it involve me being naked?” He rolled to his side and propped his head on his palm. He seemed perfectly happy to hang out in the hospital bed for the rest of the day.

      “You were there, but you weren’t naked. We were on our first date. You stood me up.”

      Eliot snorted. “Did you sue me?”

      “I chased you all over the county and threatened to stab you with a soup ladle.”

      “How does that work?”

      “I have no idea, but you were terrified.”

      He chuckled and trailed his fingers over my arm. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine. My head doesn’t hurt, and I slept like the dead.”

      “Not the walking dead?”

      “No, not the walking dead.”

      “Well, that’s something.” Eliot kissed my forehead. It was a sneaky way to check for a fever.

      “I can’t believe you snuck back here like some whipped husband who can’t make it through a single night without his wife,” I taunted.

      “I know. I’m pathetic.” He didn’t sound all that bothered by it. “I texted Jake. He’s bringing your favorite McDonald’s breakfast sandwich in about twenty minutes.”

      “McDonald’s doesn’t carry my favorite breakfast sandwich any longer,” I reminded him.

      “Did I fail to mention that the steak, egg, and cheese bagel is back?”

      “Don’t tease me.”

      He grinned. “I’m not. It’s not at every location yet, but the Mount Clemens location has it, and Jake is bringing it.”

      “My day is looking up.”

      Eliot snuggled closer and barely looked up when a doctor entered.

      “I’m Dr. Benton,” the man announced. He focused on his clipboard. “You’re Mrs. Kane?”

      My mouth dropped open. “I most certainly am not!”

      Eliot’s laughter came out half-choked. I shot him a withering look. “You know how I feel about that.”

      Benton slowly lowered the clipboard. “Are you not Mrs. Kane?”

      “I’m Avery Shaw,” I replied. “Shaw!”

      “You probably have Kane down there because we switched to my insurance when we married,” Eliot offered. “Her last name is legally Shaw.”

      “I see. Well, Mrs. Shaw, your vitals look good. You have a concussion and need rest, but otherwise you seem fine.”

      “Awesome.” I shot him a thumbs-up. He was the doctor the night nurses had referred to as the dreamiest of the dreamy, so I smiled. He wasn’t handsome by my standards, but I could see why they thought he was attractive. “Just as soon as my breakfast delivery arrives, I’ll be out of here.”

      “Your breakfast delivery?” Benton was one of those dry guys who you had to wonder about. Like … did he ever get accused of having a personality? I had my doubts.

      “Sheriff Farrell is stopping by,” Eliot volunteered. He seemed to sense that Benton might not find us adorable and order him out of my hospital room. If the doctor tried, that would end poorly. Eliot was willing to play nice—for now. “He’s bringing Avery her favorite breakfast.”

      “Sheriff Farrell is bringing your wife breakfast?” Benton challenged.

      “Well, don’t say it like that,” Eliot complained. “It’s not dirty or anything.”

      I was reminded of the conversation I’d overheard the previous evening. Something told me that Jake’s relationship with Eliot and I had been the talk of the hospital. I couldn’t help but wonder what sort of rumors had been spread.

      Benton shook his head. “Ms. Shaw, you’re going to be all right—probably.”

      “Great. Thanks so much for your awesome bedside manner. You deserve a ribbon it’s so great.”

      Eliot shot me a quelling look. Then he focused on Benton. “What do you mean ‘probably?’” he demanded.

      Yup. I should’ve known he would latch onto that single word. I would make Benton pay for being a douche.

      “She’ll probably be fine,” Benton replied. “She took a blow to the head. We’ve tested her for everything we can, and she seems fine. It’s always possible she has a slow bleed in her brain and will drop dead in five days without any symptoms. But that’s unlikely.”

      My mouth fell open just as Jake walked into the room. “Your breakfast has arrived,” he announced.

      I couldn’t focus on the steak bagel—even though I’d been dreaming about it forever at this point—given what Benton had said. “Did you just tell me my brain is bleeding and I’m going to die in five days?” I demanded.

      “What?” Jake’s eyes bulged.

      “I did not say that,” Benton replied.

      “That’s what I heard,” Eliot argued. “You said she could die in five days.”

      “No, I said odds are low that she would die in five days from an undiagnosed brain bleed,” Benton countered. “I said we’d run every test that we could, and she would probably be okay.”

      “There.” Eliot jabbed a finger in the doctor’s direction. “He said it again.”

      Jake handed over the bag of food. “Did you have to get her riled up?” he demanded of Benton.

      “I was merely doing my job,” Benton replied.

      “I don’t think it’s your job to drive Avery around the bend,” Jake argued. “Aren’t you supposed to make her feel better about her prognosis?”

      “I would think so,” I replied shrilly.

      I had no idea if our voices had carried, but we drew interest from another passing doctor. This one wasn’t as handsome as the first, but he seemed much more controlled.

      “Is something wrong, Dr. Benton?” he asked. “Do you need me to call security?”

      “I’m the sheriff,” Jake replied, holding up his badge for the new doctor’s benefit. “You don’t need security.”

      “You might need to call,” Benton replied. “This group seems unruly.”

      The new doctor’s lips curved, as if he was trying hard not to laugh at Benton. “I see. Maybe I can be of some service. I’m Dr. Rhodes.”

      Ah, the douche who didn’t want to work nights. I glanced at the clock on the wall. He must’ve been finishing up his shift if he was here this early.

      “I’m Jake Farrell.” Jake extended his hand to shake with Rhodes. “Dr. Benton upset Ms. Shaw and her husband. I’m trying to smooth things over.”

      “How did he upset them?” Rhodes asked.

      “He told me I was going to die in five days because of an undetected brain bleed,” I replied.

      “I said no such thing,” Benton argued. “In fact, I said it was highly unlikely.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I held up my hand. “He said I would probably live.”

      “Geez,” Jake muttered as he stalked toward the bed. “Why would you say that?” he demanded of Benton. He rummaged in the bag of food and handed me the sandwich. “Eat this,” he ordered. “I actually went to McDonald’s for the first time in—well, a very long time—because that’s your favorite.”

      With a great deal of attitude, I unwrapped the sandwich and bit into it. The taste of the cheesy goodness was out of this world, and I groaned as I swallowed. “That’s the stuff.”

      Eliot smiled at my response, then glowered at Benton. “He freaked us out,” he said to Jake.

      “I figured.” Jake gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “She’ll be okay. I promise.”

      “Unless my brain is bleeding and nobody knows it,” I said around a mouth full of food.

      “You’ll be fine.” Jake planted his hands on his hips. “I’m sure this was just a misunderstanding.”

      “It happens more than you think,” Rhodes said. “Dr. Benton’s manner of communication grates occasionally.”

      “I told her the truth,” Benton argued. “It’s not my fault she took it the wrong way.”

      “I’ll take it from here,” Rhodes offered amiably “It’s fine. I monitored Ms. Shaw last night.”

      “You didn’t do a very good job,” Benton noted. “Her husband managed to sneak in here and crawl into bed with her.”

      “Just go handle the Wendell paperwork, please,” Rhodes insisted.

      My mouth was full of steak and onions when I straightened. “Alice Wendell?”

      Rhodes’s expression was quizzical. “Do you know her?”

      “Avery and Alice Wendell were injured in the same incident,” Jake interjected.

      “Ah.” Rhodes nodded. “I believe I knew that. I didn’t realize you were acquainted.”

      “Is she all right?” I asked.

      Rhodes flicked his eyes to Jake. “We were about to contact your office, Sheriff. Ms. Wendell succumbed to her injuries overnight.”

      The simple statement, delivered with zero emotion, was like a punch to the heart. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean she succumbed to her injuries,” Rhodes replied. “They were quite extensive.”

      I pictured the woman I’d seen last night. She’d been asleep, hadn’t responded to me at all, but she didn’t look as if she was about to die. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure I do either,” Jake said. “I was told she was stable when I left last night.”

      “I believe you were told she was critical,” Rhodes corrected.

      “Critical but stable.” Jake looked annoyed.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Rhodes held out his hands. “Ms. Wendell crashed in the middle of the night. We’re not certain why, but given some of her injuries, it’s not surprising. We couldn’t revive her after she went into cardiac arrest.”

      I felt sick to my stomach.

      “I’m going to need the full report,” Jake said. “Before I go.”

      “I can work with Dr. Benton to get that for you,” Rhodes promised. “As for you, Ms. Shaw, you’re to take it easy. I want you on bed rest the rest of the week.”

      News that Alice had died was jarring enough. News that I was expected to stay in bed for the foreseeable future was a death blow. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” Rhodes replied. “You took a significant blow to the head. You’re concussed. You need to rest and be quiet. No running around.”

      “What if I walk instead of run?”

      “No.” Rhodes shook his head. “I’m well aware of your reputation—I looked you up last night when I was trying to figure out why the sheriff brought you in himself. This is the time for rest and relaxation. No drama.”

      I was beyond annoyed. “Eliot—”

      Before I could finish, Eliot started shaking his head. “You heard the doctor. You’re going home with me, and you’re going straight to bed.”

      “Not for anything fun,” I grumbled.

      Eliot’s smile was soft. “You can boss me around, make me wait on you. I’ll even get you an annoying little bell. How is that not fun?”

      That would be fun for exactly five minutes, and then his need to smother me would stomp out every iota of joy in my life. “Eliot—”

      Jake slapped his hand over my mouth. “We’ll keep her in bed,” he promised Rhodes.

      “Who is this ‘we’ you’re referring to?” I demanded.

      “Yeah,” Eliot said. “I mean … I’m grateful for what you did yesterday, but I want to dote on her in private.”

      “I just want to make sure she’s okay. Seeing what happened to her yesterday was as much of a shock to my system as it was to yours,” Jake explained.

      Eliot didn’t look convinced. “I just want to get her home.” He looked to Rhodes. “How soon can I do that?”

      “Give me an hour to clear up her paperwork,” Rhodes replied. “I should have Ms. Wendell’s paperwork for you by then, too,” he said to Jake. “Ms. Shaw will be cleared to leave as soon as humanly possible.”

      “Thank you.” Eliot waved off Rhodes when he left, then turned to me. “You’re going to be difficult, aren’t you?”

      He had no idea. “Yup.”

      “I figured. I’m still going to dote on you.” Eliot flicked his eyes to Jake. “What does Alice Wendell’s death mean to your investigation?”

      “We’re dealing with a murder now,” Jake replied.

      “A murder that should be my story,” I lamented.

      “You’re going to be in bed for a week, so you don’t get any stories,” Eliot said. “In fact, whatever you’re thinking, shove it right back in that dark pit you call a brain. You’re not doing anything but moving between our bed and the couch to watch bad television.” He sounded certain. Way too certain in my estimation.

      “Fine,” I replied after several seconds. The gears in my brain were already turning. “I’m looking forward to doing nothing and forcing you to wait on me. Be prepared for endless trips to Dairy Queen. I want those pretzel sticks and a Blizzard.”

      “You can’t scare me,” Eliot warned. “I’m in charge of you for the next week. If you fight it, you’ll lose.”

      That’s what he thought. Rather than challenge him in front of Jake, I opted to change topics. “I went to see Alice Wendell last night,” I informed him. “She wasn’t cognizant, but she didn’t look as if she was at death’s door.”

      Jake looked flabbergasted. “I thought you were supposed to be sleeping.”

      “She was,” Eliot said. “Obviously, somebody fell down on the job.”

      “Oh, please, I’m sneaky, and you both know it.” I waved off their anger. “I just wanted to see Alice because I wondered if she had any idea who might want to run her down. She wasn’t awake, and I went straight back to bed.”

      “What time was that?” Jake asked.

      “I didn’t look. Not long after Eliot left last night.”

      “That was around eight o’clock,” Eliot said. “I stayed as long as I could before heading home. I only lasted two hours before I came back.”

      “Alice died last night,” Jake said. “Just because you thought she looked okay doesn’t mean she was.”

      “Maybe not, but it still feels off.”

      “I’ll look into the autopsy report.” Jake fixed me with a serious look. “That’s all I can do. You go home and go to bed.”

      I didn’t like his tone. Even more than that, I didn’t like the order. “There’s no way you two are keeping me in bed an entire week,” I warned. “No freaking way.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Eliot countered.

      “Yeah, we will.”
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      Eliot was in his element when he tucked me in. He filled the tray I used for my tablet when writing articles from the comfort of my own bed with snacks, my e-reader, and juice.

      “How do you feel?” he asked as he sat next to me.

      “I feel like if you keep asking me questions like that, we’re getting divorced.”

      “That’s not funny.” Eliot’s fingers were gentle as he brushed hair from my face. “What do you need?”

      I had a choice. I could give in and let him dote on me or I could stay true to myself. It wasn’t a choice. Not really. I had to be me. “Could you pull information on Alice Wendell? Maybe the other guy, too. What was his name? Max Hamblin. Run both and see what you come up with.”

      Rather than acquiesce and make my day, Eliot moved his jaw back and forth. “Are you trying to kill me?” he asked finally.

      “Does it feel as if I’m trying to kill you? I’m sorry, but I figure if I’m going to be stuck here, I can at least start digging into their backgrounds to figure out a motive.”

      Eliot’s expression bordered on apoplectic.

      “What?” I asked in my most innocent voice. “Why are you mad?”

      “You almost died yesterday.”

      “That is a gross exaggeration.”

      “You could’ve died,” he insisted.

      “I believe an argument could be made that either of us could die on any given day. We could be accidentally mowed down crossing the street. A building could collapse on us during an earthquake. Tad could finally cross the line and decide he needs to kill me, and you could be killed in the line of fire.”

      “I don’t want to hear what’s possible,” Eliot gritted out. “I want you to focus on what almost happened, Avery. You had to spend the night in the hospital.”

      I waved off his concern. “I would’ve been totally fine going home. They weren’t paying any attention to me anyway. I was up wandering around, and they didn’t even notice. I eavesdropped on a couple of nurses. Nurse Leia was in my room when I got back.”

      “Nurse Leia?” Eliot’s forehead creased in confusion.

      “I couldn’t risk poking my head out from behind the vending machines,” I explained.

      “Of course not. That would’ve been embarrassing.”

      I ignored his tone. “I couldn’t see their faces, so I gave them names based on how their voices sounded. That’s how I ended up with Nurse Leia and Nurse Reese.”

      “As in Princess Leia and Reese Witherspoon?”

      “I saw Sweet Home Alabama on TV the other day, and it stuck with me.”

      “Did you overhear them talking about anything good?”

      “They have crushes on Dr. Benton.”

      “I loathe that guy.”

      “He has a terrible bedside manner,” I said. “But they really hate Dr. Rhodes. They said he makes mistakes and blames others.”

      Eliot’s fingers moved over my wrist. “If I had a choice, I would work with Dr. Rhodes every day of the week. Dr. Benton can take a flying leap off a cliff.”

      “Probably,” I said on a laugh, using the word that Dr. Benton had offered that had irritated both of us.

      “Probably,” Eliot agreed as he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “You know I love you?” he asked in a soft voice.

      I wanted to be annoyed with him—so, so much—but he was struggling. “Eliot, I know what happened yesterday upset you,” I started.

      “‘Upset’ isn’t strong enough.”

      “Fine. It’s threatening to consume you.”

      “‘Consume’ is too strong.”

      I pinned him with a quelling look. “Eliot.” I was exasperated.

      He again pushed my hair back from my forehead. It was as if he was continually trying to look through my eyes and see inside my head to make sure I was okay. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just … want you to be healthy and whole.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “That feels miraculous given what you went through,” he said. “I’m not trying to be difficult, Avery, but you could’ve been seriously hurt. I’m so used to you constantly getting out of trouble before there are any repercussions it knocked me a bit. You’re not really a superhero. You can be hurt. It’s almost as if I forgot that nasty tidbit.”

      “Of course I can be hurt.” It was ridiculous to assume otherwise. “I do whatever I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. There was no way to anticipate what happened yesterday. It’s not as if I put myself in harm’s way. It just … happened.” And I was still trying to wrap my head around it.

      He kissed the top of my head. “I freaking know. I think that’s what bothers me most. I brace myself for the times when you purposely stick your nose into the wrong person’s business. I’m never caught unaware when you find trouble during those instances. But yesterday, you weren’t doing that, and I almost lost you anyway.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “I could have.”

      “You could lose me if I choke on Little Debbies in bed,” I pointed out. “Give it a rest.”

      “I can’t do that. Not today.” He was firm when he stood, telling me that there was more to his diabolical plan to keep me in bed than I initially realized. “You need to rest.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Does that mean you’re not going to get the information I asked for?”

      “You’re not working,” he reminded me. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy. A full week of rest.”

      He had to be joking. “There’s no way you’re keeping me in bed for a week.”

      He shrugged. “I realize it will be a challenge, but I don’t give up easily.”

      Neither did I. In fact, I wouldn’t even cede minor points when it came to arguments. I was far too stubborn for that. “Eliot—”

      “No.” When he shook his head, there was a warning in his eyes. “You’re staying in bed.” He turned his back to me as he moved to the door. “I want to stay with you, but I can’t. I have that security gig I went out on yesterday. I need to finish my estimate and then check on Melba at the shop.”

      I perked up. If he was leaving, I’d be alone. He was putting me on the honor system, and I could work that to my advantage. “Oh, that’s too bad.” I sounded wistful. “I’ll miss you. Where is the remote? I’ll drink my juice and eat my snack and then nap while watching a bad horror movie.”

      When Eliot turned back in my direction, there was a darkness in his gaze.

      “What?” I demanded. “I’ll be good.”

      “Right,” he drawled. “That’s what you always do, isn’t it? You’re always good.”

      “I’m a freaking angel,” I protested. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m going to nap on and off all day. I’ll be fine.”

      “You are going to nap,” he agreed.

      “That’s what I just said.”

      “You’re not going to go digging into this story … at least not today.”

      The caveat had me sitting up straighter. “Does that mean you’ll help me tomorrow if I’m good today?” I needed all the facts before I made my decision on how I was going to spend my afternoon.

      “No.” Eliot’s eyebrows drew together as he rested his hands on the end of the bed and stared me down. “The doctor said you need to be quiet and rest for a week.”

      “We both know that’s not going to happen.”

      “I’ve taken steps to ensure it does.”

      “What steps?”

      His smile was impish. “Don’t worry about it. Just know, I have you covered.”

      

      ELIOT’S INSISTENCE ON KEEPING HIS PLAN TO himself was frustrating on multiple levels. I heard him walking outside the bedroom. I heard him talking on his phone. He poked his head through the doorway several times, smiled, but didn’t give me a hint regarding what he was up to.

      He walked back and forth past the door … waiting for something. I refused to ask. I knew he wouldn’t tell me.

      I was so amped up that I almost jumped out of my skin when the doorbell rang. I moved to roll off the bed to answer it, but Eliot appeared in the doorway with a raised finger to stop me.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he warned. “Those are your babysitters.”

      I narrowed my eyes and wished—not for the first time—that I could hone the ability to shoot lasers out of my eyes and smite my enemies. I’d once made a list of potential superhero powers I’d love to have.

      “What babysitters?” I barked at his back.

      He didn’t respond, but the murmuring voices as he opened the door lured me out of bed. I was just nearing the spot where I could see through the opening when Eliot appeared directly in front of me.

      “Why aren’t you in bed?” he demanded.

      He had to be joking. “You know why. I’m done with this. I’m going to work.”

      “The hell you are.” His eyes flashed, and I swallowed hard, rethinking my plan. My delay in responding allowed my best friend Carly and cousin Lexie to appear in the bedroom doorway before I could make a break for it.

      “There she is,” Carly boomed. “It looks as if you’re on your feet, which is a good sign. Now we just need to get you back in the game. It shouldn’t take too long.”

      I couldn’t believe he’d arranged babysitters. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I could believe it. His choices almost made sense … in a weird sort of way. The fact that he’d arranged all of this behind my back was shocking, however.

      “I’m already back in the game,” I informed her. We’d been best friends since college, and she was one of the few people who understood me. But I would crush her like a bug if she tried to enforce the ridiculous rules Eliot had come up with.

      “No, you’re not.” Eliot wrapped an arm around my waist and scooped me up before taking me back to the bed. He gently placed me in the spot I’d vacated, a giveaway he was convinced I was much weaker than I actually was. On a normal day, when frustration with my attitude threatened to get the better of him, he would throw me on the bed with little thought before diving after me to play a game.

      “Eliot.” I was beyond exasperated. “You can’t keep me in bed all day.”

      “All week,” he corrected. There was an edge to his voice that told me he was one bad argument from losing his cool. “The doctor said you have to be quiet all week.”

      “The doctor is a moron,” I reminded him. “I thought we’d already agreed on that.”

      “The doctor is still an expert. We’re not doctors, so we don’t understand head injuries.”

      He’d given me an opening and didn’t even realize it. “It’s my head. Who knows my head better than me?”

      “Me,” he replied, before tugging the blanket over me. “Aren’t you the one who always says I read you better than anybody?”

      Of course, he would throw that in my face. “Eliot—”

      “It’s done,” he growled, cutting me off. “You’re staying in bed. I arranged Lexie and Carly as babysitters to amuse you. They have strict instructions to keep you in bed.”

      “We’re not afraid to sit on you,” Lexie offered.

      I glanced between my cousin and best friend, then focused on my husband. “You’re not the boss of me,” I reminded him.

      “Today I am.” He gave me a quick kiss before standing. “I wish I could stay and take care of you, but I have a job to do.”

      “Eliot.”

      He pretended I hadn’t spoken as he started for the door. “I’ll check in throughout the day. I love you, Avery. It’s going to be a rough week, but we’ll get through it.”

      With that, he was gone.

      I waited until I was certain I’d heard the garage door open and close to speak to my babysitters. I’d considered going in soft and cajoling them to my way of thinking, but my mood was too poor. “I’ll tell Kyle that you lie about needing mental health time and stick him with the kid to go to Lexie’s studio to drink when you disappear for your ‘therapeutic yoga,’ and I’ll tell Grandma you stole her schnapps when we were in high school, thus forcing her to beat cousin Sara with a flyswatter because she thought she was the guilty party, if you even try to keep me in this bed,” I threatened.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Carly said. “Those yoga nights are my only break. You have no idea how needy a baby is. I need my breaks.”

      “I’ll do whatever I need to save myself,” I replied.

      “Why would I care about you telling Grandma that I stole her schnapps?” Lexie demanded. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. “That happened a million years ago.”

      “She still feels guilty about making Sara cry,” I reminded her. “Sara wouldn’t go near her for days.”

      “Sara is a baby.”

      “Sara still brings up the instance when Grandma terrorized her for nothing,” I reminded Lexie. “If Grandma finds out that you were the guilty party—and that you stood there and did nothing while Sara got your punishment—you’ll be in big trouble.”

      “I’m not afraid of Grandma,” Lexie scoffed. Even though she sounded certain, there was doubt in her eyes.

      “What do you want us to do?” Carly asked after several seconds of fraught silence. “We promised Eliot we’d keep you in bed.”

      “He’s worried your head will fall off,” Lexie noted.

      “I’m fine.” That was true. I felt fine, other than a few aches and pains from the initial blast. Those would be gone in a day or two. “You are going to do what I want. Just FYI, there’s no point in arguing with me.”

      “What do you want?” Carly asked. “What do you think you can coerce us into?”

      “I just don’t want you to put up a fight when I take my car and leave.”

      “Your car isn’t here,” Lexie replied. “It was at the courthouse yesterday when you were hurt. It’s not as if Eliot has had a bunch of time to run errands. He told us that your car is at The Monitor. Jake had Derrick move it there.”

      Crap on toast! I hadn’t even thought of that. “Okay.” I forced out a calming breath. “New plan. You two are taking me to Alice Wendell’s house. We’re going to talk with whoever lives there and maybe the neighbors. After that, you’ll take me to The Monitor for my car. You’re free after that.”

      “Only until Eliot finds out what we’ve done,” Carly muttered.

      “You let me worry about Eliot.”

      “You’re supposed to stay in bed.” She was insistent. “You almost died.”

      “Well, I didn’t. Avery Shaw is on the job. There’s no holding me back. This is my story, and I’m going to knock it out of the park. You can either help or get out of my way.”

      Lexie and Carly exchanged heavy looks.

      “We’ll help,” Lexie said finally. “When Eliot explodes, don’t say we didn’t warn you.”

      “I’ll take that under advisement.”
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      Carly insisted on driving. Apparently, that was her lone option for maintaining some semblance of control. I typed on my phone in the back seat as she navigated the freeway.

      “Alice lives in Harrison Township,” I noted. “She’s on one of the canals by South River Road.”

      “Just tell me where to go,” Carly replied. She was resigned to my plan.

      “Are you proud of yourself?” Lexie asked as she shifted in the passenger seat and pinned me with a look. “Are you happy?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question?” I asked as I kept typing.

      “I really want to know.”

      “I’m pretty happy,” I replied. There was no sense denying it. “I got my way.”

      Lexie scowled. “You threatened to take the one night of joy she has a week away from her.”

      “She’s at your yoga studio three nights a week.”

      “Fine. You threatened to take the three nights of joy—the only joy she has in her life—away from her. Of course she’s upset.”

      I flicked my eyes to Carly. “Do you really have no joy other than yoga?”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Carly huffed. “I might be your chauffeur—and I will exchange information in regard to our destination—but that’s it. I won’t be doing any other chatting.”

      I had to bite back a laugh at her pouty countenance. “Just know that I now have more blackmail material. How do you think Kyle will feel when he finds out you have no joy in your life besides drinking at Lexie’s studio? I mean, finding out that he doesn’t bring you joy—and neither does that kid you guys insisted on having—is going to be a blow.”

      Carly’s mouth dropped open. “I didn’t say that.”

      “You just said exactly that.”

      “I did not.”

      “You did too.”

      Carly’s eyes were incredulous when she turned them to Lexie. “Did I say that?”

      “You sort of did,” Lexie hedged. “I don’t think you meant it, if that’s any consolation.”

      “It’s no consolation at all.”

      Lexie turned her attention back to me. “Are you happy?”

      “I’m thrilled.”

      “You’re such a sociopath,” my cousin complained. “Why don’t you have feelings for anyone other than yourself?”

      “I have feelings for others,” I replied. “I simply don’t have empathy for the two of you right now. You conspired with Eliot to keep me in bed, away from my own story. That makes you my current enemy.”

      “Only a sociopath would say something like that.”

      “Then I guess I’m a sociopath.” I wasn’t in the mood to fight. “Make a right at the next light,” I ordered Carly.

      “I know how to get to South River Road,” Carly snapped.

      “You told me to give you directions.”

      “When we get closer.”

      I kept my eyes on my phone screen. “Why would you sue someone for standing you up?” I meant to ask the question as a way to divert from the current conversation. It worked.

      “Wait … the dead woman sued a guy for standing her up?” Lexie demanded. “Like … on a date?”

      “Yeah. That’s what she was doing at the courthouse right before she was hit. She sued a guy named Max Hamblin because he was supposed to meet her at the Groesbeck chophouse, but he never showed up. She claimed it caused her pain and suffering.”

      Lexie let loose a disdainful snort. “Well, if that’s a way to get free money, count me in. Do you have any idea how many times I’ve been stood up?”

      “How many?”

      “Quite a few,” Lexie replied. “Of course, I tend to fish for boyfriends in the drugged-out section of the pond. If a guy doesn’t smoke pot, I’m not interested.”

      “Does he have to smoke it, or do edibles count?” Carly asked.

      “He has to smoke it,” Lexie replied. “Soccer moms take edibles.”

      I bit back a laugh. “Fair enough. Alice, she was pretty agitated in court. She wanted Max to pay.”

      “And how did he react?”

      I shrugged. “He seemed confused. I didn’t get the feeling Max is one of the great thinkers of our time, but he isn’t the worst man in the world by any stretch of the imagination. He assumed the case would get thrown out of court without him having to do anything. The judge jumped through hoops to make that happen.”

      “Could there be another reason Alice filed the suit?” Carly asked. “Like … maybe Max has a different enemy, and someone found Alice and cajoled her into filing the suit to serve as a distraction or something?”

      “It’s an interesting idea,” I mused. “Either way, Alice was targeted on Main Street. My question is, was she targeted because she just happened to be crossing the street at that time, or did she tick someone off?”

      “What do you think?” Carly asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”

      “And what happens when Eliot finds you aren’t in bed like you’re supposed to be?”

      The question grated. “He’s my husband, not my keeper.”

      “Yeah?” Lexie cocked a challenging eyebrow. “Derrick told me he fell apart when he heard what happened to you yesterday. Like … he cried and stuff.”

      That was news to me. “I’m sorry he’s upset, but he can’t control me. A reckoning is coming on that subject. He’s not the boss in our house.”

      “Maybe he’s not trying to be the boss. Maybe he just loves you.”

      “He needs to find a better way to show it. I get that he was scared yesterday. He needs to let it go.”

      “Have you let it go?”

      I didn’t have to consider it for very long. “I definitely have.”

      

      HARRISON TOWNSHIP WAS AN INTERESTING AREA. On one side of the street, huge multi-million-dollar homes towered on the lake side. On the canal side, the homes were smaller and older. The property was primed for a massive buy-and-tear-down operation. Alice lived in one of the older homes.

      “There’s police tape on the door,” Lexie noted.

      Police tape wasn’t enough to deter me—I’d broken into homes that had been sealed off by the police before—but the neighbors were another story. Several were talking to one another in front of a neighboring house.

      “What do you think?” Carly asked as she killed the engine after parking across the street from Alice’s house.

      “I want to talk to the neighbors.” I hopped out of Carly’s vehicle, notebook tucked under my arm, and headed toward the group who had fixated on us.

      “You lost?” an older man asked. He looked to be in his seventies and held a watering can even though there were no flowers nearby.

      “I’m looking for you,” I replied with my winningest smile. “I’m Avery Shaw.”

      “I’m Tom Doherty,” the man replied. “Do I get a reward for telling you my name?”

      “I work for The Monitor.”

      “Oh, you’re the famous reporter,” the lone woman of the group trilled. “I told you she looked familiar,” she said to the man on her left, her elbow jutting into his ribs. “She’s the one who took down your favorite politician.”

      Uh-oh. Who was his favorite politician?

      “He’s a fan of Tad Ludington,” the woman volunteered. “He thinks you’re the devil.”

      “Are you a fan of Tad Ludington too?” I asked the woman.

      “Not even a little.” She clucked her tongue as she shook her head. “He is the devil. Darlene Covington,” she said as she stuck out her hand and I shook it. “You must be here about Alice.”

      “I am,” I confirmed, darting a dubious look toward the third member of their trio. “Are you going to give me grief because you’re a Tad fan?”

      “The man has some good ideas,” the individual without a name replied. “I’m not a fan because I’m not a fan of any politician. But he knows what this county needs to be great again.”

      “Strippers?” Darlene challenged. “Because last time I checked, he was messing around with strippers.”

      I liked Darlene a great deal already. I had no idea if I would still feel that way in twenty minutes, but for now, she was amazing.

      “This is Stan,” Tom volunteered. “Stan Hamilton. We all live up and down this strip.”

      “Then you knew Alice,” I surmised. “How well did you know her?”

      The quick looks Tom and Darlene shared told me they were leery of answering the question.

      “Why don’t you tell us what you want to know, and we’ll go from there?” Darlene suggested.

      “I’m not looking for anything but the truth,” I replied. “I was in court with Alice yesterday before the incident.”

      “You were injured in the incident that killed Alice,” Darlene said, her eyebrows—drawn-on lines—hopping. “I saw your photo on the front page.”

      “I was behind her on the street,” I replied. “After witnessing what I did in the courtroom, I had questions for her.”

      “What did you see in the courtroom?” Darlene asked. “The newspaper article was vague.”

      “She was suing a man for standing her up,” I replied. I expected them to laugh, but they didn’t.

      “Is that so?” Tom’s eye roll was pronounced. “I told you that’s what she was doing down there,” he said to the others.

      “You knew she filed a frivolous lawsuit?” I asked.

      “I don’t know the specifics. It’s just … well…” He looked to Darlene for help.

      “It’s what she does,” Darlene said. “Or did. She filed lawsuits.” Her finger ticked past both men and herself. “We’ve all been sued.”

      “Seriously?”

      Darlene bobbed her head. “Alice was a sad woman who got her jollies by suing people.”

      “I don’t think that’s actually what got her excited,” Tom countered. “She just couldn’t stand to be wrong, so she had no choice but to sue people to prove she was right.”

      

      “We don’t want to be on the record,” Stan interjected quickly. “Don’t put our names in the paper.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Darlene shot back. “I totally want my name in the paper.”

      “Me, too,” Tom admitted after several seconds. “My grandkids will get a kick out of it.”

      “Well, fine.” Stan threw his hands in the air. “I’ll have my name in the newspaper too. Just make sure you don’t ruin my life like you’ve done to Tad Ludington. I’ll haunt you until the end of time if you embarrass me like you have that poor boy.”

      Poor boy? He’d clearly never met Tad. “I’m not even sure I’m writing an article today,” I said to them. “I’m just starting work for an article.”

      Stan waved off my response. “We’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “Okay.” I smiled because it was expected of me. “Let’s start with you guys. Why did Alice sue you?”

      “She claimed my lawn crew walked over the back corner of her yard to get close to the canal line to use the weed wacker,” Tom said.

      “Seriously?” I couldn’t imagine anything dumber than that.

      “She said they caused her emotional distress because she could imagine the grass being upset at strangers stepping on it. Said it gave her nightmares. She had pain and suffering.”

      “That was at the crux of everything she did,” Darlene explained. “She said she had pain and suffering over absolutely everything.”

      “That’s what she said about the guy who stood her up. She said it was the anniversary of being stood up for some dance, so her pain and suffering was magnified.”

      “Sounds like her.” Stan made a face. “She was a nut.”

      “What about you?” I asked Darlene.

      “She sued me for wearing the same outfit as her to one of the yacht club events,” Darlene replied. “They weren’t the same outfits. They were just the same color.”

      “Were they pink?”

      Darlene chuckled. “No, but I know which outfit of hers you’re talking about. The event was a fundraiser. There was a photographer from the newspaper, and he took our photo. She melted down and said people would confuse us. Turns out, the photo they ran wasn’t even in color.”

      “Something from a fundraiser would be buried inside,” I explained. “It wouldn’t be front-page news. Did your case even make it in front of a judge?”

      “Yeah.” Darlene looked unhappy now. “Thankfully, Clara Lawton’s daughter—she lives one street over—is an attorney. She agreed to represent us on the cheap. She went to court and had the lawsuits tossed.”

      “Yours too?” I asked Stan.

      “Yup.” He was solemn as he nodded. “She sued me for giving her low self-esteem. Once, when we were at another event at the yacht club, I told her she smelled like rancid cottage cheese. I was just trying to get her to give me some space.”

      “Alice didn’t deal well when people wanted space,” Tom said. “She took it as a personal affront.”

      “She sued Stan for being a bully, essentially,” Darlene explained. “Now, Stan is a bully—I would never say otherwise—but he didn’t say anything to her that day that was worth ten grand.”

      “Ten grand?” I straightened. “That’s what she was suing the guy for yesterday. Is there something significant about that number?”

      Darlene held out her hands. “Sorry, but I don’t know. Alice wasn’t close to anybody in the neighborhood. She liked to walk the night before everybody put out their garbage so she could grab things she might like, but she wasn’t friendly with us.”

      “Are you the only ones in the neighborhood she sued?”

      “Not by a long shot.” Stan let loose a stilted laugh.

      “Meaning?” I asked.

      “Meaning that other people have hobbies,” Tom replied. “Stan here enjoys fishing and Darlene has been taking painting classes. I like going to baseball games.”

      “You’re saying Alice liked suing people,” I surmised.

      “It was all she thought about,” Darlene said. “I don’t know how many people she sued, but I’m guessing it was more than twenty and less than a hundred.”

      The number was flabbergasting. “Are you serious?”

      She bobbed her head. “If you’re looking for someone with motive, I’d start with the people she sued. It’s a long list.”

      “A really long list,” Stan agreed. “Just out of curiosity, I saw the news coverage about what happened yesterday. I thought everybody agreed it was an accident. Why don’t you think that?”

      It was a fair question. I didn’t have a solid answer for him. “Let’s just say I’m not content with the current story. I was there.”

      “So you think she was a target,” Tom noted. “How are you going to find who was after her?”

      “I’m going to start with the lawsuits.”

      “Then what?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll go from there.”
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      Carly and Lexie showed no interest in the information I’d gathered. In fact, they presented a united front when I returned to Carly’s car.

      “We’ve decided we don’t want to know,” Carly offered shrilly. “Nothing. We don’t want to know a single thing.”

      “It will only encourage you,” Lexie explained. “For you, knowledge is strength. If you can’t share knowledge, your strength will diminish.”

      “So not asking me what they said is you using kryptonite on me?” I asked.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Good to know.” I tapped my fingers on my knee as I considered my options. “You can drop me at The Monitor and then go,” I said.

      “How will you get home?” Carly asked.

      “You said my car is there.”

      “It is, but Eliot has your keys.” She looked haughty.

      “I have an extra set in my desk,” I replied. “I’m good.”

      “Why do you keep an extra set of keys in your desk?” Lexie asked. She seemed suspicious.

      “You never know when you might need an extra set,” I replied. In truth, I’d foreseen this situation. Not the being blown up part, but Eliot trying to keep me from driving after an incident. He stood strong with me most of the time, but there would always be a handful of issues that would become a sort of bridge he was incapable of crossing.

      “But … maybe you shouldn’t drive,” Carly argued. “You have a head injury.”

      “I feel fine.” Truth be told, after getting dirt on Alice, I was invigorated. “I’m only ten minutes from home.”

      “Are you going to head straight home?” Carly asked hopefully.

      “Mostly,” I confirmed. In my head, the word sounded a lot like “probably,” and I didn’t like it. “I have to make one more stop.”

      “Where?”

      “Nunya.”

      “She’s going to say ‘none of your business,’” Lexie said.

      “Thanks,” Carly replied dryly. “I’ve known her long enough to figure that out.”

      “Then why did you ask?” I challenged.

      “I keep hoping you’ll do the right thing,” Carly replied. “I mean, good grief, Avery. You almost died yesterday, and here you are chasing a story. What’s up with that?”

      “I want to know why I almost died.”

      “I wish I could believe that’s what you’re really after,” Carly lamented. “You think this is some competition, and you want to beat whoever else might be chasing the story.”

      She was right. “Carly, I have everything under control. I’m sorry my little mishap—”

      “You were blown up!”

      “Mishap,” I confirmed pointedly. “I’m sorry it upset you. I’m not real happy about it either. But I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I don’t think Eliot is going to feel the same way.”

      Eliot was likely going to have a meltdown of epic proportions.

      “You let me handle Eliot,” I said. “You two head home. If he has a problem with how this played out, he can take it out on me.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Lexie said blandly. “That’s exactly what he’s going to do.”

      

      THE NEWSROOM WAS QUIET. I was hoping to get through the visit seeing only my editor, Fred Fish, but two heads at the back of the room—the ones belonging to Duncan Marlow and Justin Fielding, an intern who was a bit too involved in office politics—jerked up.

      “What are you doing here?” Fish demanded before I could direct a question to him.

      I scowled. “And a happy hello to you too,” I drawled. “I guess you’re not happy to see me. And here I thought the office was in mourning without my happy presence.”

      Fish jabbed a finger in Duncan’s direction without looking. He seemed to understand my office nemesis—I had a number of them—was about to say something snarky. “Everybody is thrilled you’re alive,” he started.

      “Not everybody,” Duncan chirped.

      Fish ignored him. “People were upset.”

      “Very few people,” Duncan volunteered.

      “When we got word you were okay, people were thrilled,” Fish explained.

      “Everybody was ready to throw a party when we thought you were going to die,” Duncan countered.

      “That did it!” Fish slapped his hands onto his desk and pushed himself to a standing position. When he swiveled to face Duncan, the other man paled two shades. “What did I say? Do you want to go to Human Resources?”

      I was the one normally sent to Human Resources following a verbal altercation with Duncan. I couldn’t keep from smiling.

      “It’s not funny,” Fish hissed, turning back to me. “We were told you weren’t coming back for a week.”

      “And we rejoiced because of it,” Duncan added.

      When Fish turned back yet again, Duncan was already getting to his feet.

      “I can walk myself down to Human Resources,” Duncan said, resigned.

      “You do that,” Fish said. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’m sure you and Robin have a few things to discuss while waiting.”

      “Great.” Duncan was dejected as he walked past me. “Is there a reason you couldn’t get closer to the explosion?” he asked. “We were so close to being rid of you.”

      “Maybe next time.” I held up my fingers, which were crossed, in exaggerated fashion. “Here’s hoping you get another chance.” When I turned back to Fish, he was glowering at me. “What? I didn’t do anything.”

      “You’re as bad as he is,” Fish lamented. “Why encourage him? Besides, you’re supposed to be home in bed.”

      “I feel fine.” I mostly meant it despite the fact that I was starting to drag and kept thinking about how great a long nap would be. “Stop worrying.”

      “I spoke with Eliot yesterday evening,” Fish insisted. “He said the doctor ordered you to take it easy, that you’d taken a terrible blow to the head.”

      “I hit the ground hard,” I acknowledged. “I didn’t die, and I feel great after a night’s sleep.”

      “In the hospital,” Fish clarified. “You spent the night in the hospital.”

      “So?” He was starting to bug me. “What does that matter?”

      “You could’ve died.”

      “Oh, geez,” I moaned. “How many people did Eliot tell?”

      “It wasn’t him,” Fish replied. “I was on the phone with Farrell last night. He said you almost died. You know there were people downtown yesterday who saw him carrying you out.”

      A terrible thought occurred to me, and I pushed myself away from Fish’s desk and headed to the newspaper rack at the edge of the reporter cubicles. I grabbed a copy of today’s edition and held it up, my breath catching in my throat when I saw the banner headline and the huge photo.

      Our photographer Jared Jackson had caught the perfect angle as Jake carried me to his vehicle. The sheriff looked like an action hero dragging me to safety. Me? I looked like a damsel in distress waiting for some big, strong man to swoop in and save me.

      “I think I might puke,” I moaned. “Like … all over you.” I scorched Fish with a death glare. “How could you run this?”

      “How could I not?” Fish challenged. “That is the sort of image that wins awards. We’re talking Society of Professional Journalism awards.”

      “No.” I vehemently shook my head. “Don’t you even think about it. I will melt down if you even consider entering that photo in a contest.”

      “You know I don’t have a choice, Avery.” Fish’s voice was flat. “We take whatever accolades we get. It’s not my fault that you happen to be in the photo.”

      “I was doing my job,” I barked.

      “Well, Jared was doing his job.” Fish was no nonsense. “It is what it is.” He held my gaze. “Let’s talk about you,” he said when I didn’t mount further argument. “I know for a fact you’re supposed to be taking it easy. Eliot stressed that during both calls.”

      “You had two calls with him?” I was furious. “I’ll kill him.”

      “He seemed concerned that you would try an end run around him, which seems to be exactly what you’re doing.”

      “I am fine!”

      “Whoa,” a voice said from behind me, drawing my attention to reporter row. Marvin Potts emerged from his cubicle and headed in my direction. On a normal day, he was my favorite person in the newsroom. I could tell by the tilt of his grin I was going to hate him today.

      “Don’t start,” I growled.

      In typical fashion, he ignored me. “I heard you hit your melon.” He leaned left and right to look me up and down. “How many fingers am I holding up?” He lifted his left hand and showed me only the middle finger.

      “Don’t make me send you to Human Resources too,” Fish warned.

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to Fish. “I can’t believe you ran that photo. How freaking embarrassing.”

      Fish snorted. “Listen to you. What’s embarrassing about it? Most of the women in the building have been swooning over Farrell all day. They want to know if you and the sheriff have something going on. I told them I didn’t know.”

      “You know we don’t have a thing.”

      “I know Farrell sat shoulder to shoulder with your husband at your bedside last night, and people are saying that you might be a…” He broke off and glanced around. “A throuple,” he whispered when he found his voice. “You understand?”

      “I know what a throuple is.”

      “I don’t,” Marvin said. “What’s a throuple?”

      “It’s three people instead of a couple. You know, a throuple.” I held up three fingers for emphasis.

      Marvin ran the idea through his head. “I’d like to be the filling inside a throuple. Wait.” He held up his hand as something occurred to him. “A throuple involves two girls and one guy, right? What am I saying? Of course it does. Who’d want it the other way?”

      “Don’t you have work to do?” Fish demanded of Marvin.

      “Not really.” Marvin was great at getting under people’s skin, and that was on full display. “I’ve already finished what I was working on. I’m waiting for the intern to come through with the FOIA documents I told him to pick up.”

      I was suddenly suspicious. “What Freedom of Information Act documents and which intern?”

      Marvin ignored the first part of my question and pointed at Justin, who was still in the corner watching me. He was leery because I’d been mean to him—and kept stories from him on purpose.

      “Do you have my documents?” Marvin called out.

      “I have them,” Justin replied. “I’m ready to go over them.”

      “Take them to my desk.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I regarded Marvin. “Since when are you so chummy with the intern?”

      “Since he runs errands I don’t want to do and only asks me to teach him in return,” Marvin replied. “I’m an excellent teacher.”

      He was an excellent teacher. He’d put me through my paces when I was fresh out of college and new on the job, and I was a better reporter because of it. That didn’t mean I wanted him helping the intern I couldn’t stand.

      “You’re one of my least favorite people right now,” I hissed. “That’s a pretty impressive feat, because I hate so many people I can’t even keep the list straight.”

      “Aw. Scrambled your brain, huh?” Marvin patted my shoulder. “Too bad. I hope you feel better soon. I’m glad Sheriff Farrell was there to save you. What a hero, rushing into danger that way.” Marvin took on a far-off expression. “I’d like to be that sort of hero.”

      I punched him in the gut. I wasn’t much for throwing punches, but it landed fairly hard if his coughing was any indication.

      “You’re mean,” Marvin complained as he backed away. “I would look good on the front of the newspaper, and you know it. It’s not my fault you were the damsel in distress.”

      If one more person called me a damsel in distress, there would be hell to pay.

      “You’re lucky you’re not technically working, because I’d send you to Human Resources, too,” Fish said to me. “Go home.”

      He had to be kidding. We were nowhere near done. “This is my story,” I insisted. “Mine and nobody else’s. Starting tomorrow, I’ll be taking it over.”

      “You’re on bed rest,” Fish said.

      “Do I look like I’m on bed rest?” I challenged.

      “You’re on bed rest,” he repeated.

      “I’ll be back to work tomorrow. I have a good lead.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m not telling you. You’ll give my information to someone else.”

      “You’re not working this story.” Fish hesitated “Eliot got ahead of you on this, Avery. He made me promise I wouldn’t allow you to weasel your way in. He said you need to rest this week. I promised him I wouldn’t allow you to involve yourself until next week.”

      Well, that just tore it. “Eliot told you to keep me from this story?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “That will be another good story.” Fish attempted a smile. “If you come back tomorrow, I will give you all news release rewrites and puff pieces. We’re talking euchre tournaments and costume competitions at senior centers.”

      If I had testicles, his words would’ve been like a kick to them. “You can’t keep me from this story,” I growled. “It’s my story.”

      “Avery, you need to rest.” Fish looked helpless. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but … you were seriously injured. Eliot is trying to take care of you. I agree that the best thing for you is to take a break.”

      Yup. Eliot wasn’t the only one I was going to kill. “Is that your line in the sand?” I growled.

      “It is. The story isn’t yours.”

      “Fine!” I was positively dripping vitriol when I turned and stalked away from Fish’s desk. This was nowhere near over. If Eliot thought he could bully everybody I worked with to get his own way, he had another thing coming. I’d bullied them all into submission first. He didn’t get a say in this. I was going to be the one breaking this story.

      I stopped at my desk long enough to grab the extra keys from the drawer.

      “What are you going to do?” Marvin asked as he poked his head out from his cubicle. Justin was in there with him, and they looked to be poring over documents. “Are you going to let Fish win?”

      “What do you think?” I challenged.

      “You look as if you’re about to set the world on fire.”

      “Keen observation skills. That’s what makes you a good reporter.”

      Marvin was quiet for several seconds, then lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You know, I don’t want to further upset you.”

      “Then shut up,” I suggested.

      He barreled forward. “Eliot’s afraid after what happened. You can’t blame him. You almost died.”

      “Why does everybody keep saying that?” I snapped. “I didn’t almost die. I’ve been way closer to death. Heck, I was chased by a murderous fiend in the snow … and I’ve been held at gunpoint … and I was hanging out with mobsters a few weeks ago. I’ve had it way worse.”

      “But you weren’t aware of what was happening to you this time,” Marvin said. “We all were, and people were worried. You can’t hold that against Eliot.”

      “I won’t hold it against him.”

      “You sound like you will. That’s vindictiveness.”

      “It’s resolve,” I replied. “This is my story. Nobody’s taking it. I’m going to end this problem tonight, and I’ll be ruling the world again tomorrow.”
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      Eliot beat me home. He was on the couch, boxes of takeout in front of him on the coffee table. His eyes were dark when they locked with mine as I stepped through the front door.

      “How was your day, dear?” he growled.

      I was in big trouble. Well, that was just fine. If he wanted to argue, I was more than ready.

      “Great,” I replied as I dropped the stack of files on the coffee table next to the food. It smelled delicious, Middle Eastern, one of my favorites, and he had even stopped at a nearby bakery for a box of something I was certain tasted delicious if the scent wafting from the box was any indication. “How was your day?”

      “Not good,” he replied. “I see your babysitters fell down on the job.”

      “Don’t give them crap.” I flopped down on the couch next to him and stared at my shoes. I needed to take them off, but I was tired, and the little aches and pains I’d been able to ward off for most of the day were starting to make themselves known. “I blackmailed them to get what I wanted.”

      “I figured.” Eliot leaned forward and grabbed one of my sneakers. He wasn’t gentle in yanking it off. I watched him do the second, then lifted an eyebrow when he threw the shoes toward the rug near the front door. Normally, he’d carry them over, or insist I pick up after myself.

      “Are we going to fight?” I asked, honestly curious.

      “Tell me why you went out when I asked you to stay in bed all day.”

      “You didn’t ask. You dictated.”

      “What would’ve happened if I’d asked?”

      The question threw me. “I still would’ve done what I did,” I said. “You know I can’t just sit still when I have a story to chase. Besides, staying in bed all day would mean I’m sick.”

      “Not sick, injured.”

      “I don’t want to be sick or injured.”

      Eliot seemed to be absorbing my words. “I know you don’t like feeling weak,” he said after several seconds. “Getting injured is not weakness.”

      “I just can’t help it. I want answers. Nothing was going to keep me in bed today. You did your best, but I’m too smart for you.”

      That nudged a brief smile out of him. “Too smart for me, huh?”

      “Not in the way you’re thinking. I’m just too smart in general. I’m wily. I’m diabolical. Plus, Carly and Lexie were crappy babysitters because I know all of their secrets. You would’ve been better going with Grandpa.”

      “Oh, please.” Eliot snorted. “You can bulldoze your grandfather. Actually, it’s fair to say you can bring him around to your way of thinking. Nobody believes for a second that you and he wouldn’t have headed out on an adventure if I’d left him in charge.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Well, there has to be someone else.”

      “Oh, there is.” Now Eliot looked diabolical. “Your mother has agreed to move into the guest room for the rest of the week. She’ll be your babysitter.”

      My stomach shriveled to the size of a raisin. “You would betray me like that?” I refused to cry in front of him—especially right now—but I wanted to. “What have I ever done to you?”

      “You caused me to worry about you all day,” he replied. “I was on a job—a very important job that can open specific doors for me—and you took off and ran all over the county with a freaking concussion.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “The doctor said you need a week of rest.”

      “I’m too amazing for modern medicine to pigeonhole.”

      He looked as if he wanted to laugh again. “Avery, I love you,” he said, “but I need you to meet me halfway. It’s not unreasonable to worry about my wife, the woman with a concussion.”

      I hated that he was so calm. If he lost his mind and started yelling, that would be better. “I’m a grown-up,” I reminded him.

      “That’s the rumor,” he said.

      I shot him a death glare. “I’m a grown-up. I decide how I handle myself in situations like this.”

      He looked as if he wanted to push back, but he sighed. “Fine.” He held up his hands in supplication. “I surrender. You’re going to do what you want, and I can’t stop you.”

      That was far too easy. “There’s a caveat in there. I know there is.”

      “But…” He dragged out the word and grinned. “You need to include me in whatever you have planned when you start digging for information. So far, all we know is that someone was willing to mow down a woman and blow up their car. I don’t want to see what else they’re willing to do.”

      I was willing to negotiate. “How much do you want me to include you?”

      “Tomorrow, I want to be included in everything. We’ll play it by ear after that.”

      “Fine.” Trying to cut him out would cause a huge fight. Besides, I needed his help. “Fish said he’s only giving me puff pieces because you called him. I want you to call him again and tell him I’m available for regular assignments.”

      “No,” Eliot said. “You’re going to be digging on what happened to Alice Wendell. That’s the only real story you get right now. If you start taking on others, you’ll be overwhelmed. You can do puff pieces.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t want to write puff pieces.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” He reached for the food on the table. “I got you the ghallaba—I sprang for the lamb—and a fattoush salad. There’s ice cream in the freezer.”

      I glared at him. “I don’t want to write puff pieces.”

      “Well, I want you to stay in bed for a week. We don’t always get what we want.”

      Rather than prod a fight that would kill us both, I surrendered. “Fine. But I won’t like it.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “Also, did you really arrange for my mother to babysit me?”

      Amusement twinkled in his eyes. “You’ll find out.”

      That was a no, which was a relief. Or maybe I just hoped it was a no.

      

      I HAD A SURPRISINGLY GOOD APPETITE, AND even though weariness was threatening to force me to bed at seven o’clock I managed to hide my fatigue long enough to get comfortable next to Eliot on the couch and start going through the folders.

      “She sued all these people?” Eliot asked.

      “Apparently, that was her hobby.”

      “Avery, there are forty files here.”

      “Our biggest concern right now is that we don’t know if Alice was a victim of an accident or was targeted. If she was specifically targeted, the answer might be here in one of these files.”

      “Okay.” Eliot plopped his feet on the coffee table and opened the first file. “What about the guy she was suing yesterday? Is he a suspect?”

      “In theory,” I said. “Here’s the problem with Max Hamblin: He didn’t have enough money to bring an attorney with him to court. He was inside the courtroom when I left, meaning even if he ran, he couldn’t have retrieved his car and mowed her down. She went straight down in the elevator and headed across the street.”

      Eliot tilted his head. He was familiar with the court building, probably running the visuals through his busy brain. “Yeah. It would be pretty tough to get ahead of her. It doesn’t matter if he was parked on the street or in the parking garage. I would say it’s virtually impossible.”

      “I don’t think he could’ve hired anyone to target her. Maybe he convinced a friend.”

      “If she was specifically targeted, how did they know when she would be on the street?” Eliot asked.

      That was another good question. “Maybe somebody in the lobby was watching for her. Or in the front of the courthouse.”

      He read the file in front of him. “She sued Kelly Thatcher for looking similar to her.”

      My forehead creased. I hadn’t read any of the files when I got them. I wanted to bring them home and wade through them at my convenience. “How does that work?”

      “According to the lawsuit, Kelly and Alice could’ve passed for twins, and Kelly was a slut. Alice didn’t want people thinking she was the slut.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. “Wow.”

      “Wow indeed.” Eliot’s expression lit up as he lifted his arm so I could settle in at his side. “This woman sounds like a nut.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to call people nuts anymore,” I pointed out. “It’s derogatory.”

      “You call people nuts all the time.”

      “Yes, but I’m me.”

      He kissed the top of my head, then looked at the clock on the wall. “You’re tired. I’m giving you ninety minutes of this. Then we’ll go to bed and pick it back up tomorrow. Deal?”

      That was the only compromise I was going to get out of him. “Fine, but I don’t like how bossy you are. Everybody knows I’m the boss in this relationship.”

      He smirked. “We’re both the boss. I get to be the main boss this week. You can be the main boss next week. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Don’t tease me.”

      “I’m serious. Just don’t give me grief for wanting to stick close this week.”

      It was a fair offer. “Fine, but if you start to smother me, we’re still going to fight.”

      “I’ll do my best not to smother you.”

      “Thanks for that. I guess.” I grabbed one of the files and rested my head against his chest as I read through it. “She sued Lance Putnam, her former boss at an insurance company, for slapping his hand against her desk and jolting her awake. She said she was embarrassed when he yelled at her and upset when she was fired. She said sleep couldn’t always be controlled, and she wanted ten grand for pain and suffering.”

      “Isn’t ten grand what she wanted from that Hamblin guy?”

      “Yeah, and it’s what she wanted from her neighbors,” I confirmed. “I have to think the amount is important.”

      “How are you going to narrow this down?” Eliot stared at the stack of files. “There are forty people here who have a grudge against this woman. How are you going to figure out which one it is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, let’s do it together.” Eliot made sure I was tucked in tight at his side. “We’ll go through each file and take notes. I’ll read. You write.”

      It was cute that he was pretending that we had a chance of getting through all the files before I fell asleep. “Okay. Lay it on me.”

      Eliot grabbed the file off the top. The clerk at the courthouse had felt bad enough for me following the previous day’s accident that she’d actually sorted the documents. On a different day, she would’ve shoved a stack of papers in front of me and told me to sort through it myself.

      “Chad Harris,” Eliot read aloud. “He lives in Clinton Township and owns a laundromat. Alice sued him for … oh, gross.”

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “She claims that he masturbated into the washing machine she was using when her back was turned because he was hot for her.”

      “That is gross,” I confirmed. “Is there any proof he did it?”

      “Not that I see.” Eliot shook his head when he finished reading the file. “He had cameras in the shop—which was probably good for him—and testified he had no idea why she thought he did something like that.”

      “Maybe she was delusional,” I said. “She could’ve been mentally ill.”

      “How can you prove that? Aren’t records like that protected?”

      “Yeah. HIPAA laws are no joke,” I said. “Maybe I can track down her family. If her mother shares the information, I can use that.”

      “It could’ve been an accident, Avery,” Eliot pointed out. “Whoever did it might have simply wanted to create a distraction.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe the driver of the vehicle was mentally ill. Maybe he thought he saw something.”

      “But why run?” I asked. “If this was some sort of message, or a mental health issue, how did the driver manage to disappear? I was right there and didn’t see anything.”

      Eliot opened another file. “This is an interesting one. Lincoln Baxter was initially sued for having a pit bull he claimed was a Rottweiler in one of those shared office spaces in downtown Mount Clemens. I guess there was a breed ban and pit bulls—mixes or purebreds—weren’t allowed. Lincoln said his dog was a Rottweiler. Alice believed otherwise. She sued for pain and suffering.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Ten grand.”

      “Yup. What’s interesting is that Lincoln countersued for ten grand for his own pain and suffering. This one was volleyed back and forth for three months before both cases were dismissed. There’s a note in here from the judge—Judge Cassidy—mentioning litigation abuse. Is that really a thing?”

      “I think everything is technically a thing these days,” I said. “I can see the judges getting irritated.” I closed my eyes even though I was determined to stay awake. “Please tell me nothing Alice did resulted in that dog getting hurt.”

      “The dog was fine,” Eliot assured me. “The people at the work share space even took a vote. Alice was asked to leave.”

      “I’m betting she made enemies wherever she went,” I murmured. My eyelids felt as if they had weights attached to them. “What’s next?”

      Eliot said something in response, but I’d already slipped under. Sometime later, I was jostled awake, and when I forced my eyes open, Eliot was carrying me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. “We have more work to do.”

      “I’ve been through all the files and made a list,” he replied. “We have a jumping-off point for tomorrow morning.”

      “I was just resting my eyes,” I complained.

      “Rest them in bed with me.” He slid me onto the bed. “Come on, arms up.” He tugged me forward and pulled off my shirt. Then he removed my pants. On any other night, he might’ve been interested in romance. This evening, however, all he wanted to do was tuck me in.

      “Did you find anything good?” I asked as I rolled to my side and buried my face in his shoulder when he joined me.

      Eliot tucked the covers around my back and made sure I was comfortable. “There are a couple of interesting cases. I can see why they would want revenge on Alice.”

      “But?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure they’re serious enough for murder. I have to think most people understand she’s mentally ill and give her a pass.”

      “Not everybody would care.”

      “That’s true. Still, I didn’t see anything worth killing over. You can take a look in the morning. I organized everything to make it easier to go through.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” His lips brushed my forehead.

      “Are you still mad?” I asked as sleep threatened to drag me down yet again.

      “No. You’re you. You can’t change. More importantly, I don’t want you to. I wish you had more self-awareness sometimes, but you don’t, so we just have to deal.”

      “I’m self-aware. Sometimes I just don’t care.”

      “I wish you did care.”

      “I care about you. Isn’t that enough?”

      His lips curved against my forehead. “I guess it kind of is.”

      “Good. I need to go back to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning. I love you.”

      “I love you, too. I’ll be here when you wake up.”
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      I had no idea how long I’d slept when I woke the next morning. I stretched, listened for noise, and then tumbled out of bed. I was convinced Eliot had somehow drugged me and forced me to sleep the entire day, but when I reached the kitchen and checked the clock, it was still morning. Eliot had risen early and fed Rocky. The sliding glass door was open. I found Eliot sitting in a patio chair going through the files from the previous evening.

      “Hey.” I was pouty when I stumbled out onto the patio.

      Eliot’s eyebrows hopped as he took me in. “Going without pants today?”

      I glanced down and realized I was in my underwear and a tank top. “Huh.” I should’ve been embarrassed and headed back inside to pull something on, but I couldn’t be bothered. Instead, I plopped in the Adirondack chair on his left.

      “How did you sleep?” Eliot stroked my hair, which I couldn’t see but had no doubt was standing up in about eight different directions.

      “I thought I slept through the whole day,” I admitted.

      “You went down at eight o’clock last night, and it’s almost eight o’clock now, so you did sleep half the day.”

      He kissed my cheek. “I’m double-checking the files from last night. I think I have them organized the way you want them.”

      “You don’t have to do all that work. For me.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Who else would I do it for?”

      “Nobody, but … I’ve been kind of a pain since this happened.”

      “Don’t kid yourself, you’re a pain no matter what.”

      “A lesser man might’ve picked a huge fight.”

      “I wanted to.”

      “But you didn’t. You knew that wasn’t the best for me. Instead, you lulled me to sleep and then left me there for twelve hours. You did what was right for me.”

      “I always want to do what’s right for you.” Eliot gestured to the stack of files. “You won’t rest until you have the answers you’re looking for. You and I are going to work this story together until I no longer want to cry when I look at you.”

      I absorbed the words. “That could be taken a multitude of ways,” I said.

      “I meant it in the sense that I can’t stand when you’re hurt.”

      I already knew that, but it was nice to hear. “Okay, well … I’m sorry for being a pain, but I can’t sit around and do nothing. The only time I can do that is when I’m supposed to be doing something else.”

      “You are contrary to the point of distraction,” he agreed. “We’re a team.”

      “We are.” I rested my hand on top of his forearm. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

      “Some of these cases are more serious than others,” he replied. “I don’t think Alice’s attempt to sue the woman at the farmer’s market because two different types of tomatoes were sold for the same amount—thus perpetrating a fraud on the unsuspecting public—can be treated the same as her attempt to sue a neighbor because she wanted him designated as her subdivision’s Peeping Tom.”

      I was intrigued. “The Peeping Tom couldn’t have liked that.”

      “His file suggests he was furious and made a few threats,” Eliot confirmed. “I read everything.”

      “That was pretty nice of you.” I felt guilty. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I’m sorry you had to do all of my work.”

      “You needed the sleep, and I didn’t mind doing the reading. It was pretty interesting.”

      “I’m still grateful.”

      “I want you to read the files I’ve put at the top of the stack during breakfast. Then we’ll go from there.”

      “Okay.” I offered up my winningest smile. “Did you call Fish and tell him you want me removed from the puff pieces beat?”

      “I did not.” Eliot didn’t return my smile. “In fact, he already sent you an assignment for today. He said it’s not necessary you go to the office. He must think you’ll disrupt things there. He cc’d me on your assignment.”

      My stomach plummeted. “I’m going to hate it.”

      “You are going to be livid.” Now Eliot did smile. “It’s kind of cute. But let’s not focus on the assignment just yet. I’ll make breakfast. You read your files. We’ll get cleaned up.”

      Things had to be really bad for him to put off telling me what Fish had in store for me. “This is going to suck.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “Big time.”

      

      I DIDN’T BOTHER DOING ANYTHING FANCY with my hair. Once I showered and dressed, I pulled it back in a simple ponytail. Eliot’s work on the files had been perfect. He’d sorted them exactly as I would have. I didn’t know whether I should be impressed or annoyed … or both.

      I grabbed a reporter’s notebook. Then, in the passenger seat, I finally read the email Fish had sent. If I was a supervillain this would’ve been the moment I got out the weather machine to freeze the world.

      “Are you kidding me?” I was bordering on apoplectic. “He wants me to cover the installation of a mural at a park?”

      “Sounds nice,” Eliot lied.

      “I’m going to pop someone in the face.”

      “I’d refrain from engaging with that impulse,” Eliot countered. “If you track down your boss and pop him in the face, you’ll lose your job.”

      “It might be worth it.”

      “Avery.” Eliot was serious. “How about you just do the interviews?”

      “I don’t want to write a story about a mural.” I stomped the truck floor. “It’s beneath me.”

      “How hard can it be?”

      “I didn’t say it was going to be hard. I said I didn’t want to do it.”

      Eliot focused on the road as he navigated toward Mount Clemens.

      “It won’t be hard,” I stressed. “I can do it in like twenty minutes. Heck, it will probably only take another twenty minutes to write after that.”

      “Then why are you complaining?”

      “It’s as if you don’t know me at all,” I lamented.

      He chuckled. “What do you think of the guy I put at the top of the files?” he asked.

      “Are you talking about the Peeping Tom or the other one?”

      “Either,” Eliot replied. “Dick Williams was the Peeping Tom if I remember correctly.”

      “Yes. Am I the only one who thinks the first name ‘Dick’ is a little too on the nose for a Peeping Tom?”

      Eliot chuckled. “It does feel a little too good to be true.”

      “Being outed as the neighborhood Peeping Tom is going too far for most people,” I replied as I stretched my legs in front of me. “Even though he doesn’t have to register as a sex offender, everybody in the neighborhood knows he was essentially outed as one in a lawsuit.”

      “How sure are you of that?” Eliot challenged. “It’s not as if we know all of our neighbors’ dirty secrets.”

      “No, but I bet other people in our subdivision know things about the other neighbors. We just can’t be bothered to care. I met some of the neighbors yesterday. They’re all up in each other’s business.”

      Eliot arched an eyebrow. “How many neighbors?”

      “Three.” I told him about my conversation with Darlene, Tom, and Stan. “They didn’t seem all that surprised that someone had killed Alice. They certainly weren’t sad she was gone.”

      “I remember seeing their names in the files,” Eliot mused. “I put two of them low on the list and one in the middle.”

      “I don’t think any of them killed her,” I said. “I can’t entirely rule out the chance that one of them is an amazing performer, but none of them feel right. They were there because they enjoy gossiping. It was more like they knew this was the sort of end she’d meet.”

      “Do you think Alice knew what sort of end she’d meet?”

      “How should I know?”

      “You were in court with her. You haven’t talked much about what you saw.”

      There was a reason for that. “I laughed at her in the courtroom.” And I felt slightly guilty about it now. “I thought she was funny … and not in a complimentary way.”

      Eliot pursed his lips as he stopped at a light. “You shouldn’t feel guilty,” he said. “You couldn’t have known. She was just a really angry woman suing a guy for a date gone bad. You thought it would make for a funny story.”

      “Except the story never saw the light of day. She was run down twenty minutes later, and the notes I took are…” I trailed off. “What happened to my notebook from that day?”

      “It was in the back pocket of your jeans,” Eliot replied. “The doctor gave it to me. It was with your sunglasses—which were mangled—and a candy bar wrapper.”

      “That sounds about right,” I said on a hollow laugh. “I’m sad about the sunglasses. I only had them three weeks. They were a splurge from Sunglass Hut.”

      “I remember. You made a bunch of noise about spending that much on sunglasses. I already ordered you another pair online. They should be here tomorrow.”

      I couldn’t contain my surprise. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I believe the Husband’s Handbook states that if my wife is almost blown up, I have to replace her sunglasses.”

      I made a face.

      “It was something tangible to do when I was waiting for you to wake up in the hospital. The baggie was right there with your broken sunglasses. Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

      I stared at his profile as he followed the GPS to the park. I really had lucked out in the husband department. I’d never planned to marry, and yet somehow, I’d won the lottery. The whole thing was baffling.

      “Go back to talking about the suspects,” Eliot ordered after several minutes of silence.

      I blew out a sigh. “Peeping Toms are gross, and Dick sounds like a real tool.” I laughed at my own joke as Eliot rolled his eyes. “The other guy is interesting too. Jerry Caplan.” He’d jumped out at me the moment I started reading his file. “Supposedly he stalked his ex-wife and made threats against her new husband and children. Alice sued him because his threats against other people made her feel unsafe.”

      “Yeah, she wanted ten grand for pain and suffering,” Eliot added. “I can’t understand why she kept sticking to that number. It makes no sense.”

      “There must be a reason.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “Not off the top of my head.” I rolled my neck. “I’m going to figure it out, though.”

      “Which do you want to check first when we’re done here?”

      “Both of them,” I replied. “They were both neighbors. Maybe we’ll run into Darlene and the others again. They might be able to help.”

      Eliot pulled into a spot in the park’s lot and glanced around. “I see one of the newspaper’s cars.” He pointed to a white car with a distinctive logo. “Your photographer must be here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. The small stuffed animal in the back window—a cat that looked as if it had been flattened—caught my attention. I knew who had drawn this assignment.

      “Son of a bitch!” I viciously swore under my breath as I pushed open the passenger door.

      “What’s wrong?” Eliot demanded, his eyes wide as he glanced around. “Why are you so worked up? This neighborhood isn’t great. We don’t have to stay here.”

      “Stop being a mother,” I shot back. “The park is fine.” I mostly meant that. “Well, it’s fine during the day when the sheriff’s department keeps sending cars by. After dark, the south end is taken over by dealers, but we’ll be long gone by then.”

      “Why do you know things like that?” Eliot complained.

      “Because I’m gifted.”

      “Why really?”

      “I’ve been around the block a few times.” I slapped his truck door as I exited and stalked in the direction of Jared Jackson. He was under a tree snapping what I was certain he considered artistic photographs through the leaves. He wouldn’t be so whimsical by the time I was done with him.

      “Hey, jackass!” I called out to him. I didn’t bother looking in the direction of the women on the other side of the swings. I was fairly certain they were handling the mural installation. They could wait until I was done killing my photographer.

      “Stay back!” Jared held out his hands, his index fingers overlapping like a cross. “Be gone, demon!”

      “Don’t make me chase you,” Eliot complained when it looked as if Jared might make a run for it. “I’ll have no choice but to hurt you if she decides you need to pay. Although … why are you mad at him?”

      The question was addressed to me. I was more than happy to answer. “Jared the jackass here took a photo of Jake carrying me to his vehicle in the wake of the car explosion. You probably didn’t see The Monitor’s front page the next day. It features a photo of Jake carrying me, with flames shooting up behind him. He looks like a freaking movie hero.”

      “It’s not my fault the photo turned out so well,” Jared whined. “Who knew Farrell looked like a movie star under the right circumstances? And who knew you would play the damsel in distress so well?”

      And there it was. “I’m definitely going to kill you,” I hissed, taking a menacing step toward him, my hands clutched into fists at my sides. “It’s going to be bloody … and terrible … and I’m going to dump your body in the lake, where nobody will ever find you.”

      Eliot’s hand shot out to stop me. “Why didn’t you tell me about the photo?” he demanded.

      “Why do you think?” I snapped. “It’s mortifying.”

      “You look good despite the circumstances,” Jared countered. “I mean … you had soot on your face, but you still looked hot. I don’t see why you’re complaining. You didn’t have a double chin or anything. I made sure that those photos weren’t even an option when I handed in the proof sheets to Fish.”

      “So you’re saying it could’ve been worse,” I growled. “I’m going to kill you.”

      “It’s not my fault,” Jared insisted. “When a photo that great presents itself, you have to take it. That’s the photographer credo.”

      “You’d better start running now,” I hissed.

      “Don’t run,” Eliot countered as he got a firm grip on my hips. “Take your photos of the mural. Avery will get the quotes. We can be out of here in less than an hour.”

      Jared shot me a challenging look. “Just one question.”

      “Make it count,” Eliot warned.

      “What are you doing on the puff pieces beat?” he asked me. “You only get these assignments when you’re being punished. What did you do? Or, wait, you haven’t gone soft, have you?”

      “I’m definitely going to kill you,” I growled.

      “It was just a question!”
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      The women who created the mural were understandably leery after watching me threaten my photographer with great bodily harm. When they recognized me as the woman being carried by the sheriff—they kept referring to him as the “hot, hot sheriff”—from the previous day’s front page, they warmed up exponentially. They had questions about the explosion. I feigned amnesia and managed to finish my interviews in thirty minutes.

      I worked on a tablet in the passenger seat and filed my story on the way to Alice’s subdivision.

      “That was quick,” Eliot noted as I folded the cover over the tablet and stowed it under the seat.

      “It was a piece about a mural,” I reminded him. “If it took anybody more than ten minutes to write, they should be fired.”

      “I can see you’re in a great headspace,” he drawled.

      “I am.”

      “I can tell.”

      Irritation reared up and caused me to glare at him. “It’s not my fault Jared is a putz.”

      Eliot looked to be struggling with his own bout of impatience. “Listen, it’s not as if I like the photo,” he said.

      “You didn’t even see it.”

      “I looked it up.”

      “And?” I demanded.

      “I thought … Jake looked interesting.”

      “I don’t care about Jake. I care about me.”

      “You didn’t let me finish. I thought Jake looked interesting, carrying my wife.”

      It was only then that I noticed the muscle quivering in his jaw. “Oh, you’re going to turn this into a thing, aren’t you?” I realized.

      “Why would I turn it into a thing?” The way he asked the question, his affect flat and his eyes steely, told me he was in a mood. I’d somehow missed it.

      “Oh, you’re definitely going to turn it into a thing.” My embarrassment disappeared in an instant as I tried to put myself in Eliot’s shoes. “What Jake did doesn’t make you look like a bad husband.”

      Eliot’s expression twisted. “I don’t like it.”

      “Because you weren’t there, or because Jake was?”

      “Yes.”

      His jealousy made me grin. “We’re both freaks sometimes,” I said. “We both fixate on nonsense. You just hide your crazy better.”

      “I’m not crazy. I don’t like having another man plastered across the front page of the newspaper because he’s carrying my wife.”

      “And looking like an action star,” I added.

      “I could definitely do without that.”

      I had to swallow my laughter. Of course he was angry about the photo. “Let’s focus on me,” I suggested. “Nobody is going to mention the fact that Jake was carrying your wife. They’re going to say that Avery Shaw was carried by a man. Like she was some freaking princess who needed rescuing. We’re not talking about a Princess Leia rescue. She did all the heavy lifting in that. He’s like a Disney prince getting all the accolades. It’s doing serious harm to my rep.”

      Eliot burst out laughing. “We really are a nutty duo.”

      “I don’t need to be rescued. I’m Avery Shaw. I do the rescuing.”

      “I remember rescuing you a time or two.”

      “And I’ve rescued you a time or two. We’re a team. That freaking photo made Jake look like Jason Statham—with hair—and me some sort of moronic superhero girlfriend who only exists in the narrative because she needs saving. I do the saving.”

      “Do you want to know what bothers me most about the photo?”

      “That Jake is my ex-boyfriend, and the photo is going to be dusted off when he’s up for re-election. Everybody will mention ‘Avery Shaw’ in the same breath as ‘Jake Farrell,’ and you’ll never hear the end of it.”

      Eliot’s mouth dropped open in horror. “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “What upset you more than that?”

      “That his hair looked better than mine. If I’d been carrying you in that photo my hair wouldn’t have looked as good.”

      “Yes, that is definitely what should have you worked up,” I drawled.

      “I’m serious, Avery. Do you think it’s time I cut my hair? I mean … I am getting older.”

      Now I was horrified. “What if I don’t find you attractive after you cut your hair?” I demanded. “I mean … I’ll love you forever, but sometimes people are only sexy with long hair.”

      “Name one person who is only sexy with long hair.”

      “Um … Rafael Nadal, Joe Manganiello, Jason Momoa, Brad Pitt, Keanu Reeves, Chris Hemsworth, Orlando Bloom, Viggo Mortensen…”

      “I said one person,” Eliot barked. “We can’t keep having this conversation. We’ll drive ourselves crazy.”

      That was one thing we could agree on right now. “Let’s focus on Dick and Jerry.”

      “Is that like Tom and Jerry?”

      “It might feel like a game of cat and mouse by the time we’re done.”

      

      WE FOUND DICK RAKING THE SPARSE grass of his yard.

      “He’d better not be spying on anybody,” I whispered to Eliot as we approached the man. “I will totally castrate him if he’s being gross.”

      “You’ll have to get in line.” Eliot put his hand on the small of my back and forced a smile for Dick’s benefit. “Hello.” He boomed out the greeting in awkward fashion, earning an arched eyebrow from me.

      “I’m Avery Shaw,” I said. “We’re investigating the death of your neighbor Alice Wendell.”

      Suspicion lit in the depths of Dick’s eyes. “Why would you be talking to me about that? I was her neighbor, not her friend.”

      “I think that’s been documented fairly well,” I said. “We have a copy of the lawsuit she filed against you.”

      “That was thrown out of court.” Dick suddenly looked like a man about to bolt.

      “Because Alice was a nut,” I countered. “Let’s face it, the woman had a few issues.”

      Dick relaxed. “She was definitely crazy.”

      “That doesn’t mean you weren’t a Peeping Tom,” I countered. There was no reason to hold back as far as I was concerned. Eliot stood behind me, his arms flexed. “In fact, I’m willing to bet you’re still a Peeping Tom. You’re just more careful than you used to be.”

      “I don’t believe I’m going to talk to you,” Dick growled, turning his back to us. “Get off my property.”

      “We’re not on your property,” I replied. “We’re on the sidewalk. That’s public property.”

      

      When Dick turned back in our direction he was practically foaming at the mouth. “Who do you think you are?”

      Eliot extended his hand. “Do not put your hands on her,” he warned.

      “You just put your hands on me,” Dick shouted.

      “Don’t touch her,” Eliot snapped.

      Dick protested. “This is unfair. I didn’t do anything. I’m minding my own business.”

      “Were you minding your own business two years ago?” I asked. As far as I could tell, Alice had sued most of her neighbors, and yet she’d shown no interest in moving.

      “I always mind my own business,” Dick shot back. “Alice had a problem with that. She was peering through people’s windows.” He shook his head and glanced down the road. “She kept a notebook with her. She had a list of grievances against people. She spied … and eavesdropped … and dug through people’s garbage.”

      Well, that was a new twist. “Is that how she found out you were a Peeping Tom?”

      “I’m not a Peeping Tom!” Dick yelled so loudly he drew attention from the woman tending her garden across the road. He seemed to recognize this and lowered his voice. “I’m not some freaky pervert like she claimed. I don’t do anything that hurts anybody.”

      The way he phrased it made me suspicious. “Looking isn’t a problem as long as you don’t touch?”

      “Exactly.” Dick bobbed his head. “Wait … that didn’t come out right.”

      I didn’t laugh, even though part of me wanted to. “The suit that Alice brought suggested you were looking at adult women, including her.”

      “Nobody wanted to see her naked,” Dick countered. “Are you kidding me?”

      “You weren’t looking at teenagers or kids, were you?” I demanded.

      “Stuff it,” Dick fired back. “I don’t go for children, and I definitely wasn’t spying on Alice. The judge threw out her case the first day.”

      “That didn’t stop the police from watching you for a bit, did it?” Eliot challenged.

      “How did you know that?” Dick’s eyebrows migrated up his forehead. “Nobody was supposed to know.”

      “Call it a hunch.” Eliot folded his arms across his chest. “When was the last time you talked to Alice?”

      “I haven’t talked to her in two years, and I have no interest in talking to her. She’s a terrible person, and I’m not sorry she’s dead. The others in this neighborhood made excuses for her. They said she was mentally ill. I didn’t believe that. She was vindictive. She hated everyone and didn’t want anybody to find joy in life because she couldn’t find it herself.”

      “Do you have an alibi for the day she died?” I asked.

      “You’re not a police officer,” Dick said. “You don’t get to request an alibi.”

      I waited.

      “I was at work,” he said after several seconds. “I work for a living.” His tone darkened. “I hated her. But I had no reason to kill her. The chatter about me had died down. Now it’s going to start up again. That’s the last thing I want.”

      “Well, thank you for your time.”

      “I didn’t give it willingly. Don’t come back.”

      

      JERRY CAPLAN WAS YOUNGER THAN THE MAJORITY of the other people in the neighborhood. At least as far as I could tell. He hadn’t crossed the line to forty yet and liked to do his yard work shirtless. His muscles were on full display when we parked across the street from his driveway.

      “I don’t like this guy already,” Eliot noted.

      He wasn’t the only one. “Let’s just get this over with quickly,” I suggested. I didn’t want to risk Eliot getting in a fight and the neighbors calling the police. Harrison Township didn’t have its own police department. The sheriff’s department patrolled the town. I didn’t want to risk Jake’s wrath if he found out we were digging into Alice’s background.

      “I’ll do the talking,” I said.

      Eliot gave me a quelling look. “Maybe I should do the talking.”

      “Why would I let you do the talking?”

      “This guy stalked his ex-girlfriend, who is now another man’s wife, and threatened her children. He has a problem with women.”

      He had a point. “In that case, shouldn’t I just poke the bear and get it over with?”

      “I’m doing the questioning.” Eliot’s strides were longer than mine, so I couldn’t overcome his lead crossing the road. “Mr. Caplan?”

      Jerry didn’t seem surprised, but his stance indicated he wasn’t open to visitors. “I’m not buying whatever you’re selling.”

      “We’re not selling anything,” Eliot replied easily. “We are looking for information.”

      “I’m not in the business of providing information,” Jerry shot back. His gaze was lecherous as it roamed me, and annoyed when it landed on Eliot. “You don’t look like cops.”

      “We’re not,” Eliot replied. “My wife was downtown the other day when the explosion happened. She was right behind Alice Wendell. We’re trying to figure out why Alice was targeted.”

      Realization dawned on Jerry’s face, and he nodded. “You think I killed her.”

      “We’re visiting the many people she filed suits against the last few years,” Eliot replied.

      “You believe her lies,” Jerry surmised. “You believe what she said about me.”

      “From what we can tell, Alice wasn’t exactly a liar,” Eliot replied. “She might’ve been a bit nutty, which is why so many of her suits sound ridiculous on the face of it.”

      “She didn’t tell the truth about me,” Jerry fired back.

      “So you didn’t stalk your ex-girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      He was lying. “You were still in love with your ex?” I asked. “That’s why you stalked her?”

      “I didn’t stalk her!” Jerry exploded. “I just wanted to talk to her. I didn’t realize she was married when she moved back to town. I thought … well, I thought we might have a chance to spend some time together. It was all a misunderstanding.”

      It wasn’t a misunderstanding. Jerry still loved his ex, even now. Was he dangerous? The man had a lot of rage. He was hurt and angry. He might even be depressed. But he didn’t seem like a killer.

      We talked another few minutes. Jerry grew more morose as the conversation progressed. Finally, I signaled Eliot that we should go.

      “You don’t think he did it?” he asked as he opened my door for me and boosted me up.

      I shook my head. “He’s the type to freak out in the moment and commit a crime of passion,” I replied. “He doesn’t have premeditation in him.”

      “Where do you want to go next?”

      “The salvage yard. I want to see the car that exploded.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows hiked up his forehead. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just want to look. It can’t hurt. They would have taken it to a junkyard on Groesbeck not far from the sheriff’s department.”

      “Okay, we’ll go there. What happens if you don’t get anything off the car, though?”

      That was a good question. “Then we get lunch and regroup.”

      “I like the way your mind works.” He gave me a quick kiss. “See, this partnership thing is working out great.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

        

    

    







            TWELVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Salvage yards were dirty. They were also interesting. Each decimated vehicle had a history, and I kept up a running commentary as we let ourselves into the lot across from the sheriff’s department.

      “I bet that one was driven by a guy who was going to have an affair,” I said, pointing to a crunched Camaro. “Karma caught up to him.”

      Eliot’s eyebrows hiked. “Why would you say something like that?”

      “Only a guy going through a midlife crisis would have a Camaro, and a guy going through a midlife crisis is far more willing to cheat.”

      “Do you have actual stats on that?”

      “I know things.”

      He chuckled and shook his head, although his eyes did dart back to the Camaro. “It does take a certain type to drive a Camaro.”

      “The type who gets all his accolades from his penis.”

      Eliot choked. “You really need to learn how to form an opinion. You can’t be a wallflower afraid to voice your opinion.”

      “Yeah. That’s me. I’m a wallflower.” I studied his profile as he scanned the lot. “Just so you know, if you ever go through a midlife crisis, you’d better find a different way to express yourself than infidelity. I’m going to have to figure out a way to hide your body if you cheat on me.”

      Eliot smiled as he slung his arm around my shoulders. “I feel so loved.” He briefly rested his cheek against my forehead and then straightened. “Okay, Avery, I don’t even know what we’re looking for. It just occurred to me that I don’t know what sort of vehicle hit Alice. That wasn’t apparent in the photo.”

      “It was blue,” I replied, my mind going back to the brief glimpse I’d seen before the car exploded. “I don’t know what make or model. The paint was navy more than bright blue. It was a four-door sedan.”

      “That helps.” Eliot bobbed his head. “Anything else?”

      “Well, it would be burned.”

      “Good point.” He took my hand in his, and we progressed farther into the salvage lot. “I don’t know that we’re supposed to be here.”

      “The gate was open. If anybody gives us grief, that’s our excuse. We just assumed we could wander around.”

      “And if they call the police?”

      “Then Jake will have to get us out of trouble.” I looked to the right when I caught sight of a blackened vehicle. I stared hard for several seconds, then shook my head. “That’s not it.”

      “No, that vehicle was black. Not blue.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Look at the area next to the back bumper there. You can see some of the paint.”

      I followed his finger. “Right.”

      We continued walking. It wasn’t until Eliot suggested following the fence that we hit the jackpot. On the east side of the lot, we found what we were seeking.

      “That’s it,” I said, taking a step forward. “That’s the car.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I was as certain as I could be. “Yeah. That’s it.”

      Eliot gave me a reassuring squeeze before releasing my hand. “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got. You stay back and keep an eye open.”

      “I’m not going to have some sort of weird breakdown or flashback,” I assured him. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Well, I happen to be kind of fond of you,” he replied. “I’m going to worry. Just … don’t get too close.” Eliot moved to the back of the car first and hunkered down to look where the license plate should be.

      Even though he’d told me to stay back, I went to the passenger door and looked inside. The vehicle wasn’t like any personal vehicle I’d ever seen. Even Eliot, who was a stickler for cleaning his truck, had a few things lying around. This car was spotless.

      “Would they have cleaned out the car before towing it here?” I asked as Eliot moved from the rear of the car to the driver’s side.

      “I’m not sure what procedure is in a case like this,” Eliot replied. “You’d be more up on standard operating procedure when it comes to towing a vehicle.”

      He had a point, although on this particular subject, I was at a loss. “Hold on.” I dug my phone out of my pocket, considered my options for several seconds, then pulled up my contact list.

      “Who are you calling?” Eliot demanded as he moved around to the side of the vehicle and pulled open the driver’s side door.

      “Just … shh.” I waited for the individual on the other end of the call to pick up. Derrick sounded harried when he finally did.

      “What do you want?” he demanded by way of greeting. “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed? If you’re bored, I can’t entertain you. That’s your husband’s job.”

      “I’m not in bed, and nobody needs your attitude,” I shot back. “Good grief, where did the love go?”

      “I felt the love when Jake was carrying you to his vehicle,” Derrick replied. “Once we knew you were going to be okay, the love went away.”

      That sounded about right. “How is your baby?” I opted to get the niceties out of the way.

      “Like you care,” he snorted.

      “I care.” I didn’t, but I understood societal niceties. I had to pretend to care or face my mother’s wrath at family dinner.

      “Avery, I’ll give you a million bucks right now if you tell me my kid’s name.”

      I tried to pretend I wasn’t agitated about being put on the spot. It wasn’t that I thought he had a million bucks, the question was going to bug me.

      “Even better,” Derrick pressed. “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you can tell me if I have a daughter or son.”

      Well, crap on toast. “I have a quick question for you,” I started.

      “That’s what I thought.” Derrick sounded smug.

      “Everybody knows you’re the father to a…” I looked toward Eliot for an answer.

      “I’m not helping you on this one,” Eliot groused.

      I glared at him before remembering that I’d called for a reason. “When you guys impound a vehicle following a crime or accident, do you empty it out before you toss it in the salvage lot?” I asked.

      Derrick was quiet for a beat. When he spoke, it was with suspicion. “Where are you?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just answer the question.”

      “Where are you?” Derrick growled. It sounded as if he was walking while talking.

      “It doesn’t matter where I am. I’m just curious,” I replied.

      “If you’re not home in bed, you’re out and about and getting in trouble.” I heard a door open and shut on his end. Crap. He was outside. If he were to get into his vehicle, he could be at the salvage lot in three minutes.

      “Stop being so suspicious,” I ordered. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “That means you’re definitely doing something. You’d better hope I don’t find you.”

      I disconnected the call. “So Derrick will probably be here shortly,” I told Eliot.

      Eliot was on the ground, his phone in his hands, typing something into a search engine.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as I moved closer to him. Even though I was determined not to appear weak, he looked comfortable enough on the ground that I wanted to join him, even if only for a few minutes. I could use the rest. I sat next to him and rested my head against his shoulder.

      Eliot stopped what he was doing long enough to look me over. “How tired are you?” he demanded.

      That was a trick question if I’d ever heard one. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ugh.” I made a disgusted sound deep in my throat. “I’m a little fatigued. It’s nothing major. I only sat down because I’m in the mood for a cuddle.”

      Eliot snorted out a laugh. “You’re so full of it,” he scoffed. “You’re tired and don’t want to admit it because you’re afraid I’ll make you go home and rest.”

      “I don’t need to rest.”

      “You do, but we’re going to compromise.”

      “We are?” Now I was suspicious.

      “We’re going to stop at my old apartment and take a nap together after lunch.”

      “I don’t want to take a nap. You know I can’t nap like a normal person.” I wished I was one of those people who could take a twenty-minute power nap and wake up revived and raring to go. Instead, I passed out for three hours and woke up surly and slow. There was often drool as well.

      “We’re taking a nap.” He went back to typing. “We’ll both be better for it. We can make it a sexy nap if you think that’s better for your street cred.”

      It was an interesting offer. “I’ll think about it.”

      “You do that.” He was completely focused on his phone for a long time. When he finally did look in my direction, he seemed confused. “Why would a vehicle used to run down a woman who was known for suing people be registered at one time to a hospital system?”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “There’s no license plate on the car,” he explained. “I don’t know if it was removed before it was used to strike down Alice Wendell, or if the police removed it as part of their investigation. It’s a lot harder to obscure the VIN number, so I ran that.”

      “And?” I asked.

      “The car is part of the Macomb General Hospital Systems fleet,” he replied. “It was purchased seven years ago. There’s no way of knowing who was using it. That suggests it was used by somebody who had to move between hospitals on official business.”

      “Like a public relations representative,” I mused.

      “Or maybe someone who worked with an outreach program.”

      I nodded. “Okay. There are no other owners?”

      “Nope. Just the hospital system. I’m more confused by the fact that we don’t know who was driving. Whoever hit Alice escaped in the melee. He or she exited the vehicle and disappeared. How did they manage that with so many people around?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Run me through exactly what you saw,” he prodded. “I want to get a feel for how things played out.”

      “I’ve been through this with you before,” I groused.

      “I’m trying to help.” Eliot’s world-famous patience was on full display. “Just give me a chance. I need to get the full picture. Pick it up from when you were in the lobby. How close were you to Alice?”

      “I wasn’t that far behind,” I replied. He was my best shot at figuring this out, so I had no choice but to talk through things with him. “When I exited the stairwell into the lobby, she was walking through the front door. It was crowded, and she wasn’t walking very fast.”

      Eliot nodded to keep me talking.

      “There were a couple people in the lobby who recognized me and called out. I don’t remember who. All of that is hazy.”

      “It’s okay. Those aren’t important details.”

      “It feels like I should remember.” I was morose. “Anyway, I just waved off the people who called my name. When I got outside, Alice was halfway down the walk to the sidewalk. I increased my pace.”

      Eliot took my hand and squeezed it to encourage me.

      “When I got to the sidewalk, she was at the crosswalk,” I said.

      “The one that’s a straight shot to the clock.”

      “Yes."

      “She was halfway across the street when I reached the crosswalk. The light was flashing that I shouldn’t walk, but I didn’t pay attention. I knew I’d lose her if I waited. I was determined to catch up with her, but the sound of squealing tires made me look down to Cass.”

      Eliot ran his hand over the back of my hair. “If you hadn’t heard the tires, would you have looked up?”

      “Probably not.” I held my hands palms out. “You know how traffic is along that stretch.”

      “It’s quiet during the day,” Eliot provided. “You thought you were safe.” He was upset. “You should’ve been safe.”

      “I wasn’t paying close enough attention, Eliot,” I said. “This is on me. If I’d been paying more attention, I could tell you what happened to the driver. I knew Alice was going to be hit a few seconds before it happened but there was nothing I could do.

      “She flew through the air like a rag doll. I remember thinking, ‘That can’t happen to a human,’” I continued. “She hit the ground hard and was thrown to the other side of the clock tower. The car hit the tower.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I stood there like an idiot in the middle of the street. I was staring at where Alice’s body landed. I heard people screaming. I heard people yelling for someone to call the police. But I was looking in the wrong place.”

      “And you blame yourself for that,” he surmised.

      “Wouldn’t you blame yourself under similar circumstances?” I challenged.

      He flashed a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “You can’t help yourself from absorbing the blame. That’s who you are.” He leaned his cheek against my forehead. “Avery, I have to ask, aren’t you the least bit suspicious that Alice died in the same hospital that owned the car that hit her?”

      I hadn’t gotten that far yet. “She seemed okay when I checked on her that night in the hospital,” I said. “She didn’t look as if she was anywhere near death.”

      The sound of footsteps drew our attention. Derrick was out of breath from running through the salvage yard. The glare he pinned us with promised retribution. “I knew it!” He jabbed a finger at me.

      “You knew what?” I asked. “We’re not doing anything.”

      “You’re trying to get information from that car even though you’re supposed to be on bed rest,” Derrick fired back.

      I calmly got to my feet. “I’ve been struggling with nightmares and wondering how I managed to survive. Eliot thought seeing the car would snap me out of it.”

      Derrick shot me a withering look. “I’m not falling for that.”

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” I replied, “but it’s the truth.” I pressed my hand to the spot above my heart. “I’m going through a crisis of confidence.”

      “Oh, geez,” Eliot muttered. “Don’t lay it on so thick.”

      I ignored him. “We’re here for my mental health,” I insisted for Derrick’s benefit. “I’m just trying to get through the day.”

      “Stuff it,” Derrick snapped.

      “It’s the truth. I’m struggling with my own mortality.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s on you.” I linked my fingers with Eliot’s and gave him a little tug. “Are you still going to buy me lunch?” I asked in my sweetest voice.

      “Absolutely. I’m looking forward to a nice meal with my beautiful wife.”

      “Nobody believes you,” Derrick yelled after us as we headed for the lot. “I’m telling Jake you were here.”

      I expected nothing less. “Good. I might have some questions for him later.”
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      We headed downtown, leaving Derrick in the salvage yard. He was on his phone when we pulled out onto Groesbeck, and I shot a dubious look toward Eliot.

      “You know who he’s talking to.”

      “I have a pretty good idea,” Eliot replied. He didn’t look any happier about the assumption than I felt. “We won’t be alone for lunch very long.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe if he joins us, I’ll be able to question him.”

      “Except you don’t know what you’re looking for yet. You have one tidbit of information and a million questions.”

      We sat on the same side of our favorite booth at the Coney Island restaurant. Eliot tucked me tight at his side as he read the specials menu. We’d been sitting for about three minutes when Jake and Lauren made their way into the diner.

      “Were you expecting us or something?” Lauren asked as she glanced between us. She practically glowed, she looked so happy, which had my attention going to her left hand. A solitaire engagement diamond sparkled.

      I expected it to hurt more, even though I realized that Jake getting engaged was an inevitability. And even though I was married, a part of me would always be attached to Jake.

      He’d told us he was going to propose, as if he’d been feeling me out. Or perhaps he was trying to issue a warning, so it wouldn’t come as a shock. I sucked in a surprised breath, shot a glance to Eliot, and found him watching me in anticipation.

      “I see you finally got it together and are taking that long, slow march toward death,” I offered, smiling at Lauren’s ring.

      “What a lovely sentiment,” Jake drawled as he slid in next to his fiancée. He shook his head as he flicked his eyes to Eliot.

      Eliot was blasé. “Her feelings on marriage haven’t changed since I met her. She’s said far worse.”

      “I totally have,” I agreed.

      “How thrilling for you.” Jake rolled his eyes until they landed on Lauren. “We’re very excited, so if you’re going to say something rude, maybe you could hold off a few weeks?”

      I didn’t blame him for assuming I would ruin things. That’s what I did on a regular basis. Instead of denying that was a possibility, I smiled. “I’m happy for you guys.” I truly meant it, even if I did feel a little weird about it.

      “Look at the ring.” Lauren turned into a giddy girly girl as she showed me the diamond on her finger. “Isn’t it beautiful? It’s an emerald cut, which is my favorite, and Jake got white instead of yellow gold.”

      “Nice.” My response was automatic.

      “It’s two carats.” Lauren kept blathering. “I just … well … I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.” Her eyes were glassy when they met mine. “Is this how you felt when you got engaged?”

      That was a tricky question. Eliot had gone all out when proposing, turning downtown Mount Clemens into a Star Wars wonderland. I was more excited about that than the ring. Still, I knew what was expected of me. “It was the greatest moment of my life,” I droned.

      Eliot shot me a derisive look. “Oh, don’t even. You only liked my proposal because there were themed Icees, and I made everybody dress in costume.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “I loved the Jawa-shaped cookies, too,” I argued.

      He snorted. “I remember. You were so sugared up you crashed like a toddler when I finally got you home.”

      “My proposal was a little more subdued,” Jake noted. “I was going to do it in public—you know, give Lauren a big moment—but then I second-guessed myself.”

      “You’re a political figure,” I noted. “If you did it in public, those photos would be around to haunt you forever. It’s probably best you did it in private. Although…” Something occurred to me. “When did you propose?”

      “Last night.” Jake’s smile showed signs of strain. “It was kind of spur of the moment. We were having dinner, and it was a beautiful night, and we got to talking about what happened downtown.”

      I stared at him. Hard. It took me several seconds to understand. “In other words, the explosion rattled you and made you realize what you wanted for the rest of your life,” I said. “You had a moment of clarity.”

      “We both had a few tense moments in the aftermath of what happened to you,” Jake replied, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t know if you remember, but Lauren was with you that day.”

      I did remember, although my conversations with her came back to me at the oddest of times, and only in fragments. “I know she was there.” I turned a grateful smile to Lauren. “I don’t really remember what I said. Thank you for staying with me.”

      Lauren’s smile was quick and heartfelt. “You don’t have to thank me. I was supposed to be meeting Jake for lunch. I was early because I’d just finished a meeting at the county building.

      “I saw you,” she continued. “I was behind you, chasing you to invite you to lunch, when I realized you were chasing someone else.”

      “Were you close to the explosion?” Eliot asked, his arm snaking around my shoulders. He obviously didn’t like talking about the explosion all that much. That picture he was so desperately trying to paint in his head needed additional shading.

      “Not that close,” Lauren replied. “I was still on the other side of the street and down a bit. I was well clear of what happened to Avery.”

      “What did you see?”

      Jake’s eyes narrowed as he turned his full attention on Eliot. “Why are you asking her these questions?”

      “Because he’s obsessed with trying to ascertain exactly how close I came to dying,” I replied. “He’s kind of a baby about it.”

      “I love you too,” Eliot drawled.

      “You’ve asked me to describe what happened several times now. I don’t understand why you’re so fixated on it.”

      “I do,” Jake offered.

      I was understandably surprised. “Well, would you like to share with the class?”

      Jake chuckled, then leaned back and draped his arm over the back of the booth so he could snuggle Lauren. “He can’t stop running it through his head. If you’d been five paces closer to the car, would you have died? What if you’d been with Alice when she was hit? Would you be dead too? He can’t ignore the idea that he almost lost you, Avery.”

      “I get that. I tend to obsess about things to the point of no return too.” I turned to Eliot. “You can’t go back and change what happened. You can’t make things better. It’s done, and we have to live with the aftermath.”

      “That was almost profound,” Jake noted. “It makes me think you’re up to something.”

      He knew me too well. “Hey, I’m just sitting here minding my own business.” Thankfully, the server picked that moment to take our orders. I went with a burger and fries because I wasn’t certain my stomach could take chili and onions if Eliot was serious about that nap. Once we had our drinks, and Lauren had gotten her fill of talk about her ring, Jake broached our visit to the salvage yard.

      “Derrick called a few minutes ago,” Jake said. His gaze was on the straw wrapper he kept playing with on the table. “He said he saw you at the salvage yard not long ago.”

      I cast a quick look to Eliot to gauge his reaction. He didn’t look bothered.

      “I wanted to see the car,” Eliot volunteered before I could decide how I wanted to answer. “I’ve been having nightmares and thought maybe seeing the car would shake me of them.”

      “Is that a fact?” A muscle worked in Jake’s jaw as he stared down Eliot. “I guess I could buy that if I didn’t know you two were seen running around Alice Wendell’s neighborhood earlier today.”

      “Avery wanted to pay her respects,” Eliot replied. He was actually a better liar, but only because he had one of those faces people intrinsically believed. Me, on the other hand, I looked like a liar. Thankfully, I was a good one.

      “See,” Lauren jabbed Jake. “I told you it was something like that. Why are you always so suspicious?”

      “Yeah, Jake,” I drawled. “Why are you always so suspicious?”

      “Don’t push me, Avery,” Jake warned. “I know darned well what you were doing in that salvage yard. You’re not supposed to be working this story. I talked to Fish not three hours ago, and he said you were on the features beat this week.”

      I scowled. Being on the features beat was mortifying. “I’m … doing my own thing,” I clarified.

      “On the features beat,” Eliot added.

      Irritation, faint as a whisper, crawled over Jake’s angular features. “I would think you’d want her taking it easy this week. Quite frankly, I don’t understand why she’s back at work at all. I was with the doctor when he told you that she should be on bed rest for seven days.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me,” Eliot growled, letting me know for the first time that he wasn’t playing a game with Jake.

      “I’m not taking a tone with you,” Jake shot back. “I’m trying to understand. I sat with you in that hospital when we were waiting for word on her. You were upset. Why are you not forcing her into bed for the week?”

      “Have you ever tried to force her to do anything?” Eliot snapped. “I got her babysitters for the first day, and she blackmailed them into doing what she wanted five minutes after I left the house. It’s better if I go with her to make sure she’s okay.”

      “You’re her husband,” Jake argued. “You get a say in what she does.”

      Eliot and I let loose twin snorts of derision.

      “Yeah, that’s not how it works in our house,” Eliot said when he’d gained control and was no longer in danger of falling into gales of hysterical laughter. “She’s going to do what she wants.”

      “Including dragging you to a salvage yard?”

      Eliot worked his jaw back and forth, annoyed. When he swung his gaze to me, I flashed a smile for his benefit.

      “I told you it was best to let me handle it,” I said to him. “He won’t believe any story we tell.”

      “Fine.” Eliot threw up his hands. “Be my guest.”

      “He’s irritated by the photo The Monitor ran,” I volunteered. The way Jake’s cheeks flooded with color told me that he was equally embarrassed. For one brief moment, I wondered if the photo had helped prod him to propose. Then I discarded the idea. He’d told us it was going to happen. The timing was none of my business.

      “That photo was … unfortunate,” Jake agreed. “I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t see it.”

      “I managed to avoid it for a day,” Eliot said. “Then Avery saw it, and all bets were off.”

      “Oh, come on,” I snapped. “Jake looked like a freaking action hero, and I looked like the woman who stands to his left and screams for his help.”

      Lauren snorted into her hand and then immediately held out her palm in apology. “I’m sorry. My allergies are acting up.”

      “Yeah, mine too,” I muttered.

      “You’re both upset about the photo?” Jake challenged.

      “No,” Eliot replied. “I don’t care. I was just surprised.”

      “We both hate it,” I corrected. “It’s embarrassing, and we both want to die.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Eliot said. “Don’t take it to a weird place, Avery.”

      “If I didn’t take it to a weird place, I wouldn’t be me.” I turned back to Jake. “While we’re taking it to a weird place, it’s time to get serious. Why would a car registered to Macomb General Hospital Systems be used to run down a woman who later died in their facility?”

      A muscle twitched in Jake’s cheek, the only sign he’d heard my question. Lauren was another story.

      “Wait … what?” She turned an incredulous look toward Jake. “The car that hit the dead woman belonged to the hospital? You didn’t tell me that.”

      Score one for Avery Shaw. I wasn’t happy just to screw my enemies. Occasionally, I got lucky and screwed my friends as well.

      “We’re still chasing information,” Jake gritted out. If looks could kill, I would be dead. “We’re trying to follow the paper trail on that vehicle. Hospital records indicate it was retired from the fleet. We don’t know who took ownership. There seems to be a mistake in the paperwork.”

      “That’s convenient,” I noted.

      Jake extended a warning finger. “I knew you weren’t at that salvage yard because Eliot wanted to see the car that almost took you out. That was a load of nonsense.”

      “There’s a lot of nonsense being spewed,” I said.

      “None of it is nonsense you should be involved in,” Jake growled. “You’re supposed to be on bed rest. I don’t have to share information with you.”

      Oh, he was going to take that tack, was he? “I see.” I tapped my fingers on top of the table. I smiled at Lauren. “I’m really happy that you’re happy.”

      Lauren knew me well enough to know I was about to do something weird. “Thank you.”

      “I appreciate you sticking close to me after I hit my head. I’m sure Eliot does too.”

      “I’m eternally grateful,” Eliot agreed. “I understand she was confused. If you hadn’t been there, she might’ve walked into the fire, or fallen and hit her head again because she’s stubborn. I really am thankful you stayed with her.”

      “We both are,” I confirmed.

      “Why does this sound like you’re breaking up with me?” Lauren asked, wringing her hands. “You look as if you’re ready to start a war.”

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” I replied. “You’re too shiny and nice to see what Jake is really doing. He’s trying to distract me from chasing this story because he knows there’s something big there.

      “I focused on the neighbors first because Alice’s penchant for suing people suggested she’d ticked off the wrong person,” I continued. “I was wrong. This was something else … and I’m willing to bet it’s big. I’m also willing to bet I’m the only one who has figured that out.”

      “You need to take her home and put her to bed,” Jake ordered Eliot. “I know you’re angry about that photo, but she shouldn’t be involved in this.” He sounded shriller than normal.

      “There’s no getting her out of this now,” Eliot replied, resigned. “You know that as well as I do. She’ll die before she gives up this story.”

      “That’s because she’s a pain in the ass.”

      Eliot agreed. “That’s why I love her. As for that photo…” He trailed off, collecting himself. “I don’t blame you. I don’t like the photo for a multitude of reasons—and only one of them revolves around your hair—but that’s neither here nor there. I’m not sorry you took her to the hospital.”

      “So what exactly does that mean?” Jake demanded.

      “It means that we’re going to be at odds for a bit. I don’t see a way around it, because Avery isn’t giving up on this story, and I need to be with her.”

      Jake was grim as he sat back to wait for the server to deliver our food. After she left, he spoke in a measured tone. “Don’t get involved in this, Avery. You’ll cause endless problems.”

      “I’m already involved,” I replied. “There’s no turning back now.”
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      I tried to get Eliot to forget his nap declaration. It didn’t work. After lunch, we climbed the stairs to the apartment he used to live in and tumbled into the bed.

      I was out within five minutes.

      The last thing I remembered was Eliot crawling in next to me and throwing an arm over my waist as he spooned behind me.

      When I woke, Eliot wasn’t in the bed beside me. It was quiet, and the angle of the sun through the window indicated it was later in the day than I’d anticipated. When I’d agreed to the nap, I said I would close my eyes for only an hour.

      “Crap,” I groused as I rolled out of bed.

      My first stop was the bathroom, where I splashed water on my face and ran a brush through my hair. My second stop was the kitchen to grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

      I wasn’t particularly worried about where Eliot had taken off to. My guess was he’d woken up and decided to head downstairs to work in the pawnshop. He hadn’t been spending much time there since my accident, and that likely had him feeling guilty.

      I headed down to join him. At the street level I heard voices outside the glass door and edged closer. One of the speakers was Eliot.

      “I’m not having this conversation with you,” Eliot argued. I could just make him out from my vantage point, but I couldn’t see the other speaker.

      “I’m not trying to be difficult,” a familiar voice said. “I just think you should follow our original plan and keep her in bed all week.”

      Jake was trying to guilt my husband.

      “I can’t force her to stay in bed all week,” Eliot said. “You know that as well as I do. She feels vulnerable because she woke up in the hospital. She’s going on the offensive to combat those feelings of vulnerability. That’s who she is.”

      “She can still remain in bed.”

      “She won’t, and I can’t watch her twenty-four-seven,” Eliot shot back. “It’s better for me to work with her.”

      I couldn’t see Jake, but I imagined him tugging a hand through his hair in frustration. “You two really found each other, didn’t you?”

      “I like to think so.”

      I could see Jake’s back now. He’d paced to the edge of the sidewalk and was staring at the street. “You get her. She still frustrates me, but you get her.”

      “Are we really going to have this conversation?” Eliot’s voice was full of warning. “We don’t need to talk about this again.”

      “We do.” Jake turned back to Eliot. “You’re angry at me because of that photo.”

      “I’m not angry at you.” Eliot said it a bit too quickly.

      Jake arched an eyebrow and waited.

      “I’m irritated,” Eliot clarified. “I don’t want to turn this into a thing, because it’s stupid. I just … well … you’re on the front page of the newspaper looking like an action hero carrying my wife. I know it’s absolutely ridiculous to be angry about it because I firmly believe you’re the reason she’s doing so well. But I’m mad … and it’s not just because your hair looks fabulous in the photo.”

      Jake looked as if he was struggling to keep a straight face before he burst out laughing. He leaned over at the waist and rested his hands on his knees.

      They smiled at one another. They’d known each other when they were in the military, and their friendship was separate from their relationship with me. Sure, things had changed when Eliot and I got together, but at the heart of matters we were all who we’d always been.

      “I’m grateful you were there for Avery,” Eliot said after several seconds. “You did the right thing in taking her to the hospital. I’m not angry about that. I’m angry because I wasn’t there when she needed me the most.”

      “Which is why you’re doing whatever she wants now,” Jake surmised.

      Eliot shrugged. “She needs to do this. I need to be with her.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for not knowing she’d stumble across a freak accident,” Jake argued.

      “I don’t blame myself. I want to make sure she’s as safe as she possibly can be right now. I’m her partner on this one. I can’t do anything other than that.”

      Jake stared at Eliot for a long time. I didn’t know what was going through his head, but I had a few ideas. Ultimately, he nodded. “Fine, but I can’t give her special treatment.”

      “We both know that.”

      “I’m the sheriff. I have a job to do.”

      Eliot snorted. “Please. Your job was to return downtown after dropping Avery at the hospital. Instead, you sat vigil with me.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I have a job to do,” Jake insisted. “There were extenuating circumstances that day.”

      “You tell yourself whatever you need to hear,” Eliot replied. “I only know what I need to do.”

      “Whatever she wants,” Jake deduced.

      “If this is where you say I’m whipped and try to shame me, it won’t work. I’m going to do what she needs this go-around. That’s simply the way it is.”

      “Fine. I’m not going to help.”

      “Something tells me she won’t need your help.”

      They eyed each other before Jake sighed. “Did you really think my hair looked good in the photo? I’ve been considering cutting it, but I’ve gotten a lot of compliments the past few days.”

      “Your hair looked so good I considered cutting mine,” Eliot admitted. “Avery vetoed that. She thinks it’s possible I’m one of those guys who is only hot with long hair.”

      Jake snorted. “She is too much.” He sobered after several seconds. “Just watch her, okay? I’m not sure what I’m dealing with on this one, and I don’t want her getting caught in the crossfire.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to her,” Eliot promised. “You have my word.”

      “I guess that’s the best you can do right now.”

      “It is.”

      “I’m doing the best I can,” Jake said. “I can’t tell you what we’ve uncovered, but I can tell you this: You need to watch her really closely.”

      “I always do.”

      “More closely than you usually do.”

      Jake left, leaving me with more questions than I’d awoken with.

      

      I DIDN’T TELL ELIOT I’D HEARD HIM AND JAKE. They hadn’t said anything I didn’t already know, and they were allowed to have their own relationship. They were essentially best friends, although neither wanted to admit it to the other because they were both too alpha for that.

      Eliot and I went to the hospital. We headed to the fourth floor right away.

      “Do you really think someone here killed her?” Eliot asked as we moved to the waiting room and sat. I wanted to get a feel for the action on this floor, and the only way to do it was to observe the nurses.

      I leaned back in the uncomfortable plastic chair. “Obviously, I’m not a doctor, but she seemed stable when I was in her room that night.”

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you weren’t at your most observant then,” Eliot pointed out. “You were still kind of out of it.”

      I wanted to deny the suggestion but couldn’t. “Yeah. I was in a weird headspace,” I agreed. “I don’t know why I felt the need to hide behind the vending machine to eavesdrop. What’s the worst they could’ve done to me if they found me out of bed? It was my natural instinct, though.”

      “That’s probably ingrained in you,” he said. “You’re used to sneaking around and poking your nose in things you shouldn’t. Did you hear anything that night that would’ve made you suspicious?”

      “Just two nurses talking about their bosses and what tools they are. Actually, two nurses talking about how hot one doctor is and what a douche another is. Dr. Benton is the hot one and Dr. Rhodes is the jerk.”

      “I would’ve switched them around,” Eliot noted. “Not that I found either hot. I prefer my doctors more George Clooney than McDreamy, but whatever.”

      “I don’t think either of them were on the same level as McDreamy—and how sad am I to know exactly what that means?—but I get what you’re saying. Benton came across as a righteous jerk. Rhodes was more reasonable.”

      “It’s possible the nurses were right,” Eliot argued.

      “True.” I cocked my head as I considered it. “And Benton might not feel he needs to be all that friendly because people allow him to skate on his looks.”

      “I got a different vibe from him,” Eliot admitted. “Once I’d calmed down after he said you ‘probably’ wouldn’t die, I thought back about his demeanor. He might be on the spectrum. He didn’t make a lot of eye contact, and he was matter of fact more than anything else. I think he’s high functioning, but his bedside manner might be lacking a bit because of that.”

      “That actually makes sense.”

      I went back to staring at the action as nurses, doctors, and people in regular clothes traversed the hallway. “Was it this busy when you were here with me?”

      “Busier,” he replied. “I think this is the area they took over for people who were hurt in the explosion.”

      It hadn’t even occurred to me until now—and how stupid was I to have missed it?—but, of course, other people had been hurt. “Who else was hurt?”

      “Mostly bystanders,” he replied as he took my hand. “There were some people coming out of the businesses on the other side of the clock tower. I listened in this very room while I was waiting for news on you.”

      I waited for him to continue.

      “Some people had minor burns. A few had panic attacks. One woman said she wrenched her ankle. Nobody died, Avery. You were hurt the worst.”

      “Not me,” I countered. “Alice. What happened to me was a fluke. If I’d braced, I wouldn’t have hit my head.”

      “Okay, my little superhero,” he teased as he cupped the back of my head. “Alice was hurt worse.”

      “Did you hear them talking about her condition?”

      Eliot tilted his head, trying to remember. “You know, I did hear them say a few things. Both her legs were broken, but they said they were clean breaks and likely wouldn’t require surgery. She was thrown clear of the clock tower and that saved her from being burned.”

      “She was unconscious,” I prodded. “Did she have a head injury?”

      “I don’t know. They didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. They said they were giving her medication for pain and that was it.”

      I nodded. “Then why did she die?”

      “You’re going to have to chase that information on your own. I’m pretty sure the hospital won’t give you that information.”

      “Probably not,” I agreed, “but Jake knows.”

      “Jake won’t tell you either.”

      I was annoyed by that more than anything else. “Do you think he believes there’s a killer at the hospital?”

      “Avery, he’s agitated. He’s always agitated. Plus, he just got engaged. That’s enough to make anyone nervous. He had a rough few hours with you.”

      “Well…” Before I could finish, Dr. Benton appeared in front of us. He looked confused.

      “Do you feel as if you have bleeding in the brain?” he asked.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from lashing out.

      “We’re here on another matter,” Eliot said. “You don’t feel as if you have bleeding on the brain, right?” he asked me.

      “No bleeding on the brain,” I agreed.

      “Well, that’s good.” Benton brightened considerably. “If your brain was bleeding, you would likely have symptoms by now. You should be home resting, though. You took a hard blow. Rest is the best way to recuperate.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I darted a look to Eliot. I had a lot of questions regarding Alice Wendell and the care she received. I also wanted the skinny on the car that had blown up. I got to my feet. I was tired despite the nap. “Thank you so much for your concern.”

      “I’m not concerned about you,” Benton said. “You would likely already be dead if the worst had happened. I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.”

      I shot him a sarcastic thumbs-up, which appeared to be wasted on him. “I’m glad you didn’t miss anything,” I said. “That’s what I was most worried about.”

      “Yes, it is gratifying.” With that, he turned and left.

      “Yeah, he’s definitely on the spectrum,” I said.

      “No doubt.” Eliot took my hand in his. “How do you feel about picking up dinner on our way home?”

      I’d already filed the puff piece before lunch. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      We stopped at The Monitor, even though Eliot didn’t want to see my coworkers. Duncan, who was finishing up his day, sent me a challenging look when I strode into the newsroom as if I owned it. He immediately shrank down when Eliot swaggered in behind me.

      Duncan fancied himself big, strong, and badass. He was a pip-squeak whiner of epic proportions next to Eliot.

      “What are you doing here?” Fish demanded. He didn’t look happy. “I got your story. It’s already on the page.”

      I narrowed my eyes. If it was already on the page, that meant it had been hidden inside because it was just that unimportant. “Lovely,” I drawled.

      Fish smirked. “You did a great job. I can tell you really put your heart into it. Perhaps I should start giving you more human-interest stories.”

      “Why are you kicking me when I’m down?” I demanded.

      The charge seemed to shake him. “What are you doing here? I’m not pulling you from the puff pieces beat.”

      “I know.” My agitation came out to play. “I’m not an idiot.”

      “All evidence to the contrary,” Duncan drawled from his desk. When I glanced in his direction, he was focused on his computer screen, but by the way his lips quirked, it was obvious he was baiting me.

      “Clearly his time in Human Resources hasn’t helped his attitude,” I noted.

      “Has your time in Human Resources helped yours?” Fish challenged.

      I narrowed my eyes. “And on that note…” I glanced at Eliot over my shoulder, saw he was posturing and practically daring Duncan to say something else, and smirked.

      Fish pressed. “Why are you here? You’re supposed to be home in bed.”

      “I thought maybe we could talk,” I hedged.

      “What about?” Fish folded his arms across his chest. “Nothing has changed since the last time we talked. Nothing is going to change.” He sent Eliot a pointed look. “Right?”

      “Right,” Eliot confirmed.

      I pinned my husband with a death glare. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      Rather than react with shame, Eliot was amused. “I told you I wasn’t backing down, Avery. I agree with Mr. Fish. You need to take it easy.”

      “Un-freaking-believable,” I muttered. “You’re supposed to stand with me no matter what. When I get in a fight, you’re supposed to agree. That’s part of the marriage rules.”

      “I don’t remember that being in our vows.”

      “Well, it was.”

      Eliot flicked his eyes to Fish. “Keep doing what you’re doing. It’s driving her insane. That’s how I know it’s the right thing.”

      “You’re a brave man,” Fish noted.

      “Or a glutton for punishment,” Eliot said. “I’m not certain which.”

      Oh, I had an idea which. “I want a divorce,” I said solemnly.

      Eliot extended a warning finger in my direction. “You know I don’t like when you say things like that. It’s not funny.”

      “Who’s trying to be funny?” I grumbled.

      “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what are you doing here?” Fish hissed.

      “We’re here because I want to talk to you about what I’m working on,” I replied. “Obviously, that was a mistake. If I tell you what I have, you’ll give it to someone else.” A thought occurred to me, and I glanced over my shoulder down reporter row. I didn’t see anyone at Marvin’s cubicle. “Did the intern go with Marvin?”

      “There’s a barricaded gunman in Roseville,” Fish replied. “They’re working on that together.”

      “They’re thick as thieves these days,” I complained.

      “Why do you care?” Fish looked perplexed. Then realization registered on his face. “You’re jealous.”

      That was the most ludicrous thing I’d ever heard. “I don’t get jealous.”

      “Everybody gets jealous.”

      “I don’t.” I meant it. “Jealousy is a small emotion.”

      “It’s understandable. Before Justin, you were the only new reporter that Marvin ever showed any interest in. He trained you right from the start.”

      “I came here already trained,” I countered. “I was a barracuda, even in college.”

      “You were rough around the edges.” Fish smiled at the memory. “He taught you the right steps for getting information. He also taught you how to deal with politicians, so you didn’t tick off every single one of them out of boredom.”

      I glared at him. “You’re remembering things wrong.”

      “You’re upset because Marvin is bonding with the new intern.”

      An intern I didn’t trust or like. “I don’t care what Marvin does. I want to know what you’re doing about the Alice Wendell case. Who do you have chasing that?”

      “Marvin has been doing some legwork.” Fish’s gaze was speculative. “Why? You’re not supposed to be working on anything but the assignments I give you.”

      “Please,” I scoffed. “We both know I’ll do what I want.”

      “Fine.” Fish held up his hands. “Do what you want. Just know that I’m sticking to my guns.”

      “You’re kowtowing to Eliot,” I argued. “That’s not sticking to your guns. That’s sticking to his guns.”

      “Don’t give the man grief,” Eliot warned. “He’s doing the right thing by you.”

      “You know what? Go ahead and play your games,” I said to Fish. “I’ll have the better story when it’s all said and done.”

      Fish snorted. “You can’t always have things your way, Avery. You need to rest. We’ll handle the Alice Wendell story. It will be fine.”

      “It will be fine when I break the story wide open,” I countered.

      I glared at him a moment longer and then motioned for Eliot to follow me. “I’m mad,” I announced as we walked down the hallway.

      “I’m not apologizing,” he warned.

      “I’m not mad at you. You can’t help yourself. Fish, however, knows better. And what’s up with Marvin? Why would he take that intern with him?”

      “You are jealous,” Eliot realized. “What the hell?”

      “I’m not jealous. I just don’t like that intern.”

      “I call bull on that. You’re definitely jealous.”

      I needed this conversation to cease. “Let’s get ice cream on the way home.”

      

      ONCE WE FINISHED DINNER—EATING OUR ICE cream as an appetizer before having Chinese delivered—I started going through the files Eliot had organized yet again.

      He watched me, remote control in hand, out of the corner of his eye. I could tell he wanted to say something.

      “Yes?” I challenged when I couldn’t take the feeling of his eyes on me a second longer.

      “Did I say anything?” he challenged.

      “No, but you want to.”

      “I do,” he agreed. “So much, you have no idea.”

      “Then say it.”

      He worked his jaw back and forth, his expression impossible to read, then sighed. “Why can’t you just be done for the night?”

      “Because I have questions.”

      “I get that, but you can’t answer them tonight. I want you to rest.”

      He’d been a pretty good sport throughout the day. Sure, his insistence that we take a nap had been annoying, but it had turned out to be a good idea. I was tired, although I didn’t want to admit it. Because he’d been patient with me, I felt the need to pay him back … and not in the way I normally paid people back.

      I threw the folder on the table and flopped back against the couch. “Happy?”

      “Not yet,” he replied as he shifted to rest lengthwise on the couch. He arranged me against his side and pulled until I dropped my cheek on his chest. “There we go.” He kissed my forehead and made sure I was comfortable before pulling the afghan from the back of the couch and draping it over me. “Isn’t this nice?” he asked after tucking me in.

      It was sort of nice. “I’m not tired,” I lied.

      “You don’t have to sleep. Just rest.” He pointed the remote at the television. I thought for certain he was going to put on a game. I enjoyed sports as much as the next person, but I wasn’t in the mood. Instead, he pulled up one of our streaming services and started scrolling through the horror movie offerings.

      “Aren’t you going to watch the Tigers or something?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “They suck this year.”

      “Don’t they suck every year?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “We’re not watching the Tigers?”

      “We are not. How do you feel about a Halloween movie?”

      It felt like a trick question. “Which one?”

      “They’ve got them all.”

      “I don’t like the third one.”

      “Nobody likes the third one.”

      “I do like the 2018 one.”

      “That’s a good one. We can watch that.”

      “I can tolerate Halloween Kills.”

      “Some of the kills were good, even though it didn’t feel like a Halloween movie and Jamie Lee was sidelined for the entire thing.”

      “Halloween Ends is an abomination, and I refuse to watch it ever again.”

      “Yes, we’ve agreed that Halloween Ends is one of the horror movies we pretend doesn’t exist.”

      “Like Freddy’s Dead.”

      “Definitely.”

      “And Jason Goes to Hell.”

      “Both total crap.” Eliot sounded amused. “Where did we land on the 2018 Halloween?”

      “I’d rather watch the original,” I admitted.

      “We can do that. The 2018 one lacks Loomis’s reassuring presence.”

      “I like how he freaks out.” I closed my eyes as Eliot started the movie. His heart was a steady beat against my cheek. “Why would someone at a hospital want to kill Alice?” I asked.

      Eliot’s fingers were light as they played over my back. “Why do you think someone at the hospital would want to kill Alice?”

      “She was threatening to sue someone,” I murmured. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Maybe not the only thing, but it’s the first thing I thought of,” he acknowledged. “None of the people in those files work at the hospital.”

      “Unless they were sued for something outside the hospital.”

      “Well, that’s an interesting possibility, isn’t it?” Eliot turned thoughtful. “It would have to be a recent lawsuit, wouldn’t it?”

      “Unless we’re only seeing part of the picture.” I’d given this a great deal of thought on the way home. “Maybe Alice threatened to sue someone but hadn’t gotten around to it. Maybe whoever ran her over was familiar with her penchant for suing and assumed they were her next target.”

      “Okay, but how do we find out if that’s true?”

      “We need someone who knew her.”

      “You talked to the neighbors.”

      “None of them really knew her. She sued all of them, but none of them were friendly with her. She had to have a friend.”

      “Even the worst people in the world have friends.”

      “I have friends, so she must have had them.”

      “You’re not the worst person in the world.” He started massaging the back of my neck. I knew he was trying to lull me to sleep, but I didn’t care.

      “That depends on who you talk to. Duncan thinks I’m the worst person in the world.”

      “Duncan is a tool.”

      “Tad doesn’t like me either.”

      “Also a tool.”

      I smiled as I slid my hand under his shirt and played with his chest hair. He didn’t have much—he manscaped, although he hated it when I told people—but it was coarse beneath my fingertips. “There had to be someone she trusted to talk to. I could go back and ask the neighbors, but if I were Alice, I wouldn’t share it with them. They already hate her.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      “No. Actually, if she were our neighbor, I’d hate her too.”

      “She would’ve sued you,” Eliot said, nudging a smile out of me. “Just think of all the pain and suffering you would’ve caused her going after those ducks. Have you figured out why she sued so many people?”

      “How can I know that?”

      “You’re intuitive, Avery. You have an understanding for these things. You know you have a feeling about why she did that.”

      “I have a couple of ideas,” I said grudgingly.

      “Lay them on me.” His fingers continued to massage my neck. He was trying to lull me into sleep, but it was only eight o’clock.

      “Well, for starters, the easiest answer is that she was mentally ill.”

      “That is the easiest answer,” he readily agreed.

      “Mental illness takes many forms. If this was her form, I’m not even sure what to call it. Was she diagnosable? Was this her quirk? Was it a symptom of something bigger?”

      “Are you leaning toward that?”

      “I would say no if not for one simple thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “There’s a mental health ward at the hospital.”

      Eliot went rigid. “Oh, holy…” He trailed off as reality hit him. “Do you think she was treated there?”

      “It’s a distinct possibility.”

      “Well, crap. How can we determine that? Nobody can answer questions regarding Alice’s treatment in the hospital. There are laws.”

      “I’m well aware.” I played with his belly button as I considered my options. “I need to know what Jake knows.”

      “He won’t tell you.”

      And that made me angry. “He knows something. That’s why he was so adamant that I not start poking around. He doesn’t want me getting too close to whatever this is.”

      “That can be said about any case he’s working on,” Eliot replied. “He was a little agitated when he realized you weren’t spending the week in bed. I bet he realizes that you’re far more likely to uncover something he doesn’t want out yet than another reporter. He thought he had time.”

      “He had to realize I wouldn’t let it go.”

      “I’m sure he did, but you were supposed to be resting. He thought you were fragile.”

      I made a derisive sound. “I’m not fragile.”

      “Of course not, but you looked it in that hospital bed. You were exposed and vulnerable. He wants to keep you safe. He’s also afraid of you.”

      “Because he thinks I’ll uncover something someone else might not. What could it be?”

      “I don’t know. They took that license plate from the car that was in the salvage lot because they didn’t want anybody to run it. Maybe they already have a suspect.”

      A memory niggled at the back of my brain. “When I was on the ground, in front of the clock, I heard someone talking. I can’t remember who—either Derrick or Jake—and they said the license plate on the car was stolen.”

      “They removed a stolen license plate from the car,” Eliot mused. “Huh.”

      “Is that important?”

      “If you were going to steal a license plate to use to commit a crime, where would you get it?”

      I didn’t know where he was going with this. “A parking lot?”

      “I mean, would you go near or far to steal it?”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on me. “Whoever did it likely stole the plate from their own neighborhood.”

      “Yup. The license plate is a big clue, but we have no access.”

      “Jake’s way ahead of us on this one,” I lamented.
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      Eliot was already awake and working on his phone the next morning. I could’ve slept another hour—maybe two—but I wanted to get going. Still, I took some time to languidly stretch and look my shirtless husband up and down.

      “I know you’re jealous of Jake’s hair in the photo, but I like your hair like this.” I moved closer to him, earning a raised eyebrow for my flirting. “You look cute with bedhead.”

      “I’ve never been one to embrace the ‘cute’ lifestyle,” Eliot noted. “I want to be hot. I want to be ‘my panties spontaneously combusted’ hot. Cute is not part of my repertoire.”

      “Do you make panties spontaneously combust often?” I asked. “Because, if so, you likely missed your calling as a romance novel cover model.”

      “Ha, ha.” He lightly flicked my ear and then extended his arm so I could get comfortable next to him.

      “I’m hungry,” I announced. “I thought you could take me out for breakfast first thing.”

      “I can do that. I need to work on this a few minutes longer.”

      “What are you working on?” When I angled my head, I saw he was watching a video. It was footage of Main Street. I straightened. “Is that…?”

      “Footage from the day of the accident? Why yes, it is.”

      “How did you get it?

      “It’s from the light pole directly in front of the parking garage. The sheriff’s department has a camera there. I did the security job for them, and I still have access to the camera.”

      My mouth dropped open as I swung my eyes to his face. “Are you supposed to have access?”

      “I’m an independent contractor for the sheriff’s department,” he replied. “I’m still responsible for the upkeep of the equipment, which is why I keep the log-in information handy. I’m supposed to check it weekly.”

      That was a pretty evasive answer, especially by Eliot’s standards. “Just answer the question,” I ordered.

      “I am allowed to check the footage,” he said. “I sincerely doubt Jake had this in mind when he tasked me with making sure the camera stayed operational.”

      “So you’re breaking the law.” I happily bobbed my head. “I’m so turned on.”

      Eliot’s lips curved into a smirk. “I’m glad. At least I think I am.”

      “Can you see anything good?” Breakfast could wait. Not for more than an hour, but I could spare ten minutes if it meant we had a place to look.

      “I’ve watched the footage three times.” Eliot moved his hand to his phone screen. “That’s you.”

      I had to squint. “Oh, yeah. I look cute, huh?”

      “You always look cute.” He rested his cheek against my forehead. “This woman in white is Alice.” He pointed again. The footage was in black and white.

      “Pink,” I corrected. “She was dressed in pink.”

      “That’s somehow worse, but okay.” Eliot clutched me a little tighter. “You might not want to watch this.”

      I kept my gaze on his phone screen. I’d already lived through what happened. There was no reason to get worked up about it now. “I’m fine,” I assured him.

      The fact that there was no sound to accompany the video was jarring. When the tiny me on the screen stopped moving, I knew the impact was imminent. “That’s when I heard the tires squealing.”

      “The problem with the angle of the camera is that I can’t actually see Cass. You don’t see the car until right now.”

      “It was almost parallel to the courthouse.”

      “The camera was installed in case there were ever drive-by shootings in front of the courthouse,” he explained. “Capturing the action on Cass was never a consideration. I’m going to suggest some modifications to Jake if he still wants to keep me on the payroll when he finds out what I’ve done here.”

      “Something tells me you’ll be okay. He might yell and carry on for a day or two, but he’ll be fine after that.”

      “I certainly hope so.” Eliot started the playback again.

      When it got to the part where Alice was hit, I frowned. “You can’t see who was behind the wheel,” I noted.

      “No, and that’s another concern. Watch here.” His finger hovered over the screen. “Alice is pushed beyond the clock. It’s in the way.”

      “It was a lucky break for her,” I said. “She probably would’ve been crushed beneath the car had she not been thrown clear.”

      “Now, look here. The car has hit the clock tower. I haven’t heard a reason for the explosion yet, but I don’t think it was on purpose. I think it was an accident. See this blur here?” He pointed again.

      I nodded.

      “That’s the driver. There’s no way to make out the driver’s features. He or she is just a blob. I can’t even tell if it’s more likely to be a man or a woman because it looks as if the individual has a blanket thrown over the head.”

      “Why would they do that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “There’s no way to enlarge the image?”

      “No. The quality of the footage isn’t strong enough. This is the best I can do.”

      “And the license plate?”

      “I can’t even get a single image. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for doing your best,” I said. “You know, there are a few businesses on Cass that might have cameras.”

      “I was thinking that myself.” Eliot smiled. “I already sent a few emails.”

      “You still want to buy me breakfast?”

      “Always. I’m more curious about what we’re going to do after breakfast.”

      “We’re going to the funeral home.”

      Now it was Eliot’s turn to make a face. “Why?”

      “They haven’t released Alice Wendell’s cause of death. I don’t expect Jake to do it anytime soon. He doesn’t need to. Everybody is assuming she succumbed to her injuries from the accident.”

      “Everybody but you, you mean.”

      I grinned. “She’s at Walsh and Gordon Funeral Home. Graham Walsh is a very weird guy who just happens to have a crush on me.”

      “Is that so?” Eliot didn’t look thrilled.

      “Apparently, numerous men like a mouthy woman who isn’t afraid to watch a body being embalmed.”

      “I don’t need to see that.” Eliot cringed.

      “It’s good you have me.” I patted his wrist. “I’ll do the heavy lifting when the zombie apocalypse hits. As for Graham, he’s harmless. I probably outweigh him by twenty pounds.”

      Eliot smirked. “I’ll still make sure to mark my territory when we’re there.”

      “Don’t say it like that. It makes me want to hurt you.”

      He smirked. “You found your way around Jake.”

      “Maybe,” I hedged. “They might not have told Graham. He might not have thought to ask. The thing is, if poison is suspected, I believe funeral home directors have to be informed for their own safety. I remember reading that somewhere.”

      

      WE HIT A DINER CLOSER TO our house than the one we preferred in downtown Mount Clemens. The funeral home was in Clinton Township, and before going there I ate my weight in eggs and hash browns.

      From the second we walked through the door of the funeral home, Eliot was on edge.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded once the woman who had greeted us headed to the back to inform Graham of our presence.

      “I don’t like funeral homes,” Eliot replied. “They always have a funny smell.”

      I inhaled. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “Oh, the scent is there. It’s death,” he hissed.

      “What does death smell like?”

      “If I have to explain it, you haven’t been paying attention to those horror movies you love so much.”

      “Or you’re just imagining a bunch of weird crap,” I countered. “Either way, take a pill.” I plastered a bright smile on my face when Graham appeared. “Hey, thanks for taking the time to meet with me.”

      If Graham topped five feet and three inches, I would’ve been shocked. He dressed in impeccable suits, and his smile was always friendly. I pictured funeral home directors as creepy. I mean, I watch a lot of horror movies. Funeral home directors turned murderous in quite a few. Graham was easy to like despite my penchant for over-imagining things.

      “Avery.” Graham extended his hand and took mine in a loose shake. “Always a pleasure.” He darted his eyes to Eliot. “New intern?”

      The question was hilarious on the face of it. “More like insistent husband,” I replied.

      “Really?” Graham sounded intrigued, but a hint of irritation creased the corners of his eyes. “I heard you’d married. I didn’t believe it because … well, you’re you.”

      I didn’t take offense. I wouldn’t have believed it either if I were him. “Yes, well, it seems to be sticking so far.”

      Eliot shot me a dubious look before extending his hand to Graham. “Eliot Kane. Avery said nice things about you on the way over. If you’re familiar with Avery at all, you’ll know that’s essentially a miracle.”

      Graham chuckled. “I’m familiar with your wife. She is … a spitfire.” He said it with a soupçon of regret that had me looking at him twice. “I love a fiery woman.”

      Did he even realize he’d said it out loud that way? Eliot looked more amused than territorial. “You handled Alice Wendell, correct?” I asked.

      Graham straightened. “Yes. I just remembered that I heard you were injured in the same accident.”

      “I was chasing her for an interview when it happened. She’d been in the courthouse right before she was hurt.”

      “So you were close when it happened,” Graham surmised. “I’m sorry.”

      “I hit my head but otherwise I’m fine,” I assured him. “I am curious about Alice. We were in the hospital together, and I was shocked when I heard she’d died.”

      Graham motioned for us to follow him to the settee and chairs in the middle of the display room. “I didn’t realize you were hospitalized. It sounds like you’re lucky to be alive.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I said with an uncomfortable laugh.

      “I would,” Eliot countered. “She hit her head hard. I was worried.”

      “I can see that.” Graham’s smile was tight. “How long have you been married?”

      “I need to know about Alice, Graham,” I pressed. “How did she die?”

      “You saw the accident.”

      “So she died from injuries sustained in the accident?” That was a blow to my ego. I’d been convinced it was more than that.

      “I don’t actually know how she died,” Graham replied. “I didn’t think to question what I was told. Clearly that was a mistake.”

      “Not a mistake,” I countered. “It’s just … I saw Alice that night in the hospital. They forced me to stay there against my will.”

      “Yes, she was a virtual prisoner,” Eliot drawled. “She was creeping around, hiding behind vending machines, and visiting women she wanted to interview.”

      Graham grinned. “She’s a fireball.” That clearly turned him on.

      “I’m not sure I would phrase it that way,” I hedged.

      “I would,” Eliot said. “She’s a total fireball, and it makes her unbearable sometimes.”

      “Well, thanks for that,” I groused as I glared at him. “Seriously? I’m unbearable?”

      “At times,” Eliot said without a second’s hesitation. “Thankfully, you’re adorable more often than you’re unbearable.”

      “She’s totally adorable,” Graham enthused. “I mean … totes adorbs.”

      I frowned at his word choice.

      “I saw that on a reality show,” Graham said as he straightened. “I can’t carry it off, can I?”

      “Not really,” I replied. “It was a valiant attempt though.”

      His grin grew in scope. Then he sobered when he realized I wasn’t smiling. “What do you want from me, Avery?”

      “Just a little information.” I tried to be as cordial as possible. “I don’t want to put you in an untenable situation with Jake.”

      “That would be preferable,” he confirmed.

      “I’m not sure she died of her injuries. Some information has come to light—some information I can’t share—that suggests she might’ve died under different circumstances than what the sheriff’s department is allowing people to believe.”

      Graham hesitated, but only for a moment. “I can’t be quoted on the record, Avery,” he warned.

      “Strictly off the record,” I promised. “I just need a direction to look. I can’t take your word on a cause of death anyway.”

      He rubbed his hands over his suit trousers. “Here’s the thing: the death certificate I received said her cause of death was undetermined.”

      I shifted on my seat. “Meaning what?”

      “I assumed it meant that they couldn’t decide which of her injuries killed her,” Graham replied. “Now I have questions.”

      “You and me both. You embalmed her?”

      “Actually, no.” Graham shook his head. “She was cremated.”

      “Who is paying for her arrangements?”

      “A cousin. The woman lives in Illinois. She wanted the cheapest package available. I only talked to her briefly, but it didn’t sound as if they were close, and the cousin was furious about being stuck dealing with the arrangements.”

      “I bet the cousin was the only family member she didn’t threaten to sue.”

      “What do mean?” Graham asked.

      I waved him off. “It’s a long story. When you took possession of the body from the medical examiner’s office, did they warn you about potential poison in her bloodstream?”

      “No. They would be required to if they suspected it.”

      “You don’t know that it’s poison,” Eliot reminded me.

      “I don’t know that she didn’t succumb to her accident injuries either,” I pointed out.

      “That’s true, but there are other ways to quietly kill someone in a hospital.”

      “Is that what happened?” Graham looked horrified. “She’s already been cremated. There’s no way to go back and check for anything on our end.”

      “We don’t have to check,” I replied. “The sheriff’s department knows how she died. At least they have a feeling.”

      “It might not be poison,” Eliot said. “She could’ve been suffocated with a pillow. She was out of it, at the mercy of the night staff.”

      “I need to be sure she was purposely killed at the hospital,” I said. “How can I be sure?”

      Eliot looked as frustrated as I felt. “I don’t know what to tell you, Avery.”
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      I had an assignment waiting for me in my email when I checked it upon leaving the funeral home. Another puff piece.

      “I’m going to sit on him until he cries,” I growled as I stared at the email Fish had sent.

      “Just FYI, that’s not really a punishment for most guys,” Eliot offered. “I don’t feel as if I’ve learned my lesson when you sit on me.”

      “That’s different,” I said. “I’m trying to be sexy when I sit on you.”

      “Two weeks ago, you sat on me in the yard because you were determined to make me say that no one had ever quoted a movie better than you had the previous evening.”

      “It was E.T.,” I shot back. “I can do the entire last five minutes, with every utterance perfect, and every emotion spot-on.”

      “When I said you didn’t get the Drew Barrymore part right, you threatened to disembowel me. You said you wanted to castrate me, but that would hurt you as much as me, so you settled on disembowelment.”

      “How much time do you spend remembering all the random crap I say?” I demanded.

      He continued without acknowledging the question. “Despite your threats—which were definitely meant to be threats—the whole thing turned me on because you kept wiggling around when you were sitting on me.”

      I couldn’t believe we’d gotten to this point. “I don’t want to talk about sitting on people any longer.”

      “Good, because it gives me ideas.”

      I shot him a withering look. “We need to talk about the puff pieces. The only reason Fish is assigning them is because you told him to do it. I want you to call him and say you made a mistake.”

      “No.” Eliot fervently shook his head. “That’s not happening.”

      I wanted to hurt him. “Eliot—”

      “No.” His eyes flashed. “I won’t do it.”

      “You’re helping me investigate the story, which means you’re on my side. Why would you not agree to help get me out from under the puff pieces?”

      “Because that would be akin to saying I’m okay with what you’re doing.”

      “You’re helping me.”

      “Because I can’t stand the idea of you getting hurt. If I’m with you, I can make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “But … that makes no sense.”

      “Maybe not to you.”

      “You are the freaking worst, Eliot.”

      “I know.” He patted my knee before switching traffic lanes. “So, where are we going again?”

      I’d told him what terrible puff piece I’d been saddled with—a fundraiser for a sick teacher. “Cherry Grove Elementary School,” I replied on a drawn-out sigh. “On Utica near 15 Mile Road.”

      Eliot effortlessly navigated into the far lane so he could take the next turn toward Utica. “Are you going to pout?”

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      “For how long?”

      “Probably the next fifteen minutes.”

      “Oh, look at that,” he drawled. “It will take us about fifteen minutes to get to our destination.”

      “Fancy that.”

      

      MY MOOD WASN’T MUCH BETTER BY THE time Eliot parked in the school lot.

      “You don’t have to come in,” I offered. “You can entertain yourself at the grocery store or something if you want a break from me.”

      “Who said I want a break from you?”

      “Things aren’t going all that well between us right now.”

      “Says who?” Eliot arched an eyebrow. “I’m having a grand time.”

      “Oh, please.” It was too much effort to contain my eye roll. “You’re sick of me.”

      “I’m not. I simply won’t let you dictate terms to me. We’re equals in this relationship, and I get a say about how I feel when it comes to what happened. I put my foot down. You’re the one who is mad. I’m perfectly fine.”

      I truly did want to hurt him. “Just stay out of my way,” I ordered as I hopped out of the truck. “I’m going to get the information I need in record time. There will be no dillydallying.”

      “That’s good. There’s little I loathe more than dillydallying.”

      I held up my hand to hide his face as I moved away from the truck. “I can’t even look at you right now. You’re freaking annoying.”

      “You love me, and you know it.”

      I refused to look over my shoulder as I traipsed toward the front door. All the while, I grumbled under my breath. I was irritated, but also impressed. Normally, I would’ve worn him down by now. He would’ve given in to my demands simply because he was tired of fighting with me. He was holding strong, though. It was disappointing in some respects but entertaining in others.

      I couldn’t let him know that.

      A woman stood next to the door, collecting money and handing out tickets. I cut her off before she could greet us.

      “I’m with The Monitor,” I said. “We’re here to cover the fundraiser for Mrs. Callahan.”

      “Ms.,” the woman corrected. “Not all of us need a man.”

      “Girlfriend, I’m totally there with you,” I said. “Men are the worst. Is the fundraiser in the gym?”

      “It’s a carnival,” the woman replied. “We’re accepting donations to help Meg get a home health care nurse. She lives by herself and refuses to go into assisted living.”

      “That’s a great cause.”

      The woman shook the envelope she was carrying. “Entrance to the fundraiser is free. You pay for tickets for games and other entertainment,” she said pointedly.

      She clearly wasn’t going to let me skate by without paying.

      “I’ve got it.” Eliot dug into his pocket. His smile was at the ready for the woman. “How many tickets do you think we need?” he asked.

      “You’re with her?” The woman was dubious. “Since when do reporters bring dates on assignments?”

      “I’m her chauffeur,” Eliot interjected. “She can’t drive right now, so I volunteered because I’m a loving husband.” If he thought he was going to charm the woman with his smile and wink, he had another thing coming.

      “Is she a drunk?” the woman asked as she took the twenty Eliot handed her and expectantly waited for more.

      Eliot reluctantly gave her another twenty and accepted the tickets. “She hit her head. She’s not a drunk.”

      “Let’s not be too hasty,” I countered. “I’d love a drink right now.”

      Eliot’s lips quirked. “Thank you for the tickets, ma’am. This is a great cause, and I’m happy to be here.”

      The woman jolted.

      “What was that?” I demanded.

      “That was me squeezing my butt cheeks to make sure the smoke your man just tried to blow up my ass wasn’t hot enough to start a raging inferno.”

      I pressed my lips together, desperate not to burst out laughing.

      By the time Eliot and I made it inside the gym, there was no hiding my smile.

      “Don’t,” he warned when I glanced at him. “Also, you owe me forty bucks.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault you fell for that,” I argued. “I’m a reporter. I don’t pay to cover these things. You gave in too easy.”

      “It’s for a sick teacher,” Eliot said.

      “I don’t care. I’m doing them a favor.” I gave his arm a hearty slap. “Now you have tickets to burn. How about you take those tickets and amuse yourself while I do my interviews?”

      Eliot leaned in to kiss me, but I quickly backed away. “You’re so mad you’re not going to kiss me?” he demanded.

      “I’m on the job. In public. There will be no kissing.”

      “Fine, Mrs. Professional.” He stalked off.

      

      MEG CALLAHAN WAS A NICE WOMAN. SHE WAS upbeat and seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. She said all the right things about fighting cancer. Because she was strong and brave, I made sure my pity didn’t show.

      After I interviewed Meg and the woman who organized the fundraiser, I tapped two of the students who had parents present to give consent for a quote, and then I was finished. One thing was certain: Puff pieces are far easier than crime stories. They were ridiculously boring, too.

      I was determined to find Eliot and make my escape when I stumbled across a familiar face. Janine Thompson was a former classmate I’d crossed paths with several weeks before. She worked as a nurse at Macomb General Hospital Systems. She’d volunteered the sort of dirt that made me salivate when I stopped in to talk to a few people who had been present at a shooting at a strip club. She seemed to understand the drill … and wasn’t afraid to provide me with information she probably shouldn’t.

      “Hey, Janine,” I said with a winsome smile. “How are things?”

      “I heard you hit your head,” Janine replied. “Are you okay?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I have no idea. That’s why I asked.”

      “Geez.” My eye roll was pronounced. “I’m fine.”

      “I looked in on you the day you were brought in.”

      That was news to me. “I guess I didn’t realize.”

      “You were out cold.”

      “I didn’t pass out. I heard everybody talking.”

      “You might’ve heard people talking, but you were definitely out,” Janine argued. “Obviously, you’re okay now.”

      “Other than my husband nagging me because Dr. Benton said I needed a week of bed rest and I said otherwise.”

      Janine laughed. “That sounds like Dr. Benton. He’s a real stickler for the rules. He doesn’t ever adjust his recommendations. He’s only interested in spouting what he learned in school.”

      “That sounds about right.” How much information would she be willing to give? “What are you doing here?”

      “My kid goes to this school,” she replied. “She absolutely loves Ms. Callahan. She’s terrified she’ll never see her again. I wanted her to come here and see how many other people love Ms. Callahan. It might not make her feel better, but it’s always good to teach the little ones empathy.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “No kids?”

      “Nope. That’s never been my deal.”

      “It’s good you recognize that. There’s nothing worse than a woman who doesn’t want to be a mother thinking she has to be. You know your limits, and you abide by them.”

      “Yes, I’m an absolute genius at knowing my limits,” I agreed. “Just out of curiosity, do you have company cars at the hospital?”

      “What?”

      “I’m curious about how a few things run at the hospital,” I explained. “I know it sounds weird but … um … I’m just trying to keep myself entertained while I’m on the puff piece beat.”

      “That’s not why you’re interested.” Janine was matter of fact. “You forget, I’ve known you since you were a teenager. If you’re asking about a hospital car, there’s a reason. I’m not answering your questions until you tell me why you want to know.”

      I admired her forthrightness. “If I tell you, you have to keep it to yourself. At least until I break the story. Then you can brag to everybody that I gave you the inside scoop.”

      “Just tell me.”

      I gave her a quick rundown regarding Alice Wendell and the car that had hit her. When I explained that Eliot traced the VIN to the hospital, her forehead creased.

      “That’s weird,” she said.

      “Do you know anybody at the hospital who has a corporate car?”

      “There’s a fleet of cars for people to check out,” she replied. “They’re not registered to one person. You go to the motor pool and sign one out.”

      “What would be a reason to sign one out?”

      “Um … a seminar. They sometimes do seminars at the area hotels for nurses from all over the region.”

      “So that would probably be true for doctors too.”

      “For anyone on staff, including pharmacists, the cleaning staff. You name it.”

      That broadened my field of suspects considerably. “Would you hear it through the gossip vine if someone was having a problem with someone suing?”

      “You would be shocked how many people threaten to sue us. Heck, you would be stunned how many people actually follow through. Most of the threats come from people who are upset but eventually calm down. Some take it all the way.”

      “Hmm.” I rocked back and forth on my heels. “Alice Wendell had a reputation for suing anybody and everybody. She usually went for ten grand. Does that ring any bells?”

      “Sorry.” Janine held out her hands. “We hear about people threatening to sue us all the time. It’s so prevalent we don’t even react to it. I’ve never heard of Alice Wendell. Even when she was in the hospital, people were more interested in you.”

      “Well, I am interesting.”

      She laughed.

      “I went to Alice’s room that night,” I admitted. “I thought I might be able to talk to her and get an exclusive. It seems stupid looking back on it now.”

      “But?” she prodded.

      “She was heavily sedated. When I heard she’d died the next morning, I was shocked. Is it possible she didn’t die because of her injuries?”

      “Anything is possible. I wasn’t her nurse, so I don’t know anything about her injuries. Do you know what her condition was that night?”

      “Critical but stable.”

      “Well, she was critical. That means they thought they had her saved, but something could’ve happened to change their minds. They’ve lost quite a few critical but stable patients the last few months.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s become a morbid betting game. Staff members guess which patients on the line will die and when. It’s not pleasant, but people can’t help themselves sometimes.”

      “I understand gallows humor,” I assured her. “Reporters do it too. Have these deaths been attributed to a single doctor?”

      “No, and I know what you’re thinking.” Janine wagged her finger. “There’s not some grand conspiracy playing out. It’s just one of those things, a run of bad luck. They happen.”

      I believed that was true. “Could you find out Alice Wendell’s cause of death?”

      “Sure,” Janine replied, "but I can’t share that information with you. I’d lose my job.”

      “What if I promise to protect you?”

      “Still not worth it.” Despite her bold words, Janine let out a sigh after a few minutes. “I’ll see if I can find out. I won’t guarantee to share the results.”

      I had to force myself not to clap and dance. “That’s all I ask.”

      Janine shook her head. “You’d better not take down my hospital. I need that job.”
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      I caught Eliot up in his truck in the parking lot.

      “Do you think that’s true?” he asked.

      “It could just be perception. Janine strikes me as a straight shooter, though.”

      He rolled his neck. “Well, if it’s true, there could be a killer at the hospital. But how does Alice Wendell play into this?”

      “That’s what I don’t know yet. I feel she either saw something at the hospital or interacted with the wrong person. The car belongs to the hospital. They won’t tell us who checked it out.”

      “It’s possible they don’t know who checked it out,” Eliot pointed out. “There are two other options you’re not considering.

      “The first is that someone managed to get the key to the car and switch the plate because they thought they were going to get away with hitting Alice,” he continued. “The plan could’ve been to run her over and keep going into one of the neighborhoods across Gratiot. I would’ve dumped the car—with its fake license plate—there and hoped gang members chopped it before the cops could find it.”

      “That would’ve been so easy,” I said.

      “Exactly,” Eliot agreed.

      “The fire wasn’t part of the plan. You said there were two possibilities I hadn’t considered. What’s the second?”

      “It’s a simple one. Someone checked out that car, and it was stolen from them and used by someone else to take out Alice.”

      I wasn’t as thrilled with that possibility. “That would be quite the coincidence,” I said. “That would suggest she really did succumb to her injuries and that nobody killed her.”

      “It does put a wrench in your preferred theory.”

      “It’s not my preferred theory,” I argued. “It makes the most sense.”

      “I think so too,” Eliot acknowledged. “I do not, however, want to overlook a possibility just because another probability feels neater.”

      I couldn’t disagree. “I like the first theory. Someone snuck the car out. They don’t know who took it. Although … shouldn’t the parking garage have cameras?”

      “When that complex was built, cameras would’ve been a requirement to reduce insurance rates. But there’s nothing that forces them to keep the cameras operational. I’ve seen a lot of cameras in parking garages go down and nobody bothers to fix them.”

      “And that’s something an insider might know,” I surmised.

      “I think whoever did this would’ve done their homework.”

      “A car like that, an older fleet vehicle, could’ve been taken days before it was needed,” I said. “When people take the company cars, they gravitate toward the new ones.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So it has to be someone at the hospital,” I noted. “Someone who had access to her that night at the hospital. Dr. Rhodes was working the night shift. Nurses said he was making mistakes.”

      “Okay, but we need to find a tie between Rhodes and Alice. He didn’t seem all that broken up discussing her death that morning in your room.”

      “It could’ve been someone else.”

      “It could’ve been a doctor familiar with the floor who wasn’t on duty.”

      “I want you to brainstorm on this while I’m writing my piece.”

      “You want to go back to the pawnshop?” he asked. “You can file your story from there before we go to family dinner. The fact that your mother hasn’t stopped by despite your head injury is baffling.”

      I’d forgotten about family dinner. Attendance—even with a concussion—was mandatory. “I wasn’t planning to write at the shop,” I said. “I need to stop in at The Monitor.”

      “You want to write your puff piece there?” Eliot asked. “Won’t your coworkers tease you for being on the puff piece beat?”

      “Yes, but I’m not staying on that beat.”

      “Fish says you have to.”

      “Fish is wrong. One of the reasons I want to go to the office is so he and I can have a discussion.”

      “He put his foot down.” Eliot almost looked panicked. “He’s your boss.”

      “Oh, look at you,” I trilled. “You’re terrified. You know I’m about to steamroll Fish.”

      “You need to take it easy. You can’t go back to work full-time.”

      “I’ve already been working full-time,” I reminded him. “It won’t be any different.”

      “Except you won’t need me.”

      “Eliot, you can still be my sidekick,” I promised. “The only thing that’s going to change is the puff pieces. This is the last one.”

      “You’ve only done two. You act like it’s the end of the world.”

      “That’s because it feels like the end of the world. I want to work on this story, and I want to do it in the open. Oh, and I want to be in charge. I want to lord it over everyone when I steal the top slot on the front page.”

      Rather than yell back, Eliot smirked. “Is that the truth?”

      “Of course it is. You know how competitive I am.”

      “Not that part,” he countered. “The part about keeping me on as your partner.”

      “I am more than willing to keep you with me,” I confirmed.

      “Then I’ll tell Fish he doesn’t have to keep up his end of the bargain any longer,” Eliot offered.

      I made what I was certain was a hilarious face, and he laughed. “I don’t need you to back me up this time. I’m ready to be in charge again.”

      “Then let’s get you back in charge.”

      

      I WROTE MY STORY FIRST THING UPON getting to the newsroom. It took me exactly twenty minutes. Eliot sat in an empty cubicle across the aisle and worked on his phone.

      When I finished, I got to my feet and met Eliot’s gaze.

      “Do you want me to go down there with you?” he asked.

      “I think this is a fight I need to wage on my own. But if you were to stand behind me and make intimidating gestures at Duncan when he inevitably gets involved, that would be great.”

      Eliot’s lips curved. “That can be arranged.”

      I took a breath, looked down at Fish’s desk, and started in his direction, shoulders squared. It was time to get my mojo back … whether Fish was willing to play the game or not.

      “Story in?” Fish asked when I arrived at his desk.

      “Yup.”

      “Is it readable?”

      I scowled at him. “Everything I write is readable.”

      “Not when you don’t put effort into it.”

      “If you say so.” I braced myself. “So … we need to talk.”

      Slowly, Fish tracked his eyes to me. There was a moment when he flicked his gaze to Eliot behind me. He was calm when focused on me again. “I’ve made my decision,” he said.

      “I’ve made my decision too. The puff pieces are done,” I declared.

      “You’re supposed to be on bed rest.” Fish went back to staring at his screen. “It’s Friday. You’re off the next two days. Maybe we can talk again Monday, after you’ve rested.” He seemed to like his suggestion.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” I’d bullied Fish before, and I knew how to approach him now. “I’m going to be working this weekend. And I’ll decide what to chase.”

      Fish looked past me to Eliot. “Aren’t you going to at least try to stop her?”

      “No.” Eliot was resigned. ‘She’s going to do what she’s going to do. She’s figured out too much on this story now. She needs to finish it.”

      “And you’re okay with that?” Frustration pulsated from Fish. “You’re the one who said she needed to take it easy in the first place. You made me promise to give her a light workload if she refused to spend the week in bed. I gave you my word.”

      “And I’m grateful for that.” Eliot held out his hands. “The two days of light stories helped her relax and catch up on sleep. She’s ready. She wants her story back.”

      Duncan happened to be passing by with Justin in tow when Eliot uttered the last sentence. He pulled up short. “You can’t be talking about my story,” he growled.

      “It was never your story,” I replied. “It was always my story.”

      Duncan turned to Fish. “You assigned me to this story just yesterday. Tell her!”

      Eliot turned his full attention to Duncan.

      “Call off your bodyguard!” Duncan snapped. “I’ll sue if he even looks at me funny.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Fish muttered. “That man hasn’t made a move toward you.”

      “He’s thinking of it,” Duncan argued.

      Fish tapped his fingers on his desk. “Do you think you have something that warrants a transfer of story ownership, Avery?” he asked after several seconds. His prim and proper demeanor would’ve made me laugh under different circumstances.

      “I do,” I confirmed.

      “What?”

      He had to be joking. “I’m not telling you. Suffice it to say it’s good.”

      “She’s bluffing,” Duncan said, stepping in my direction. He immediately backed up when Eliot shot him a warning look. “I’m not going to put my hands on your precious wife,” he assured Eliot.

      “Of course you’re not,” Eliot replied in an even tone. “That would be the last thing you do.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” Duncan said. “I could take you. I was once in a fight on the ice. I’m on a hockey team.”

      “Congratulations?” Eliot asked icily.

      “I want you to understand that just because you have bigger muscles than me doesn’t mean you’re stronger. Muscles are an illusion.”

      I had to press my lips together to keep from laughing.

      “I’m serious,” Duncan stressed. “That fight I was in; I wasn’t looking for it. I was going to the net, and this guy got in my way. He tried to hurt me by extending his knee. I went after him, and he immediately turtled in fear.”

      The snort escaped before I realized it was building. “I’ve heard this story before,” I said. “You were playing against one of the guys in sports. He said the guy you supposedly caused to ‘turtle’ was a fourteen-year-old kid who was forced to play by his dad, so they had enough players to put on the ice.”

      “He still turtled!” Duncan was beside himself.

      I turned my back to him and addressed Fish. “Okay, here’s how it is.” I sucked in a breath. “I have the sort of information you love. Absolutely love. It’s the sort of information that will win awards.”

      Fish paused, considering. Justin was the one who spoke to break up the uncomfortable silence.

      “We have good stuff too,” Justin volunteered. “We’re digging deep. We just found out that Alice Wendell might’ve filed some lawsuits. We’re going to chase those first thing Monday morning. We’ll have all the information then.”

      “We just came from trying to get the files,” Duncan wheedled. “I got a tip from one of Alice’s neighbors about the lawsuits. The clerk refused to pull the files for me today because we’re too close to the weekend. First thing Monday, I’ll have that information.”

      “I already have that information,” I told Fish.

      “Bull!” Duncan’s nostrils flared. “I got a tip.”

      “I went there the day I got out of the hospital. And I’ve already interviewed some of the neighbors she sued.”

      Fish shifted on his chair. “Of course you did.” He was clearly annoyed when he turned his attention to Eliot. “Why aren’t you angry about this? She was supposed to be in bed.”

      “She’s Avery Shaw,” Eliot replied easily.

      “You’ve got that right,” I agreed. “I’ve gone way beyond getting the information about the lawsuits from the neighbors. I have even better stuff now.” I dangled it like a carrot and waited for Fish to chomp.

      “What sort of stuff?” Fish asked.

      “I have enough for stories to keep you floating in intrigue for a full week.” That was a bit of an exaggeration, but I could make it work.

      When Fish sighed, I knew I’d won. Duncan read the room correctly for a change and realized it too.

      “You’re going to give the story back to her,” Duncan seethed. “I’ve poured my heart and soul into this story.”

      “You’ve done the bare minimum and pretended it was work,” I sneered.

      Eliot’s hand flew out and landed against Duncan’s chest when my mealy-mouthed coworker took a step in my direction. “Go ahead,” he enticed. “Give me a reason.”

      “He won’t touch me,” I assured Eliot. “He’s too much of a wimp.”

      “Avery, you have your story back,” Fish announced.

      Duncan wailed, and Justin folded his arms across his chest in petulant fashion.

      “I want to know everything you’re working on,” Fish continued. “I’ll give you the weekend to continue gathering information. Come Monday, we’ll break it all down. I still want you to take some time for yourself this weekend.”

      I cast a sidelong look at Eliot. “I think my partner will insist on that too. You’re going to dance a jig when you learn what I have.”
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      There was a bit of added pep in my step as we left The Monitor. Eliot held my hand through the parking lot.

      “Go ahead,” I prodded as he helped me into the passenger seat. I didn’t need help, but he seemed to need to provide it.

      “Did I say anything?” he asked blandly as he tugged the seatbelt and buckled it.

      “No, but you’re thinking it.”

      “So now you’re a mind reader?” He rested his forearm against the truck header above me and leaned closer. “What am I thinking now?”

      “Something dirty,” I replied without hesitation. “We can’t play that game until after dinner.”

      “Fine. I wasn’t thinking anything dirty, though.” He kissed me before closing the door. He was smiling when he circled the truck and got into the driver’s seat. “You played Fish well. It’s no wonder you always get your way.”

      “I am gifted in that department,” I readily agreed.

      “How did you know you would get your way?”

      “I always get my way.”

      “Yeah, but how did you know his fear of me wouldn’t outweigh his fear of you?”

      The question made me laugh. “It wasn’t fear motivating him. I mean … I can intimidate him, but that’s not what happened today.”

      Eliot started the engine. “Then what did happen?”

      “He realized I had the better story and did what was best for the newspaper.”

      “That simple, huh?”

      I bobbed my head. “Fish knows I’m better than Duncan.”

      “What about the other reporters?” Eliot challenged as we headed onto the freeway. “There are a bunch of other television and news reporters. Why wasn’t he afraid they’d get it first?”

      “They only get stories by chasing me around.”

      “Oh, so this is all about you.”

      “Precisely.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “I’m glad you got what you want. You need to follow through and keep me close. Keep your word.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      THE FAMILY RESTAURANT BUZZED WITH activity. The rectangular booth had a few open spaces—likely saved for us because my mother and grandfather sat at the far end of the table—and we headed in that direction.

      “You look better than the last time I saw you,” Derrick noted as he sat next to his fiancée, Devon, who was feeding their baby and looking me over with expectant eyes. She was a Channel 4 reporter, which meant I mostly hated her. I’d grown used to her, however, so I no longer cringed when she tried to talk to me.

      “I saw the coverage,” Devon said as she shifted the baby. “Farrell carried you like an action movie star.”

      Eliot grunted his annoyance.

      “I’m fine,” I assured her as I snagged the specials menu. “Ooh. Prime rib.”

      “Sold.” Eliot slid his arm around my back, anchoring me to his side. “How is being a father?” he asked Derrick. It was obvious he was trying to save me from an uncomfortable conversation, a fruitless endeavor. The way my mother and grandfather were eyeing me indicated discomfort was about to start flying fast and furious.

      “Great,” Derrick replied. “Nothing is better than being a father and fiancé. I thank my lucky stars that Devon came into my life each and every day.”

      “Wow,” I drawled when it became apparent he was done. “Does she put a script together for you so you know which highlights to hit?”

      Devon scowled at me. “I guess your head injury didn’t make you more likable.”

      “If anything, it made me ruder,” I replied. “Watch out.”

      Mom uttered her throat clearing that made my insides want to collapse.

      “Uh-oh,” Eliot muttered.

      “Uh-oh is right.” I was resigned to what was to come. My mother was going to make me wish I had died on Main Street … or at least hit my head hard enough to forget who she was.

      “I want to thank you for the updates, Eliot,” Mom said primly. “They’ve been very informative.”

      I cast a sidelong look toward the man in question. What updates? Had he been in touch with my mother?

      “I was glad to keep you abreast of the situation,” Eliot replied evenly. The tilt of his chin told me something was going on.

      I flicked my eyes to Derrick. “What am I missing?”

      “You don’t know?” Amusement slid over Derrick’s face as he shifted his gaze to Eliot. “You didn’t tell her? Shame, shame, my man.” He made a big show of wagging one finger over the other in the “shame, shame” movement.

      “I might have left a little something out of my retelling of what went down at the hospital when we were waiting for you to come to,” Eliot hedged.

      “Do I even want to know what happened?”

      “Yes,” Derrick replied. He was practically salivating.

      “No,” Eliot countered. “It’s not a big deal. Your mother and I had a difference of opinion about your care.”

      Derrick leaned forward in conspiratorial fashion. “Your mom thought you were in a coma—like on a soap opera—and suggested a doctor specializing in brain transplants.”

      Mom looked scandalized. “I said no such thing!” She jabbed a warning finger in Derrick’s direction. “I said that I wished brain transplants were a real thing because maybe her next brain would make her nicer. That’s vastly different.”

      My mouth fell open. “That’s not better,” I complained. “Not even a little. What the hell?”

      “She was distraught,” Grandpa volunteered. “She was upset about what had happened to you and didn’t know what she was saying. It didn’t help that Eliot kept threatening to have her arrested.”

      “You threatened to have my mother arrested?” I couldn’t decide if this was the best thing I’d ever heard or if I wanted to crawl into bed and nap for the rest of the month.

      “He did,” Mom confirmed on a head bob. “I was trying to involve myself in your care—that’s a mother’s prerogative—but I was cruelly shut down and told I didn’t have a say.”

      “She voted to pull the plug even if you weren’t brain dead,” Derrick said.

      “I did not,” Mom snapped. “I said that you wouldn’t want to live if you weren’t as smart as you are. Lexie said that was prejudiced against differently abled people, but I knew you wouldn’t be able to stand it if you weren’t the smartest one in the room.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t need to pull the plug.”

      “That was a happy development,” Mom agreed.

      I darted my eyes to Eliot. I didn’t have to ask how he’d taken the suggestion. He didn’t have much of a sense of humor when it came to these things. “Eliot—”

      “Don’t.” He lifted his hand to silence me. “It’s fine. There’s a reason I didn’t bring it up. I didn’t think it was necessary.”

      It felt like something other than that, but I smiled.

      Thankfully, the server picked that moment to take our orders. We both chose prime rib and salad bar. I followed Eliot to the other room, determined to get the details about what happened with my mother. He didn’t offer up any of the salacious gossip I was so desperate for, however.

      “Don’t turn it into a thing,” he warned me as I got behind him in line. “It’s not a big deal.”

      It had obviously been a big deal. I had questions. “Did you really threaten to get my mother arrested?”

      “I did have a sheriff with me,” he noted.

      “Yeah, but … Jake wouldn’t have arrested her.”

      “He was as furious as I was.”

      “Because she suggested pulling the plug?” For some reason, I found that amusing. “She thought she was doing the right thing by me.”

      “Maybe so, but we hadn’t even heard an initial report from the doctor at that point,” Eliot argued. “Between her and your grandfather—he wanted to donate your organs to Star Wars fans only—I was at my limit. I wasn’t trying to be difficult, I just needed her to shut up.”

      “Ah, my ultimate goal in life,” I drawled. “How’d that turn out?”

      “She kept talking about putting your heart in someone else and then adopting that person as a daughter—one who wasn’t mean to her. I lost it.”

      I waited. He’d gone this far. He was going to tell me the rest.

      “I told her to shut up,” Eliot explained. “I told her I couldn’t take another word from her.”

      “And?” I prodded.

      “And … and … she kept talking.”

      I knew there had to be more. “Eliot, I’ll die if you don’t tell me. I’ll shrivel up into a ball and just die.”

      He shot me a glare. “I don’t find that funny given recent circumstances.”

      “I’ll be funnier if you tell me.”

      Eliot glanced over his shoulder, as if expecting to find my mother waiting there. I should’ve known something had happened. The fact that my mother hadn’t shown up at our house in the wake of the accident was a giveaway.

      “Your mother kept talking about pulling the plug, and your grandfather kept saying how you wouldn’t want your organs going to Star Trek fans.”

      “Actually, I find Star Trek fans delightful,” I countered. “It’s Dr. Who fans who freak me out.”

      Eliot pretended I hadn’t spoken. “I was upset, so I … um … might have screamed at her to shut her mouth. When she didn’t, I might have had hospital security drag her and your grandfather out and ban them from the building.”

      The clouds parted. The sun came out. The birds started singing.

      “You had my mother hauled away by hospital security?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And my grandfather?”

      “Yes.” He was grim.

      “Awesome!” I dumped French dressing on my salad because it was closest even though it was my least favorite dressing—bleu cheese and ranch were classics for a reason—and scurried back to the family booth. I found my mother and grandfather talking to one another in hushed tones. I stopped directly in front of them.

      “Eliot told you, didn’t he?” Derrick laughed. He had the baby pressed against his chest and was lightly patting the kid’s back.

      “Did you take photos?”

      Derrick slid a glance down the table and then gave an almost imperceptible nod. “I didn’t,” he said in a low voice. “I had to go back to the scene because Jake wanted to stay with you. He messaged when things started going sideways, and he took them when security showed up.”

      Oh, this was the best day ever. “Did they cuff them?”

      “You know that we’re right here, don’t you?” Mom snapped. “It’s rude to talk about us as if we’re not here.”

      “It’s rude to want to pull the plug before someone has been declared brain-dead,” I noted.

      “No cuffs,” Derrick replied. “Grandpa did compare them to the Gestapo, though, and said he was willing to be gassed if it meant you would be saved.”

      That didn’t even make any sense, but I could see it happening. “I think I might be orgasming,” I said.

      “It’s not funny.” Fury had Mom’s forehead creasing. “Your husband had me removed from the hospital as you were fighting for your life. What sort of man does that?”

      “The sort who wanted to make sure I was brain-dead before pulling the plug,” I replied.

      “No, the sort of man who wanted an actual diagnosis before letting his wife go,” Eliot raged as he returned to the table. “She’d been in the hospital exactly one hour, and you were planning her funeral.”

      “She would’ve wanted a good minister,” Mom snapped back. “It’s not my fault they book up early. I was just trying to get ahead of things.”

      “How can you not be angry?” Eliot demanded as he flicked his eyes to me. “Why aren’t you furious?”

      I could see, from his point of view, why he didn’t think this was funny. “This is what they do,” I said. “They can’t help themselves. They jump in to solve problems and let the emotions hit them after the fact. You should be used to that. I’m the same way, for crying out loud.”

      Eliot worked his jaw. “I didn’t want to hear that you were brain-dead,” he blurted.

      “I get that. They weren’t trying to be mean. They were just … being them.”

      “I wanted to hear what the doctor was saying. They wouldn’t shut up.”

      “I was following my granddaughter’s wishes,” Grandpa replied gravely. “She wouldn’t have wanted to live in a vegetative state.”

      “She wasn’t in a vegetative state!” Eliot was close to losing it again.

      “Let’s not poke the bear,” I suggested to Mom and Grandpa as I directed Eliot to our end of the booth. I herded him into the inside spot so I could serve as a buffer.

      “Your husband had me removed from the very hospital you were dying in,” Mom huffed. “How can you be okay with that?”

      “I will gag her if she doesn’t stop,” Eliot growled.

      I patted his leg under the table and nodded to his salad. “Eat.” Turning to my mother, I said, “As for you, stop irritating him. I’m obviously fine. I’m thankful that you wanted to find a Star Wars fan for my organs. I would’ve been fine with a Star Trek fan too.”

      “Good to know.” Grandpa had some sort of sauce on his cheek but didn’t seem to care. “Are you going to give him a talking to here or at home?”

      “Who?” I asked blankly.

      Grandpa tilted his head toward Eliot. “You can’t let behavior like this slide.”

      “People have been letting your behavior slide for decades.”

      “Hey, I was in the right,” Grandpa argued. “You were brain-dead. You didn’t need those organs any longer.”

      “I want that video and those photos,” I said to Derrick in a low voice. “Let’s talk about something else, though.” I turned to my cousin Mario, who had been quiet for the duration of the conversation. “What are you up to?”

      “Still working security at Antique Dolls—which involves dancing occasionally. I’m thinking of getting my nipples pierced,” he said. “Does that hurt?”

      “Over my dead body!” Grandpa snapped.

      Ah, well, you could always count on Mario to effectively change the subject when nobody else could.

      “Your family makes me tired,” Eliot lamented as I leaned in next to him.

      “Me, too. But they are kind of funny.”

      “Says you.”

      “I’m sorry they traumatized you.”

      “You can make it up to me when we get home.”

      “I’m looking forward to that.” And I was.
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      Eliot was in better spirits when we started home. After things had settled with my mother and grandfather—all the jabs thrown between them turning passive-aggressive—he’d allowed himself to relax. He’d even let himself have fun when remembering how Mom screamed that the security guards were perverts who wanted to feel up an old lady as they ushered her out of the hospital.

      As for Mom and Grandpa, their bitterness remained. They’d get over it eventually.

      Once we got home, we fed Rocky and then fell into bed. It had been a busy day, and even though I’d come out victorious for the most part, I needed sleep.

      I woke after ten hours.

      “What are you thinking?” Eliot asked from the spot next to me. He was working on his phone.

      “I was thinking that they’re holding the yearly doctor awards at the banquet center in Warren today.”

      Eliot stilled for several seconds before slowly lowering his phone. “That’s what you were thinking?”

      “Yeah.”

      He flicked his eyes back to his screen. “I thought you were going to give me grief for getting into it with your mother and not sharing the news with you.”

      “I am agitated about that, but I get it. I mean … how you could think I wouldn’t want to see that glorious video is beyond me. If Jake ever decides to give up being a politician, he’ll make an excellent videographer.”

      Jake had caught my mother’s worst angles and my grandfather’s messy hair just right. He’d also caught Eliot’s anguish, and it hurt me just watching it. Eliot had clearly suffered. I didn’t remember that time—other than believing I hadn’t really been knocked out, which in hindsight was utter nonsense—but he’d been cognizant for all of it, and he’d suffered because of it.

      “It’s okay, Eliot,” I assured him. I wasn’t good at making people feel better when emotions were running high. “Don’t freak out. It’s okay.”

      Eliot slipped his arm around my back and tugged until I was pressed tightly against him. “I’m sorry I was such a whiner. I just had a lot on my plate that day, and I couldn’t take your mother and grandfather being … well, your mother and grandfather.”

      I smirked. “They are an acquired taste.”

      “I thought there was nothing they could do to surprise me at this point, but I was wrong. I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you. I should have—I knew that there was no way you wouldn’t eventually find out—but I just wanted some quiet time with you.”

      “It’s fine,” I assured him. “Honestly, I’m thrilled with how things turned out. When Mario attached the projector to Derrick’s phone and played the video for everybody in the restaurant, I thought I was going to climax right there.”

      Eliot chuckled. “You’re nothing if not predictable.”

      “This is true.”

      “Tell me about the doctor awards,” he prodded.

      “They’re pretty much exactly what they sound like. They’re called the Southeastern Michigan Regional Physicians Awards Banquet. It’s for doctors from Macomb, Oakland, Wayne, and St. Clair counties.”

      Eliot trailed his finger up and down the back of my neck. “What happens at this awards banquet?”

      “We usually don’t cover it in person. We send a photographer, and the PR flack for whichever hospital is hosting—this year it happens to be Macomb General Hospital Systems—puts together a write-up that we tweak and bury inside. They’re happy because they get the articles to frame and put on the wall, and we’re happy because it eats up a lot of inside space on weekends.”

      “I understand all of that. From our perspective, how do you think this is helpful?”

      “This year’s lifetime achievement award is going to Cliff Carver. Cliff has been with Macomb General Hospital Systems for decades. He was head of the ER for a time. Now he’s the hospital’s chief executive officer.”

      Eliot’s face remained impassive. “I still don’t know what that means for us.”

      “It means that a bunch of doctors from Macomb General will be there to honor him.”

      Realization dawned on Eliot’s face. “You want to rattle some cages.”

      “I do indeed.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he pressed. “It might paint a target on your back.”

      “Before it’s all said and done, there’s going to be a target on my back regardless. I need to know what we’re dealing with. The banquet is as good a place as any to start.”

      “Does that mean we have until tonight to laze around and do nothing? I’m assuming this is an evening thing.”

      “It’s a lunch thing. We have to be in Warren by noon at the latest. I want to hobnob with the doctors during pre-banquet drinks.”

      “Then we need to get in the shower now,” Eliot said.

      “Or we could go out for a quick breakfast and then come back and get ready. You know, fortify ourselves before the big interviews.”

      “You just want eggs and hash browns.”

      “And sausage.”

      He smacked a loud kiss against the corner of my mouth. “You’re going to owe me for ruining my Saturday.”

      “That’s a debt I will gladly pay.”

      

      I WASN’T BIG ON DRESSING UP, BUT I’D stick out far too much if I didn’t put in minimal effort for the banquet. I chose black dress pants with a stretchy waist and a passable black blouse.

      “You look like you’re going to a funeral,” Eliot complained as we left his truck in the parking lot of the banquet center and started toward the main door.

      “You look hot in your suit,” I said, grinning when he arched an eyebrow. “Like … really hot.”

      “Thank you. That could be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “Can we pretend you’re my bodyguard and I’ll order you around to prove I’m large and in charge?”

      His smile disappeared, but there was still a twinkle in his eyes. “That’s less nice.”

      “I just think it would be better if I didn’t introduce you as my husband.”

      I thought maybe he would protest, but he nodded. “If you want to tell people I’m your bodyguard, I’m fine with that.”

      I couldn’t contain my surprise. “Why are you suddenly fine with it?”

      “It will add to your cache if people think you have a bodyguard. Right now, whoever did this believes they hurt you enough to put you out for a bit. I’m betting they don’t realize you’re working on the story. After today, you won’t be able to hide that fact. You’ll officially be on this killer’s radar … and I want you as insulated as possible.”

      

      THE BANQUET CENTER WAS crowded. I’d interacted with my fair share of doctors over the years, and most of them fell into two categories. There were the earnest physicians who legitimately wanted to help people and make a difference in the world. And there were the egomaniacs who considered themselves godlike. Cliff Carver, the hospital’s chief executive officer, fell into the latter category.

      Carver had put me on his crap list after I published a series on the overwhelming number of post-surgery infections his hospital racked up. The state penalized the hospital with a hefty fine. Twice a year, Carver and his public relations person demanded a meeting with Fish and the publisher to whine that the hospital wasn’t getting enough good press.

      “Ms. Shaw.” He beamed when he saw me standing next to the hors d’oeuvres table scarfing down stuffed mushrooms. “This is a pleasant surprise. I didn’t realize The Monitor was covering the event in person this year.” He jutted out his hand for me to shake. He was only excited because he thought his whining had finally forced Fish to send a reporter of my caliber to cover him.

      “I have a new appreciation for doctors after my stay in your facility,” I lied. “I volunteered.”

      I caught Eliot staring out of the corner of my eye.

      Cliff bobbed his head. “I heard you were injured. I saw the fabulous photo on the front page of The Monitor. Sheriff Farrell really should be using that in all his reelection literature.”

      It took everything I had not to scowl. “Yes, well, we’re negotiating on that.” It was another lie, but Cliff didn’t need to know that. “I will say that my stay at your facility was mostly comfortable.”

      Cliff arched an eyebrow. “Mostly?”

      “Well, I slept most of the time I was there.”

      “You had Dr. Rhodes, correct?” Cliff’s smile was indulgent, but I could already sense an air of boredom.

      “I believe Dr. Benton was my primary doctor, but he and Dr. Rhodes sort of switched off in the morning. Dr. Benton is the one who told me I ‘probably’ didn’t have a brain bleed. That kind of threw me.”

      I heard Eliot growl behind me but didn’t look over my shoulder.

      Cliff threw back his head and laughed. “His bedside manner is lacking. I apologize. He’s a terrific doctor, but he can’t read a room in a social situation to save his life.”

      “I think he may be on the spectrum.”

      “I don’t like to speculate about that, but I wouldn’t say you’re wrong.”

      Now was my opening. I barreled forward without taking a breath. “I was so sorry to hear about Alice Wendell when I woke the next morning. What a tragedy that was, especially when she seemed to be coming along the night before.”

      I watched Cliff closely for his response. His body language didn’t change—shoulders remained rigid and back remained straight—but there was a flash of something dark in his eyes. I’d hit on something. Now I had to figure out exactly what.

      “I’m not familiar with that name,” Cliff said.

      “Oh, come on,” I countered. “The woman who was hit by the hospital’s car the day I was injured.” I threw it out there nonchalantly. It wasn’t that I thought Cliff was guilty. He was the sort of guy who wouldn’t do his own dirty work. He would, however, demand answers of his staff back at the hospital. Word would spread fast.

      Cliff slowly nodded his head. “I know who you’re talking about. I don’t think I ever heard her name.”

      “She died in your hospital.”

      “What did you say about the car?” Cliff pressed.

      “The car that hit Alice was from your fleet. The license plate had been switched out, but VINs are easy to check.”

      Eliot had circled behind Cliff. He shot me a dubious look over the doctor’s shoulder.

      “Did the sheriff tell you that?” Cliff asked. It was impossible not to notice the way he clenched his left hand.

      “A few things have come out since the incident,” I noted. “For example, did you know that Alice had sued almost forty people over the course of her life?”

      Cliff seemed taken aback. “I guess I didn’t know that.”

      “Some people like to fish for a hobby. Some like needlepoint. I enjoy video games. Alice, however, got her jollies suing people … and for the most random things. For example, she once tried to sue a neighbor for painting her door red because nobody else in the neighborhood had a red door. Alice thought it threw off the vibe.”

      Cliff blinked. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “She was in court suing a guy for standing her up right before she was hit. There’s video of what happened downtown. I guess they’re working on it right now to clean it up.”

      I’d started babbling, but there was no stopping. The goal was to make Cliff uncomfortable. I wanted him to share that discomfort with people in his hospital. I wanted word—and paranoia—to spread.

      “There’s video of the incident?” Cliff’s forehead creased. “That’s good, I guess. I’m confused about the car, though. How do you know it was registered to the hospital?”

      He was trying to ascertain if I was fishing. “We ran the VIN,” I repeated calmly. “You can’t change the VIN, and there’s a paper trail on each one. It makes abandoning a car and trying to cover your tracks pretty difficult.”

      Cliff gaped as he added up all the information in his head. “Well, that’s a lot to think about.”

      “You probably have a lot on your mind,” I said, “what with the increase in strange deaths and all. Will Alice’s death be filed along with the others—you know, the critical but stable deaths that seem to be creeping up over average—or will she be kept separately?”

      Now there was no denying that I’d hit a nerve. Cliff huffed, and his eyes became slits of hate.

      “Your reputation is well earned, Ms. Shaw,” he said. “I understand that you’re digging here—and bravo, you have collected a ton of very weird information—but you’re not going to ruin my day. This is my award. I hope the best for you when it comes to getting the information you’re looking for. I can’t help you.”

      “Okay, then.” I offered him a hearty clap on the shoulder. “Congratulations on your award.” I didn’t say anything to Eliot until we were on the other side of the room. “He knows about the car.”

      Eliot agreed. “He was surprised, but not because he was just finding out that the car had been taken and used to kill Alice. He was surprised you knew.”

      “Which suggests that Jake promised him the information wouldn’t be made public, at least not right now.”

      “You know he’s going to contact Jake.”

      “Yes, and Jake will know that I’m a lot further along than he envisioned.”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He didn’t like you knowing about the increase in deaths either,” Eliot noted. “You shook him pretty bad.”

      “He’s going to make sure that everybody knows the information is out there. That’s going to force someone to panic.”

      “And then?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What if whoever it is comes for you?”

      “I guess it’s good I have a bodyguard.”

      Eliot shook his head. “Do you want to keep rattling cages?”

      “For a little bit. I wouldn’t mind escaping before the big program, though.”

      “Ah, so that’s the real reason you wanted to show up early.”

      “You know me so well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          

        

    

    







            TWENTY-ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We plopped ourselves in Eliot’s truck to discuss our options. We’d gotten absolutely nowhere when a text came across my phone screen.

      I have a body you might be interested in.

      It was from a number I didn’t have assigned to a contact in my phone. I held up the screen for Eliot.

      “Is that your buddy the funeral director?” he asked, his eyebrows moving toward one another.

      “I’m pretty sure,” I replied.

      “I guess we’re going over there.” Eliot didn’t look thrilled at the idea.

      It took us thirty minutes to make it through traffic, and when we walked through the door of the funeral parlor, the woman at the front desk motioned us to take the back hallway.

      “We have a remembrance this morning,” she said in a low voice. “Graham is waiting for you in the lab.”

      Eliot immediately balked. “The lab?”

      “It’s where he makes his Frankensteins,” I teased, giving Eliot’s arm a tug and dragging him into the hallway. “Come on.”

      “I’m not going down there.” Eliot actually dug his heels in like a cartoon character. “It’s not happening.”

      I left him to sulk in the hallway and continued into what Graham affectionately called “the lab.” I knew it as the embalming room.

      “Graham,” I said as I entered the room. I did my best not to stare at the naked body on the table.

      “Avery.” Graham’s smile was broad. He had a mask looped around his ears, but it was hugging his chin rather than his mouth. “I’m taking a break.”

      “From embalming this guy?” I gestured to the dead man. There were pockets of discoloration all over the body. The guy looked to be roughly forty.

      Graham glanced behind me, to the empty doorway. “No bodyguard today?” He seemed excited at the prospect.

      “Eliot’s here, but he’s hiding in the hallway because he doesn’t want to see the body.”

      “I’m not hiding!” Eliot called out.

      “Who is this guy?” I asked Graham.

      “Unknown.” Graham held a tube in his hand. I knew what the tube did but refused to dwell on it. “I know who dropped him off and asked me to embalm him before putting him in the cooler and waiting for further instructions.”

      He had my full attention. This was a business. Graham wouldn’t have wasted time embalming someone if he didn’t know payment was forthcoming. “Who?” I demanded.

      “This is off the record,” Graham warned, his eyes going to a spot behind me at the sound of footsteps. “Are you okay?”

      When I looked over my shoulder, I found Eliot taking in the scene. He was two shades paler than normal and looked as if he would rather be anyplace other than where we were. “Sit down,” I ordered, pointing to a folding chair next to the far wall. “Put your head between your legs.”

      Eliot murdered me with a single glare. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      I arched a dubious eyebrow. “Pal, I could take you down in two seconds given how weak you look right now.”

      “You do look a little green,” Graham noted.

      Eliot glared at him. “I can’t deal with the two of you right now,” he whined.

      “Then sit in the chair and close your eyes,” I insisted. Eliot flopped into the chair and closed his eyes.

      I turned back to Graham. “I won’t burn you,” I assured him. “You called me here for a reason. I’m dying—pun intended—to know what that reason is.”

      Graham swallowed hard, then nodded. “Right now, this is a John Doe,” he explained. “Last night, shortly before we were due to leave for the evening, a morgue van arrived. There was a sheriff’s department marked cruiser with it.”

      If he didn’t have my attention before, he had it now. “I am just dying to hear how this plays out,” I admitted.

      Graham snorted. “It doesn’t turn into an episode of Dateline or anything. Although, maybe it could turn into an episode at some point.” He shook his head. “A sheriff’s investigator you know quite well was in the car.”

      “Derrick,” I surmised. When Jake wanted to keep something quiet, he went to Derrick. “What did he tell you?”

      “You’ll make sure there’s no way this information is tracked back to me?” Graham pressed.

      I wasn’t actually positive I could promise that, but I nodded. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Okay.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I got a call that the sheriff’s department had a special job for me. They wanted me to embalm the body and keep it in the freezer.”

      “Why?” I demanded.

      “I have no idea. I agreed because I trust the sheriff’s department. When they dropped off the body, I had a few questions obviously.”

      “Obviously,” I echoed.

      “Derrick said they found the body on the other side of Gratiot near one of the neighborhood parks,” Graham said. “Nobody called it in. Patrol officers spotted the body when they were passing.”

      “When?” I asked, already bracing for the answer.

      “The day before yesterday. They took him to the morgue. The death certificate reads ‘pending.’ They’re waiting for toxicology results.”

      “I don’t understand why we care about this,” Eliot interjected. “It’s just a dead guy.”

      “He’s more than just a dead guy.” Graham moved to the body. “Look here.” He turned the corpse so I could see the man’s backside. On the left third of the body there was a deep discoloration … and some sort of weird effect I couldn’t quite wrap my head around.

      “Is that…?” I trailed off.

      “A burn mark. This man was burned on his left side.”

      I pictured the accident scene, putting myself in the driver’s seat of the car. “That burn mark would be on the correct side,” I noted.

      “For what?” Eliot demanded. “Also, that is gross, dude. You’re playing with a corpse. You should be arrested for that.”

      I smirked at his discomfort. When I turned back to Graham, he was grinning too. “Can you tell how he died?”

      “I cannot,” Graham said.

      “Did the sheriff’s department give you an ID? I know you said they termed him a John Doe, but they might have a hunch.”

      “If they have a hunch, they’re not telling me,” Graham replied. “Derrick seemed especially leery about this.”

      “Could the burn have killed him?”

      Graham shook his head. “Not very likely.”

      “What about broken bones?”

      “I can’t find any. He’s bruised in several places, but no broken bones that I can detect.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “So you don’t think the sheriff’s department knows him.”

      “I do not. They want him kept on ice, away from the morgue, until they tell me otherwise. I don’t understand why they don’t want to keep him in the morgue.”

      I flicked my eyes back to Eliot.

      “It’s because of you,” Eliot surmised. He still looked a little green. “Jake has had this guy for days.”

      “I’m guessing this guy was found in that park the day after the explosion,” I said. “I would’ve still been in the hospital. Jake probably knew what he had right away and took him to the morgue because he wasn’t worried about me digging. He thought I’d be on seven days of bed rest.”

      Eliot growled. “That’s why he was freaking out. He wanted you on bed rest because he knew this story was going to break big.”

      “He wanted time,” I agreed. “When he found out I was back on the job, he panicked. He didn’t want this guy at the morgue because he knew I would eventually make my way there. He thought he was getting ahead of me.”

      “I don’t understand why Sheriff Farrell is so determined to keep you out of this investigation,” Graham said. “I thought you were friendly.”

      “That’s why Jake wants her out,” Eliot replied. “He was upset that she was injured. He wanted her to take it easy. He’s doing this because he cares about her.”

      “I can see that.” Graham beamed at me, which was disconcerting.

      I turned my back on the body and started pacing. “How can we figure out his identity?” I asked Eliot. “He obviously drove the car that hit Alice.”

      “It makes sense,” Eliot agreed. “He thought he would get away in the confusion. Nobody planned for the car to explode. After the initial collision, he fled the car. I’ve looked at the footage a hundred times but can’t make out anything about the driver. One second, he’s there. Then he’s gone.”

      “If I were the driver, I’d flee across Gratiot,” I said. “Nobody on the other side of the highway asks questions.”

      Eliot nodded. “He was probably planning on laying low over there.”

      I shook my head. “He called someone to pick him up.” I was finally starting to understand what we were dealing with. “I don’t suppose you found a needle mark?” I asked Graham.

      “How did you know?” Graham asked. He turned the man’s head and pointed to a spot on his neck.

      “That’s a needle mark. I can’t tell you what was injected into him. At first, I assumed he was a drug abuser given the area they found him in. But nothing else about him suggests he used drugs.”

      “No, he was just a killer for hire.” I planted my hands on my hips.

      “Not a professional one,” Eliot said. “If his killer stripped him of his wallet and dumped him in a park, there had to be a reason.”

      “I bet whatever killed him—and the medical examiner has already made that determination, he’s just not sharing with anybody outside the inner circle—is something an individual at the hospital would have access to.”

      “It makes a weird kind of sense,” Eliot said. “Someone at that hospital is madly scrambling to cover their tracks, Avery.”

      “We need to identify this guy,” I said. “Any ideas how?”

      “You can pull all the missing person reports from the area over the past few days. The sheriff’s department is trying to keep this guy’s identity from us, but we have a face to go with any reports.”

      “All the departments put their missing person reports up on their websites now.”

      I thanked Graham profusely, promised I’d be back to thank him again, then walked out with Eliot. We headed straight for the office in his pawnshop.

      “Let’s see what we’ve got,” he muttered as he navigated between websites.

      The St. Clair County Sheriff’s Department was a bust. So was the Lapeer County Sheriff’s Department. Wayne County had so many missing people it took twenty minutes to comb through them all. That turned out to be a dead end too. Macomb County had three people listed. Our guy wasn’t one of them. I was about to suggest that Jake had squashed the missing person’s report when Eliot hit paydirt on Oakland’s site.

      “That’s him,” I said, leaning closer to the computer screen. “That’s totally him.”

      Eliot started reading the information. “Greg Fitzgerald. Thirty-eight. Says he does odd jobs.”

      “Meaning he’s unemployed,” I added.

      “He was reported missing by his sister,” Eliot continued. “He hasn’t been seen by her in almost a week.”

      “He hasn’t been missing a whole week,” I argued.

      “No, but she might not know that,” Eliot pointed out.

      Eliot switched to another internet window. “Anything?” I asked after several seconds.

      “I have an address in Royal Oak. We can head over there.”

      “Let’s do that.” I was too wound up to back down now.

      “Or, since it’s Saturday, we could put it off until Monday.” Eliot looked hopeful.

      “We could end this today,” I pointed out. “All we need is one clue to tie him to a doctor at the hospital.”

      “Fine, but only because I want this finished as much as you do.”

      There was no way he wanted this done as much as me, but I didn’t argue. “We’re finally getting somewhere.” I had to stop myself from doing a little dance. “This is going to be huge.”

      “We still need to be careful.”

      “Nobody expects us to know Greg Fitzgerald. We’re good right now.”

      “I want to keep it that way.”

      I took his outstretched hand as he stood. “We’re about to knock it out of the park, Eliot. It’s going to be glorious.”
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      Greg’s house was in a quiet suburban area on Royal Oak Street. Eliot parked across the street from the driveway and glanced around. Several neighbors were working in their yards.

      “How do you want to handle this?” he asked.

      “First, I’m going to knock on the door. Then, when nobody answers, I’m going to peek through the windows. After that, the neighbors should come to me because they’ll be curious about what I’m doing.”

      “At least you have a plan,” he said dryly.

      “I do indeed.”

      “Your plan includes being a Peeping Tom.”

      “I’ve done far worse.”

      “Why am I not comforted by that?”

      I knocked on the door. There was no response. When I moved to the picture window. I shaded my eyes to look through. I saw a nondescript living room—a couch, easy chair, a big-screen television—and a glimpse into a bland kitchen beyond the living room.

      “What do you think?” Eliot asked.

      “No movement inside.”

      The neighbor to the right was pruning a bush that faced Fitzgerald’s house. She wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that she was watching us.

      “Let’s see what she has to say.” I started down the porch stairs, Eliot following. I was all smiles as I approached the woman. “Hi. Do you know Greg Fitzgerald?”

      “Who are you?” the woman demanded.

      I dug in my pocket and came back with a business card to hand over.

      She read it, tilting her hat-covered head, and when she looked up, there was a gleam in her eyes that had me adjusting my approach. This woman wanted to talk. She was excited that I was here.

      “Do you know your neighbor well?” I asked.

      The woman hesitated, then shook her head. “I know his ex-wife well.”

      Now we were definitely getting somewhere. “What’s your name?”

      “Nicole Clifton. I’ve lived in this house for thirty years.”

      “Which means you know the neighborhood well,” I surmised. “What can you tell me about Greg Fitzgerald?”

      “Is this on the record?” Nicole eyed my reporter’s notebook.

      “Do you want it to be on the record?”

      “I don’t want my name in the paper,” Nicole replied. “I do, however, want Greg to get what’s coming to him.”

      I couldn’t very well tell her that Greg had already gotten what was coming to him. “Something tells me you’re going to get your wish.”

      “Awesome.” Nicole broke out into a wide grin. “What do you want to know?”

      “Let’s start with the basics. When did he move here?”

      “It was seven years ago,” Nicole replied. She rested the pruning shears against the fence. “Before Greg, Clara, and Kasey moved in, an older woman owned the house. Margaret Silver. She lived there alone—her husband died years before she started struggling with her health. It was when she died. Her house spent six months going through probate before a new family moved in. We were glad because Margaret’s house needed some work.”

      “Tell me about the family,” I prodded.

      “They seemed nice. Clara was outgoing. She wanted to meet all the neighbors. And Kasey was a little doll. Greg was more of an introvert, but he wasn’t unfriendly. People liked him. The men talked about fertilizer for the yard with him and starting a Neighborhood Watch.”

      “Is this neighborhood dangerous?”

      “No. That’s just what men talk about in the suburbs.”

      I glanced at Eliot.

      “I’m not a typical man,” he volunteered. “Besides, I’m already your one-man Neighborhood Watch.”

      “Given the way you talk about Greg now, I’m willing to bet that something happened to change your opinion of him,” I said to Nicole.

      She nodded grimly. “It started small. I’m part of a walking group. We go out at six o’clock every night to walk a specific route in the subdivision for exercise and gossip. Five nights a week.

      “Clara joined us about half the time,” she continued. “She was always friendly and told funny stories about Kasey. She never spoke badly about Greg. After a bit, I realized she never spoke about Greg at all.”

      Realization dawned on me. “They were having marital problems even back then.”

      “I think so. She and Greg fought, but then they made up. I saw them together after a few fights. They were practically mounting each other in the front yard. Every couple squabbles, but the first sign that things weren’t going to be okay was during one of the walks that she missed. We thought she was coming with us, but she was a no-show. As we were returning from our loop, we heard yelling inside the house.”

      I nodded as a picture began to take shape. “Was Greg abusive?”

      “Not that we ever saw,” Nicole replied. “The men in the neighborhood would’ve put an end to that if they saw anything. They argued a lot in the picture window so everybody could see.”

      “Were they putting on a show?” Eliot asked.

      “I don’t think so. They fought a lot, and the fights seemed to get more intense.”

      “Where was Kasey during all of this?” I asked.

      Now Nicole looked sad. “In her bedroom, I suppose. Kasey was never present when they were arguing. She was in the house, but she wasn’t part of the fighting.

      “Clara stopped going on walks with us suddenly. This was about two years ago. Then, out of the blue, I saw a moving truck in front of the house one day. I went to talk to her. She apologized for dropping out of the walks but said she had to make some plans for her and Kasey.”

      A feeling of dread flitted through my stomach. “Did Greg know Clara was leaving?”

      “He did not. He melted down when he got home from work that day.”

      “What sort of work did he do?”

      “Back then he worked in a garage,” Nicole replied. “One of those quick lube places.

      “Clara said she couldn’t live with him any longer because he was paranoid and always assumed that she was flirting with people at the hospital,” Nicole explained.

      I froze in place. “Nicole works at a hospital?”

      “Macomb General Hospital,” Nicole confirmed. “She moved over to Macomb County to be closer to the hospital. I hear she’s dating a doctor now. I wish she had stayed, and Greg had left but what are you going to do?”

      I didn’t risk darting a look at Eliot because I feared Nicole would grow suspicious if she picked up on my excitement. “What happened to Greg after that?” I asked.

      “He was pretty upset,” Nicole said. “At first, some of the guys tried to talk to him. They suggested he figure out what it would take to get Clara back, but he didn’t want to hear it. He kept saying it was her fault, that she’d always secretly wanted a doctor but had settled for him.”

      “Do you think that’s true?” I asked.

      She shrugged and held out her glove-covered hands. “Clara’s a sweet woman, but she kept secrets. Given the way Greg started losing his head after she left, I understand why.”

      “What secrets?”

      Nicole smirked. “If you’re looking for dirt, you’re going to be happy.”

      “I’m always looking for dirt.”

      “Greg spent the first two weeks after Clara left drinking. He carried a twelve-pack of beer out to the driveway every night and sat in a lawn chair just sucking down all that alcohol. I sent my husband Tony over to speak to him a few times, but Tony refused to go again after one visit.”

      “Was Greg mean to him?”

      “No, Greg was making plans to get Clara back. Tony was alarmed.”

      I rested my hands on top of the fence and rocked back and forth. “Did Greg threaten to hurt Clara?”

      “Yes, but not in the way you think,” Nicole assured me. “It was more that he wanted her to realize she’d made a mistake and beg him to return. That’s what all of his revenge scenarios involved. Her losing her job and realizing he was a catch. He was obsessed with embarrassing her publicly.”

      “You said this started two years ago. Where do things stand now?”

      “Greg managed to keep his job for a grand total of six months after Clara left him,” Nicole explained. “The drinking did him in. He kept skipping shifts and oversleeping.”

      “I’m guessing his mood worsened after that,” Eliot surmised.

      “It wasn’t pretty.” Nicole made a face. “Greg stopped mowing his lawn. We had to complain to the homeowners’ association. There were critters running around. He melted down about that. He drank in the driveway when it was warm. When it wasn’t, he drank in front of the picture window and stared out for hours on end. He was coming across as deranged.”

      “Then what?”

      “Nothing,” Nicole replied. “About three months ago, he snapped out of it. He started mowing his lawn. He whistled while he worked. My understanding is that he started getting day gigs at garages to work his way back into being considered a reliable employee again. It was as if he was suddenly better.”

      “What happened three months ago?” Eliot asked.

      “I have no idea. I thought maybe Clara had agreed to give him another shot, but she didn’t come around with Kasey. None of us have seen her since the day she left.”

      “What about Kasey?” I asked. “Has she spent time with her father?”

      “No.” Nicole’s smile disappeared. “We haven’t seen Kasey. If he sees her, he doesn’t see her here.”

      “Is it possible Clara did something to prevent Greg from seeing his daughter?” Eliot asked.

      “I don’t know what Clara did, but I can see her trying to keep Kasey from Greg,” Nicole conceded. “She seemed like a nice woman, but that day she was packing to leave, there was a fierceness about her.

      “She said she had the better job, but Greg wanted her to quit because he was obsessed with the idea that she would end up cheating on him with a doctor,” she continued. “Clara said she did her best to dissuade him, but eventually she gave up.”

      “Was Clara seeing a doctor?” I asked.

      “Not to my knowledge. But it has been two years since they separated. I have no idea if the divorce has been finalized."

      We listened to Nicole’s stories for a few more minutes before leaving her to continue her yard work.

      “What do you think?” Eliot asked when we were back inside his truck. “The hospital can’t be a coincidence.”

      “I don’t see how,” I replied. “There are thirty hospitals in Detroit and the outlying communities. The fact that everything is tying back to this particular hospital can’t be a coincidence.

      “I think Greg kept showing up at that hospital to see Clara—whether she wanted him to or not—and someone recognized him as a desperate man,” I continued. “He didn’t have a regular job and needed money. Perhaps he was desperate enough to kill someone for money.”

      “And whoever hired him got access to a company vehicle for him,” Eliot said. “The vehicle was not supposed to be sacrificed in the attempt on Alice Wendell. Once that part went wrong, whoever hired Greg knew they had to eliminate a loose end.”

      “Greg probably called right after the accident,” I said. “He was injured. He needed medical help. The person who hired him probably told him to sit tight. Then they met on the other side of Gratiot. Our killer pretended to treat Greg but killed him instead and left him in the park.”

      “But not before taking his identification and phone,” Eliot said.

      “Right.” I bobbed my head. “I’m betting it was a burner phone.”

      “If I were arranging and paying for this, I’d insist on it. A burner phone bought weeks ago with cash. Safest way to go.”

      “And if the individual was careful, there’s no way to trace what happened back to him. Without cameras in the parking garage or anyone to testify, it’s a clean crime.”

      “Except for Alice Wendell,” Eliot argued. “If you’re right, she was killed in the hospital. There will have to be a toxicology report.”

      “Those take weeks,” I complained. “Sometimes as long as two months depending on how backed up the lab is.”

      “So what do we do?” Eliot asked.

      I could only think of one thing. “I’m going to call Janine when we get back to Macomb. If I can convince her to tell me when Clara is working, she should be our next stop.”

      “Are you sure? You’ve already had a full day. Nobody would blame you for taking a break.”

      “It can’t hurt to at least get the schedule,” I said.

      “Okay. I just don’t want you getting tired. Promise me.”

      “I promise.” I was feeling pretty energized. “We’ve got this,” I assured him. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about this. Things are coming together.”
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      Janine didn’t pick up her phone, so we stopped by the hospital. She clocked us the second we walked through the emergency room doors and pinned me with a dark glare.

      “Seriously? You’re going to get me in trouble.”

      “I have no intention of staying,” I promised her. “I just have a question.”

      “And what question would that be?” Her irritation was palpable.

      “Clara Fitzgerald.”

      “What about her?”

      “Is she working today?”

      Exasperation exploded from Janine as she planted her hands on her hips. “How should I know?”

      “You’re working. I figured you’d know who’s working with you.”

      “Oh, you’re cute.” Her tone told me she didn’t think I was cute in the slightest. “I like how you think we have so few employees we know everybody on shift.”

      “Clara Fitzgerald.” I prodded. “Is she working?”

      “Why do you care?” She was suddenly suspicious.

      “Do you know her?” I was hopeful.

      “She’s a nice woman. She’s a single mom. Rumor has it she’s dating one of the doctors.”

      “Which one?”

      I must have been too eager because Janine narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on?” When I didn’t answer, she turned to Eliot. “I’m not answering any questions until I know what’s going on.”

      “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say that Clara’s husband is involved in what happened on Main Street the other day. We’re trying to figure out how.” I didn’t mention that Greg was dead.

      “You think he was involved in killing Alice Wendell?” Janine’s forehead creased. “Why?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” I replied. “Who is Clara Fitzgerald seeing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Come on.”

      “I don’t,” Janine insisted. “I just heard she was seeing a doctor on the fourth floor.”

      “So, Rhodes or Benton,” I surmised. When Janine looked surprised, I smirked. “I told you I’m a genius.”

      “That’s the floor Alice was on,” Eliot volunteered. “Rhodes and Benton were her doctors.”

      “There’s also a third doctor on that floor,” Janine explained. “Thaddeus Rowley.”

      I frowned. “He goes by the name Thaddeus?”

      “Yup. He’s a stickler about it. If you call him Tad, he melts down.”

      “Tad is a stupid name,” I muttered.

      Janine snorted. “That’s right. You and Tad Ludington have a thing.”

      “Let’s move on, shall we?”

      “Sure.” Janine bobbed her head. “What do you think Clara can do for you? I need to know before I help you. I need to know that you’re not going to try to turn this around on her.”

      “If she’s involved, she doesn’t realize it,” I replied. “I think her being involved with a doctor is interesting—and I would love to know which one—but I don’t think she’s the culprit.”

      “But you think her ex-husband is,” Janine surmised.

      “He’s likely involved.” It was a risk, but I had to meet her halfway. “It makes the most sense.”

      Janine narrowed her eyes, then held up a finger. “I’ll check the schedule. I’m not giving you personal information, though.” With that, she whirled on her heel and took off down the hallway.

      “She’s fun,” Eliot said. “How close were you in high school?”

      “Not that close. I stuck with Derrick and Jake. I didn’t see the need to get to know those people. I didn’t plan on staying. The town couldn’t give me what I wanted.”

      “Which was a vibrant crime beat to cover,” Eliot surmised.

      I hesitated, then nodded. “I like the crime stuff. It’s made me a bit jaded, but I think I was always jaded. I also like the political stuff. It gets tedious at times, but there’s nothing better than watching politicians turn on one another.”

      “Just no puff pieces.”

      “Puff pieces have their place,” I replied. “I just don’t want to do them.”

      When Janine returned, she seemed harried. “Clara isn’t on again until Monday,” she replied. “If you want to talk to her, come in the morning. As for who she’s dating, I’m not sure. I asked two people, but they didn’t know. I’ll keep at it and try to come up with a name for you.”

      “That works.” I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “Thanks for that. You can text me when you know.”

      Janine didn’t look any more thrilled than I felt. “You’re going to take down a doctor, aren’t you? One of the doctors here is involved.”

      “I don’t know that it’s a doctor,” I countered. “It could be someone in administration.”

      “They’re all doctors.”

      “Look, someone in this hospital wanted Alice Wendell dead. I need to figure out why.”

      “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

      “Why are you helping?” I asked.

      “Because I believe in justice,” she replied simply. “I didn’t know Alice Wendell. From what I’ve heard, she had problems. But she didn’t deserve to die.”

      “Thanks for your help, Janine.”

      “Wait to see what I come up with. You might change your mind.”

      

      IT WAS SATURDAY, and the weather was nice, so we hit the pool. Now that the ducks had taken off—apparently, once their eggs hatched and the ducklings were capable of moving, they were no longer interested in our pool.

      Eliot and I picked separate floats, each grabbed a book, and played footsies as we crossed paths floating around the pool. It was absolute bliss, and I settled in with a romantic comedy that I didn’t have to think too hard about, prepared to while away the afternoon.

      That, of course, is when my grandfather showed up.

      “Are you dressed?” He stood on the elevated patio, one hand over his eyes, peeking between two fingers.

      “Why are you peeking if you think we’re naked?” I demanded. “That is so gross.”

      “It’s not as if I want to see you,” Grandpa replied. “I just didn’t want to trip. I’m old. I have brittle bones.”

      “You’re only old when you want something,” I countered. “We’re dressed, so you don’t need to cover your eyes.”

      “That’s good for me but sad for you.” Grandpa made a face as he approached us. “You’re young. You should be naked in your own pool. Who raised you to be such a prude?”

      “Perhaps we were just worried you’d show up,” I said.

      “Why would I show up?”

      “I don’t know. Why did you show up?”

      “I’m here to have a conversation with that one.” He extended a finger toward Eliot, whose expression was blank behind his sunglasses.

      “If you’re here to yell at Eliot because he got you kicked out of the hospital, I don’t have any sympathy for you. I can just imagine how you acted.”

      “We knew to give your heart to a Hand fan.”

      “Han!” Eliot snapped. “You were going to give it to a Han Solo fan. Nobody mentioned anything about a Hand.”

      I shot him a warning look—if my grandfather started ranting now, he might never stop—and placed my book on the pavement to make sure it didn’t get wet before rolling off my float. “Tell me why you’re here,” I ordered my grandfather. “We’re trying to spend a quiet day together, and you’re ruining it.”

      “A quiet day together?” It was apparently a foreign concept.

      “Why not?” I asked. “Isn’t that what married people do?”

      “Not in our family.” Grandpa flopped down on one of the chairs in the shade of a large maple tree. “Your mother is upset.”

      I should’ve seen this coming. “She sent you?”

      “Nobody sends me anywhere. I go where I want.”

      “So apparently, you wanted to come here this afternoon. You still haven’t explained what you’re after.”

      “Well, your mother—”

      “The joy vacuum,” I drawled.

      Grandpa pretended I hadn’t spoken. “Your mother would like a formal apology—in writing—from Eliot before we can move forward from this little incident.”

      I darted my eyes to Eliot, who was focused on his book. That was an act, of course, but there was no way he would break character. “Okay.” I dragged out the two syllables. “Why does my mother feel she’s owed an apology?”

      “Because her only child was dying, and he threw her out of the hospital.”

      “I wasn’t dying.”

      “We already had all your organs designated for Hand fans.”

      “Han!” Eliot screeched. “Han!”

      “Stop baiting Eliot,” I warned Grandpa. “You’re doing it on purpose now.”

      “He threw me out of the hospital.”

      “Did you consider that he was upset?” I asked. I waded over to the side of the pool nearest him. “It’s not his fault that he doesn’t deal with stress the same way we do.”

      “We deal with it the appropriate way,” Grandpa argued. “Organ donation is one of the most selfless things you can do. We knew you’d want to save as many Hand fans as possible.”

      “That did it.” Eliot threw his book onto the cement on the opposite side of the pool and flopped out of his float, making a huge splash as he started for Grandpa.

      I held out my arm to stop him. “This is the reaction he wants,” I warned. “If you go after him, he wins.”

      “He won’t think that for long.” Eliot was determined to dodge around me.

      “Geez, you’re acting as if you were born to this family,” I complained as I gave up and let Eliot stalk toward my grandfather. “You’re being a big baby.”

      Eliot stilled when he reached the edge of the pool and turned to me. “That’s a horrible thing to say to the husband who enjoys doting on you.”

      “Maybe so,” I acknowledged, “but it’s the truth. Grandpa came here to push your buttons because Mom has been pushing his.” I turned a knowing look toward my grandfather. “Isn’t that right?”

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to answer that question,” Grandpa replied.

      That was hardly surprising. “What does she want to make this problem go away?” I asked.

      “She wants to be added to your medical power of attorney, so she has the right to make decisions with Eliot.”

      “Done,” I said.

      “What?” Eliot looked furious. “You can’t do that. I’m not sharing a vote with her when it comes to stuff like this.”

      I couldn’t very well tell him I was lying to get Grandpa to go away. “It’s fine,” I assured him. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I am worried about it,” Eliot shot back. “I can’t go through that again. I don’t want to have to take your mother to court because she wants to donate your organs before you’re brain-dead.”

      “The hospital wouldn’t let her do that, no matter how determined she was.”

      “I don’t care.” Eliot was firm. “It’s not happening. Period. We’re each other’s medical powers of attorney for a reason.”

      I stared at him, unsure how to proceed. Grandpa broke the uncomfortable silence. “Don’t be a ninny,” Grandpa snapped. “Avery isn’t really going to give her mother power of attorney. That was never part of the deal.”

      “She just said she was fine with it!”

      “She didn’t mean it,” Grandpa countered. “Come on. You know Avery. She was never going to change anything. She was just going to let her mother think she was. Get with the program.”

      Eliot opened his mouth to argue further, then snapped it shut. When his eyes drifted to me, he was sheepish. “I’m a little off my game.”

      “It’s fine.” I waved him off. “None of us are exactly firing on all cylinders right now.” I rested my elbows on the pavement.

      “Speak for yourself,” Grandpa said.

      I tapped my fingers to get him to look down at me. The pavement was hot from the sun, but the pool water was comfortable. “I have a question for you.”

      “Is it a philosophical question?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Then shoot. I’m in a philosophical state of mind,” he said to Eliot’s unasked question, earning a grin from my suddenly relaxed husband.

      “Do you remember when Nadine Wexler sued you because you swatted that fly over her head?” “You got sued for swatting a fly?” Eliot looked dumbfounded.

      “It was a travesty,” Grandpa said. “I’m still getting over it.”

      “Don’t be weird,” I warned. “That case was barely a blip for you, and Nadine died a few years later. The truth is, he kind of had it coming,” I explained for Eliot’s benefit. “There was a fly on the ceiling above her head, and Grandpa was going around swatting them with a swatter. He saw the one over her head and told her to open up and say aah. Then he swatted the fly. She looked up, and the fly fell in her mouth.”

      Eliot’s shoulders jerked. “Are you kidding me?”

      “It was just a lucky angle,” Grandpa insisted.

      “It was kind of funny,” I offered. “I was working at the restaurant that day. Nadine started screeching and flapping her hands as if she wanted to take flight. I couldn’t stop laughing.”

      “Nadine obviously didn’t find it funny,” Eliot noted.

      “She demanded an apology from Grandpa. He wouldn’t give it because he’s stubborn like that. So she took him to court.”

      “You think she was like Alice.” Eliot seemed to be searching for a reason I’d brought up the story.

      “Actually, I don’t,” I replied. “But one of the things I noted about Nadine at the time was that she dug her heels in. Even though her attorney told her she couldn’t win and was wasting money, she couldn’t stop herself because she needed to be right. She needed just one person to tell her she was right. Grandpa refused, so she wanted someone to force him to do it.”

      Realization dawned on Eliot’s face. “You think that might have been what propelled Alice.”

      “She did or said something at the hospital to get on somebody’s radar. Somebody has to know what that is.”

      “Are you thinking about pressing Janine?”

      “I’d rather not. She could lose her job.”

      “So what are your options?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not going to get anywhere for the rest of the weekend, though. I need to think.”

      “What about me?” Grandpa challenged. “Can I take a lie back to your mother and tell her she won?”

      I nodded. I wasn’t going to change my medical power of attorney. My mother just needed to think she’d won, and she would be fine. “Absolutely. Tell her Eliot is quaking in his boots about the next time my organs need to be donated.”

      “Don’t push it,” Eliot warned. “I can only take so much.”
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      I woke feeling rested and raring to go Monday. Eliot was cooking breakfast, and he looked so hot in his apron that I hugged him from behind.

      “What’s that for?” he asked as he glanced over his shoulder, an easy smile at the ready.

      “I just happen to think that I lucked into the best husband ever,” I replied. “Or maybe the second best.”

      “If I’m second best, who is best?”

      “Whoever lets their wife eat as many bowls of Fruity Pebbles as she wants in a week.”

      “I’m fine being second best then.” He handed me two plates of food. “If you put those on the table, I’ll grab the juice.”

      I practically skipped to the table.

      By the time Eliot sat, he’d shed the apron. He placed a glass of tomato juice in front of me and kept some grapefruit juice for himself. Something about his expression had me sitting straighter.

      “You’re up to something,” I realized.

      “Why do you say that?” Eliot was the picture of innocence, which only made me more suspicious.

      “You’re not going to try to keep me home.” I insisted. “I’m fully recovered. In fact, I was so lazy yesterday, I have enough energy for two weeks. Why are you turning on me this way?”

      “Nobody is turning on you,” he snapped. “In fact, I’m going to reward you.”

      If I thought I was suspicious before, it was nothing compared to what I felt now. “What is my reward? It had better be something good.”

      Eliot’s eyes lit with a wicked gleam. “I got called in on a security job. A full camera set-up for a Ford factory. It’s really big money. And it’s a major chance to get my foot in the door there. I have to go today.”

      “Okay.”

      “I can’t be your sidekick.”

      “If you’re about to tell me you’ve changed your mind about letting me off the puff pieces, I’m going to melt down,” I warned him. “It won’t be pretty.”

      He laughed. “I watched you closely yesterday. You’re back to your regular self.”

      “So … what?” I was baffled. “You’re stepping back and allowing me to be Avery Shaw?”

      “I always want you to be Avery Shaw. I just want you to be a careful Avery Shaw.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can handle myself,” I assured him. I was thrilled at the idea of being able to do what I wanted to do for a change. “I’ve got it. Trust me.”

      “I trust you.”

      I beamed at him.

      “I also want you to text me every hour so my trust doesn’t feel misplaced,” he added.

      I narrowed my eyes. “That was cruel.”

      “You’ll survive.”

      

      ELIOT AND I SAID OUR GOODBYES BEFORE leaving the house. It felt weird to go without him—even though he’d been my shadow for only a few days—but I relished the ability to do what I wanted without anybody looking over my shoulder.

      I knew exactly where I was going.

      I parked in the hospital lot and went in through the emergency room entrance. Janine was working the front desk. The waiting room was fairly quiet.

      “Did people stop hurting themselves?” I asked.

      “Monday mornings are always quiet,” Janine replied as she glanced up. “It’s a weird lull I can’t explain. I think it’s because people somehow get all their bad behavior out on Fridays and Saturdays.”

      “Awesome,” I replied. “What floor can I find Clara on?”

      “You’re not even going to pretend you’re here to see me?” she drawled.

      “I don’t see the point of shining one on for either of us.”

      She typed on her computer. “She’s on the fourth floor today.”

      I stilled. “That’s the floor I was on.”

      “Okay.” Janine didn’t look as if she cared.

      “Does she work that floor often?”

      “I have no idea. Does it matter?”

      I was starting to focus on Dr. Benton and Dr. Rhodes, so the answer was yes. I couldn’t very well tell her, though. “I guess it doesn’t matter. I was just hoping not to run into either doctor who treated me because they’ll lecture me that I’m not on bed rest again.”

      “That’s a doctor’s prerogative.” Janine glanced behind me. “Where’s your bodyguard?”

      “He had his own job today. I’m on my own.”

      “Are you trying not to dance in jubilation?”

      “How did you know?”

      “I’m good at reading people, just like you.” She winked. “I’m still trying to find out who Clara’s dating. Suddenly, nobody wants to talk about it. I think they’re worried I’m trying to stir up trouble.”

      I plucked a shiny purple gel pen from the cup on the desk. “How could you start trouble with that information?”

      “There are fraternization rules.”

      I stilled. “Doctors and nurses aren’t allowed to date? That flies in the face of every medical show I’ve ever seen.”

      “Especially General Hospital,” Janine noted. “They can date, but nurses can’t date doctors they work with.

      “Let’s take your ward,” she said. “It’s staffed by three doctors: Benton. Rhodes. Rowley. There are eight nurses assigned to that ward. Between the three doctors—and occasionally a floater to fill in—and the eight nurses, none of those people can date. The floater gets a pass because he or she’s not permanently assigned to the floor. If one of those doctors wants to date a nurse on another floor, it’s allowed. Same for the nurses.”

      “Oh.” I rolled my neck. “Are nurses ever floaters?”

      “Yes, and that creates more problems in the dating structure,” Janine replied. “Some of the nurses have three floors they regularly rotate between but only one listed as their main floor.”

      “Okay.” I was starting to grasp the intricacies of hospital dating. “Is the fourth floor Clara’s normal floor?”

      “Her assigned floor is the fifth. She ends up on the fourth floor once or twice a week.”

      I didn’t mean to say the next part out loud. “I bet a million bucks the doctor she’s dating is on the fourth.”

      “I can’t answer with any degree of certainty,” she replied. “It’s possible.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for your help.” I started toward the elevator banks, but she called after me.

      “What are you expecting to do?” she asked.

      “I honestly have no idea. When I know, you’ll know.”

      

      THE FOURTH FLOOR WAS QUIET. There was a woman at the desk, but she didn’t look up when the elevator dinged. She studied her phone screen, so I left her to it and started down the hallway.

      I’d managed to find a photo of Clara Fitzgerald on the hospital’s website the previous day. I passed three rooms before I found her. She was busy with a patient, so I loitered in the hallway until she came out. She pasted a quizzical but standoffish smile on her face when I stepped toward her.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I certainly hope so,” I replied, forcing a smile of my own. “Are you Clara Fitzgerald?”

      “I guess it depends on who’s asking.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did Greg send you?”

      She obviously didn’t know that her ex-husband was dead yet. Why hadn’t Jake informed her?

      “I’m not here on Greg’s behalf,” I assured her. “I am here to ask some questions about him.”

      “Are you a police officer?” Clara looked dubious.

      “No.” I handed over a business card. “Clara, has anyone contacted you about Greg?”

      “Why would they?” She looked alarmed. “What has he done?”

      I glanced around. “I would really prefer to have this conversation in private.”

      Clara studied the card, then raised her eyes to me. “I have a break in fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m more than happy to wait for you,” I assured her.

      “There’s a small break room around the corner.” She pointed. “Meet me there in fifteen minutes.”

      

      CLARA WAS RIGHT ON TIME. She handed me a bottle of water before sitting across from me.

      “Make it fast,” she ordered.

      “Are you aware of the accident that happened on Main Street the other day?” I asked.

      “The one where the woman was hit? Yeah. People were talking about it. Some fancy-schmancy reporter was injured as well.” Her eyes flicked to me. “Wait…”

      “Yes, I’m the fancy-schmancy reporter,” I confirmed.

      “I’m sorry you were hurt,” she said automatically.

      “I got off easy, all things considered. The woman crossing the street in front of me wasn’t that lucky.”

      “I heard. She died from her injuries.”

      “That’s one theory,” I said. “Clara, I have reason to believe that Greg was driving the car that hit Alice, and that he was trying to kill her.”

      Either Clara was the best actress I’d ever met, or she truly was flabbergasted. “What? Are you kidding?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Greg is dead.”

      The color drained from Clara’s face. “How? Why?”

      “Police found a body in a park across Gratiot in the wake of the accident,” I replied. “It was Greg. His body had marks that indicated he’d been near a fire.”

      “No.” Clara firmly shook her head. “There’s no way. Why would he purposely try to kill someone?”

      “My first guess was money,” I replied. “I understand he’s been struggling to make a living since you left him.”

      “I won’t be shamed for this,” Clara warned. “Did Martha send you?”

      I was doubly confused now. “Who’s Martha?”

      “Greg’s mother. She lives in Wisconsin. She’s driven here more than once to blame me for her son’s downward spiral. As if it’s my fault.”

      “I’m here to cover the story and nothing else,” I assured her.

      She didn’t look convinced, but she nodded. “Obviously, you know what happened between Greg and me. That’s why you’re here. You know that he sued for custody of Kasey … and lost.”

      “I didn’t know that,” I countered. “I went to Greg’s house Saturday. One of the neighbors filled me in on his background. Until that point, I didn’t know anything.”

      “Nicole?” A half smile played at the corners of Clara’s mouth.

      “She had very nice things to say about you,” I assured her.

      “Of course she did.” Clara rubbed her forehead. “I loved the neighbors. I loved the house. I even loved my husband. I didn’t want to leave but … he was getting paranoid. He was saying the most horrible things. He was convinced I was cheating on him with a doctor.”

      “Did he have an inferiority complex because of the differences in your education levels?” I asked.

      “Yes, but I didn’t realize it until we were already married. I thought he’d be happy that I brought home a decent living. He kept picking fights, screaming at me, and then he'd apologize the next day. Kasey heard him losing his mind too many times. Then she started acting up, carrying on in a very good imitation of him. When I asked her why, she said she wanted to be like her daddy. I couldn’t allow that.”

      “So you left.”

      “I wanted to make sure Kasey would be okay.”

      “I’m betting Greg didn’t take that well.”

      “He called me every name in the book. He insisted I was cheating. I never did. For a time, after I left Greg, I was hopeful that would be the nudge he needed to get help. I wanted him to talk to a professional. I guess I thought there was still a chance we could work things out.”

      “Obviously, that didn’t happen.”

      Clara was grim. “He got worse. The drinking didn’t help. When he lost his job and couldn’t pay child support, that was the final straw for me. I filed for divorce and let him off the hook for child support altogether. In return, he had to sign over primary custody.”

      I leaned back in the chair. “Did he see Kasey at all?”

      “I allowed him to come to my house to see her, but I didn’t allow him to take her anywhere. I was afraid he would get drunk and drive with her in the car. He couldn’t seem to control his urges and embraced full-on addiction willingly almost. I wanted to help. I tried to help. In cases like his, though, they need to want help … and he hasn’t reached that stage yet. He hasn’t seen Kasey in a year, and I don’t look for that to change.”

      Especially since he was dead, I said to myself. “Did he ever mention a person named Alice Wendell?” I asked.

      Clara cocked her head as she considered the name, then shook it. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that name. Is she the woman who died?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sorry. Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Did Greg have ties to anybody at the hospital other than you?” I asked. “Was he friends with a doctor? I’m sure he met people through you before things fell apart.”

      “He went to several work parties with me, but he never made an effort to get to know people,” Clara replied. “He was always too busy speculating about which doctor I might be sleeping with. He was horrible about it and became increasingly insulting.

      “I was actually grateful when he stopped trying to communicate with me,” she continued. “I can’t imagine how he’ll react when he finds out I really am dating a doctor now.”

      Since she’d opened the door, I decided to walk through it. “Oh, you’re dating a doctor?” I feigned surprise. “I didn’t realize that.”

      “Yes. Chris. He’s one in a million.” She seemed to remember she had an audience and sobered quickly. “He’s a good man. A very good man. He works this floor.”

      “Chris, huh?” I held out my hands and shrugged. “I don’t know any of their first names. I was treated by Dr. Benton and Dr. Rhodes.”

      “Dr. Rhodes,” Clara confirmed. “He’s relatively new to the hospital. He’s amazing. I finally think I’m going to be okay and look forward to putting Greg behind me. I’m not sorry we were together, mind you. I have Kasey because of it. But Greg didn’t turn out to be who I thought he was.”

      Her gaze was heavy when it fell on me. “Do you really think he’s dead?” she asked after several seconds.

      “I do,” I confirmed. I couldn’t tell her about the body. “I’m sorry for whatever he still meant to you.”

      “I’m not sure what he meant to me. I guess I’ll have to come to terms with it if you’re right. No offense, but I need to hear it from an official source.”

      I couldn’t blame her. “Thank you for your time.”
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      I went straight to Janine when I was finished with Clara.

      “Oh, why are you still here?” she demanded when I rested my elbows on the counter in front of her.

      “That’s no way to treat your former high school bestie,” I said.

      “Girl, I’ll give you a hundred bucks right now if you can name five other people we graduated with,” she challenged.

      “You’re not the first person to challenge me with something similar this week,” I admitted. “Apparently, my memory sucks.”

      “Your memory is fine—when you want to remember. What sucks is your narcissism. You don’t learn the finer details about others because the only person who matters is you.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “I don’t want to talk about myself right now,” I said.

      “No, you want to talk about Clara because you think it will help you scoop a big story. You’re still at the center of all of this.”

      “I feel bad for Clara.” I meant it. “She’s been through it. Her ex-husband sounds like he was a real piece of work.”

      Janine’s eyes narrowed. “See, you’re up to something.”

      “I’m not up to anything,” I assured her. “I’m just … looking for your opinion on Dr. Rhodes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I find him to be a curious sort. He split treating me with Dr. Benton.”

      “Why don’t you want to know more about Dr. Benton?”

      That was a fair question, loath as I was to admit it. “Because Clara is dating Dr. Rhodes.”

      “Really?” A smile washed over Janine’s face as she sank back in her chair. “That’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      “Sure,” I agreed. “Tell me why it’s interesting.”

      “You are such a pain,” she replied, shaking her head. “Dr. Rhodes is relatively new. He’s only been here a few months.”

      “What hospital did he work at before coming here?”

      “Warren Mayfield.”

      I didn’t know much about Warren Mayfield other than that it was right on the border between Macomb and Wayne counties. “Why did he transfer?”

      “Wouldn’t you transfer here if you were stuck down there?” Janine challenged. “It’s all gunshot victims and drug overdoses down there. At least you get a few interesting cases—like car explosions—up here.”

      My mind was going a mile a minute. “So, just out of curiosity, have you heard anything negative about Dr. Rhodes?”

      “I’ve heard something negative about everybody. You can’t work with people during stressful situations and not hate them occasionally.”

      “That is very true. You know, the night I stayed here, I left my room to check on Alice Wendell.”

      “You told me that already.”

      “I’m sure I did. I like to talk about myself.”

      She smirked but didn’t respond.

      “I was slightly out of it that night,” I said. “I was trying to avoid being seen.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Instinct.”

      “It’s because you’re sneaky,” Janine said. “You’re like the sneakiest sneak who ever sneaked. You can’t help yourself.”

      “That very well could be part of it,” I acknowledged. “The thing is, while I was being a sneaky sneak, I heard two nurses talk.”

      “Of course you did.” Janine didn’t look surprised in the least. “That sounds exactly like something you’d do.”

      I shrugged. “I’d had a long day.”

      “And you wanted to see if Alice Wendell could help you scoop everybody else.”

      “That too.” I was sheepish. “Anyway, I can’t remember everything they said, but they thought Dr. Benton was hot and they hated Dr. Rhodes. When I talked to the two doctors the next day, I had the opposite feeling toward them.”

      “Yeah?” Janine looked thoughtful now as she drummed her fingers on the desk. “Dr. Benton is on the spectrum, but he is really hot. He doesn’t talk much. Gives the appearance of listening when others talk, even though I don’t think he’s really listening.”

      “Maybe people just assume he is, and that makes him hotter,” I mused.

      “Dr. Rhodes is always friendly. He’s a nice guy. I don’t know anyone having problems with him. Although, to be fair, I also don’t pay that much attention. I’m married. I like gossip as much as the next person, but some of the people here like being buried in it. Not me.”

      “You’ve still met him,” I pressed.

      “We all have.”

      “Okay, you’ve interacted with him. Is there any part of you that believes he might have used his relationship with Clara as leverage over Clara’s ex-husband to get him to do his dirty work?”

      “Why?” Janine asked. “You still haven’t told me why you suspect any of this.”

      “Someone used a car from the hospital fleet to run down Alice Wendell. I’m pretty sure it was Greg Fitzgerald.”

      “Why not track down Greg?”

      “He’s dead, and the sheriff’s department is hiding it.” I was running my mouth before I thought.

      “Avery, what do you think is going on here?”

      That was the question. “I don’t know, but it’s not good.”

      “Is it enough to take down the hospital? I’d better not have to find a new job because of you,” she warned, jabbing a finger in my direction. “You’ve been warned.”

      “So noted.” I glanced around to make sure nobody was listening. “Keep your ear to the ground. I’m going to tap a source for more information. When I know more, I really will make sure you know.”

      “Fine, but I can tell already this is going to come back and bite me.”

      “I really hope it doesn’t.”

      “My luck isn’t that good. I’m in trouble.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep you clear of it.”

      “Here’s hoping you really are as powerful as they say.”

      

      OTHER THAN MELBA, the woman who essentially ran Eliot’s business these days so he could focus on his security business, the pawnshop was empty.

      “I heard your head was close to falling off and you’re supposed to be on bed rest,” she announced by way of greeting.

      “Who told you that?”

      “Your cousin.”

      I didn’t have to ask which cousin. “Mario was here? What did he want?”

      “He was looking for a sword. Apparently, he’s been dressing in costumes for his job protecting hookers. He said he needs a sword.”

      “He’s been serving as a guard-slash-stripper at Antique Dolls. That’s a strip club. The women who work there aren’t hookers.”

      “They are to me.”

      I could’ve argued but didn’t have time. “Please tell me you didn’t give him a sword.”

      “Do I look like a moron to you? I gave him a hula hoop and told him that women were turned on by men who could keep it on their hips for more than thirty seconds. He has no rhythm, so he’ll never master it. He’ll be consumed with trying.”

      “I can’t believe he fell for that.” I was impressed.

      “I’m good at what I do,” she said. “What do you need?”

      “Is Eliot here?”

      She shook her head. “He’s still at the Ford plant in Warren. Should be back in an hour or so. He texted to make sure I knew so I wasn’t surprised. I get cranky when I’m surprised.”

      Melba was training Eliot well. “When he gets here, make sure to tell him I’m using his computer.” I started for his office.

      “Are you supposed to be using his office?” she asked.

      “Probably not. He’ll be angry I’m using his computer programs without his supervision.”

      “That’s good enough for me. Have fun.” She waved me off.

      I grabbed a soda from Eliot’s office refrigerator and sat in his chair. His laptop was already booted, so all I had to do was type a password to gain access to all of his programs. I knew his password because he’d shared it with me.

      I typed it in—it was a mash-up of my name along with Rocky’s—and then went to work. It wasn’t difficult to find material on Chris Douglas Rhodes. There was plenty of information on him at Warren Mayfield. Very little of that information was good. Eliot’s search programs were powerful, and some of them had managed to catch shared disciplinary actions that had been sent between hospitals. I was dying to know how the program could pick up on those. What I found far more interesting was that Macomb General was Rhodes’s fifth hospital. The guy hadn’t even turned forty, so why was he on his fifth hospital?

      “Hey.” Eliot dropped a duffel bag on the floor. “Are you okay? Do you need a nap?”

      I scowled at him. “Don’t push it,” I warned.

      “I’m only asking because you were supposed to text every hour.”

      I cringed. “Oh, well, um … I got distracted.”

      “Uh-huh.” Rather than chastise me, Eliot joined me. “What are we looking at?” He studied the file I’d brought up. “Is this your Dr. Rhodes?”

      I nodded. “He and Clara Fitzgerald are a thing.”

      Eliot’s eyes narrowed. “So Greg was right when he thought she was involved with a doctor.”

      “No. This is a relatively new thing. A couple months, I guess. It only started after Rhodes transferred to Macomb General.”

      Eliot snagged the mouse to scroll down. “This is a pretty interesting work history, Avery.”

      I was glad I wasn’t the only one who noticed. “How does a doctor work at five different hospitals in such a short amount of time?”

      “Five is way too many.”

      “It means he’s the problem, not the hospitals,” I said.

      “I don’t know about that. These hospitals seem to be shoving this guy out the door and giving him decent recommendations just to get rid of him.”

      I ran my thumb over my bottom lip. “There’s something we’re missing.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. I need to think.”

      “Can you do it away from my computer?” Eliot shot me a sheepish look. “I’m not trying to be difficult, but I need to do a bit of work.”

      “That’s fine.” I got up from his chair. “Can you print that information? Maybe a physical copy will help me figure out what I’m missing. Thanks.” I kissed his cheek. “I’m going for coffee. Do you want anything?”

      “I love when my wife offers to wait on me,” he teased. “Alas, I don’t need anything.”

      “Keep it up, wise guy,” I warned. “I’ll never offer to get you anything again if you continue to make a big deal about it.”

      “Good to know.” He winked and waved me off.

      I took Melba’s coffee order before heading outside. In hindsight, if I’d been a little slower, I could’ve avoided running into the one person I didn’t want to see above all others. I wasn’t that lucky.

      “Avery.” My nemesis Tad Ludington’s nose wrinkled as if he smelled something foul as he looked me up and down. The only thing foul was his knockoff suit. He wanted people to think it was Hugo Boss, but the logo on the sleeve read Hujo Bass. “I heard you were at death’s door. I was kind of hoping you’d walked through it.”

      That could’ve been the closest he’d ever gotten to a real burn. I was almost proud of him.

      “Well, hope springs eternal,” I replied dryly. “I could say the same for you. If you ever see a bright light, you should definitely walk into it.”

      “You say the sweetest things.” Despite his hate for me, Tad fixed his intense stare on my face and let it roam a few inches here and there. “Seriously, I heard you hit your head during that explosion the other day.”

      “I did, but the doctor said it was so hard I didn’t even dent it,” I said. “Too bad for you.”

      “That explosion was no joke,” Tad argued. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Was he actually worried about me? “Well, okay,” I said. “Thanks, I guess.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted you to survive.”

      Well, that was true … and a relief. I didn’t want to think about him going soft on me. “You, as always, are a total joy,” I said. I moved to step around him, but his hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist. “If you want to keep that thing, you’d better take it off me,” I threatened.

      “Or what? Are you going to get your boy toy to beat me up? I’m surprised he let you out of his sight.”

      “Even he thought a trip to the coffee shop was safe,” I replied. “I can yell for him if you like. I’m sure he could hear me through the wall.”

      Tad darted a worried look to the pawnshop. “There’s no need to yell for him. I just … um … wanted to make sure you didn’t feel lightheaded or anything.”

      That was a load of crap, but I didn’t care. “Whatever you say.” I moved to step around him a second time. Then something occurred to me. “What are they saying about the woman who died during that fire?”

      “What do you mean?” Tad’s forehead creased. “Are you talking about all the lawsuits she filed? People are glad she’s dead. She cost them a lot of money fighting nuisance lawsuits. She even created a corporation to file them after the judges wised up and started recognizing her name.”

      I had to suck in a deep breath. “A corporation?”

      “Yeah. You didn’t know that?” Tad snorted and puffed himself out a bit. “She called it Huron Pointe Association.”

      Things slid into place. “How many lawsuits did she have under that name?”

      “I have no idea. I just heard the secretaries talking about it. Why?”

      “No reason.” I stepped away from him, a new mission in mind. “Thanks for the tip. I’m sorry my head wasn’t hit harder to make things easier for you.”

      “There’s always next time.” He gave me an odd salute, then kept walking.

      I started across the street rather than going to the coffee shop. I could collect the caffeine on my way back. I needed to get the other batch of lawsuits from the courthouse. Something told me—and I really hoped it wasn’t wishful thinking—that the answers I needed would be found there.

      Who would’ve thought I had Tad Ludington to thank for it?
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      The fact that Tad gave me a tip wasn’t lost on me. How often could I say he’d actually been helpful? Sure, he’d been helpful running his big mouth because he made for great copy. This felt different.

      Sandra Thornton was at the clerk’s desk when I entered the courthouse. I told her what I was looking for, the corporation’s name, and she came back with twenty folders.

      “I’m not sorting and arranging them like I did last time,” she said. “We’re over you almost dying, and you look fine.”

      “I’ve got it,” I assured her as I took the stack and clutched it against my chest. The answers were here.

      I picked up the coffee on my way back to Eliot’s shop, and when I entered his office again his frustration was palpable.

      “Where did you go?” he demanded. “I was starting to worry.”

      “I ran into Tad.”

      Eliot’s eyes narrowed. “Where is he? Can I still catch up with him? I’ll pound him for you.”

      It was a sweet offer. “He gets to live today. He gave me a rather interesting tip.”

      “Tad Ludington gave you a tip?” Eliot was understandably dubious.

      “Yep.” I sank to his office floor with my folders.

      “What are you doing?” Eliot peered over the corner of his desk.

      “The clerk didn’t organize them for me this time. I need your stapler.” I held up my hand.

      Eliot slapped his stapler into my palm. “I still don’t know what you have there,” he said.

      “Tad knew a bit more about Jake’s investigation into Alice Wendell. I’m not surprised, because he’s a busybody. He let something slip that Jake wouldn’t want me to know.”

      “Well, I’m practically salivating,” Eliot said. “Lay it on me.”

      I lifted my eyes to his. “Alice Wendell didn’t just sue people under her name. Those were her ‘personal’ lawsuits. She also created a corporation to sue people.”

      “Holy crap!” Eliot abandoned his computer and joined me on the floor. “What do you have?”

      “Right now, I have a stack of files that need to be organized. In ten minutes, I’ll have another twenty files.”

      “And you think one of them contains the answers we’re looking for.”

      “I do.”

      “Then let’s do it.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

      “Don’t you have your own work to do?” I asked.

      “I’m invested now. I want to know the hows and the whys as much as you do.”

      “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.”

      

      IT TOOK US TWENTY MINUTES TO ORGANIZE THE files.

      “Look at this,” Eliot said as he held up a packet. “She sued Joe Jordan on the planning commission for allowing one of her neighbors to build a pool on lake frontage. She didn’t think that should be allowed. After the pool was built, she filed an addendum to the lawsuit and tried to sue over the fence because, apparently, if the fence runs all the way to the water’s edge the homeowner doesn’t need a fence on the water side. She disagreed.”

      “All of these lawsuits will make for a great secondary story, but I’m looking for something that ties Alice to the hospital.” We’d been through half the files, and while fascinating, I hadn’t found what I needed.

      Then Eliot came through. “Avery.” His voice was soft but even.

      “What do you have?” I edged closer to him on the floor.

      “It’s from nine months ago,” Eliot replied. “Huron Pointe Association versus Chris Rhodes.”

      My stomach clenched. “He would’ve been at Warren Mayfield then.”

      “Give my brilliant wife a cigar.” Eliot planted a kiss on my forehead. “Her corporation filed the suit when he was at Warren Mayfield. It was dismissed relatively quickly for a filing error. Is that what this says?” He held up the page so I could read a specific line.

      I nodded. “That basically means the court didn’t think it had jurisdiction. It should have been filed in Wayne County.” I tapped my finger to my chin. “I wonder why they did that.”

      “It says here that Alice went to the emergency room with heart palpitations. Rhodes saw her. He dismissed her worries as an anxiety attack and told her to relax. She was annoyed and returned the next day with the same symptoms.”

      “That sounds about right,” I mused. “Alice strikes me as the sort of person who wouldn’t let things go.”

      “From reading this, that’s exactly what happened. Rhodes ticked her off because he dismissed her. She kept returning.”

      “How many times?” I asked.

      “It just says multiple times. She always waited until she knew Rhodes was on duty. He kept coming back with the same diagnosis. She had anxiety. He suggested she see a therapist. She did not take that well at all and insisted she was having a heart attack.”

      “Why would they let her keep coming back?” I asked.

      “Hospitals can’t turn patients away from emergency rooms. She didn’t sue the hospital, she sued Rhodes. She claimed he was too busy hitting on nurses to treat her professionally.”

      “Rhodes strikes me as someone who would use his position to sucker in more than one nurse, tell them all to be quiet about one another, and then use their devotion to his advantage … and not just for sex.”

      Eliot flipped to the next page of the lawsuit. “Alice says that he prescribed her medication on her fourth visit. It was supposed to calm her down. She passed out in her driveway and was taken to Macomb General, where they discovered the medication had been improperly prescribed. It was a medication that sounded like another, but they had very different functions.”

      Something tickled the back of my mind, and I sat up straighter. “Wait.”

      Eliot flicked his eyes to me and did as I ordered.

      “The night I was there—”

      “The night you went sneaking around like a freak.”

      “I heard two nurses talking.”

      “You told me. They had crushes on Dr. Benton. We couldn’t figure out why, because he was such a douche canoe.”

      “That’s still true. They also talked about Rhodes. They said he’d made several medication mistakes that the nurses were catching.”

      Eliot flicked his eyes back to the lawsuit package on his lap. “Obviously, this isn’t a one-time thing.”

      “Maybe the reason he keeps getting bounced between hospitals is because this is a normal thing,” I said. “And maybe the hospital doesn’t think it’s an accident. Maybe the administration believes it’s intentional.”

      “That’s quite a leap, Avery,” Eliot chided.

      “Look, if I had a doctor who kept doing this, the first thing I would assume was that he was tired from overwork or something,” I replied. “I would try to help him, especially if he was a good doctor otherwise.”

      Eliot rolled his neck until it cracked. “The first time would’ve been considered an accident. The second a curiosity. The third time would’ve been a red flag.”

      “By the third time, they would’ve had people double-checking his prescribing. There’s no way a hospital would open itself to that sort of liability.”

      “Then why did hospitals continue hiring him?” Eliot asked.

      “His former employers would have given him solid referrals just to be rid of him and the problems he caused.”

      “So, my wise wife, does this mean he’s a serial killer?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll bet there’s more than one death in his past. I’m also willing to bet the relentless Alice managed to pull together a trail of deaths and she threatened Rhodes. She was probably getting all her ducks in a row before she refiled the lawsuit.

      “She kept digging until she found something to give her an edge in court. When she tossed it in Rhodes’s face, he probably panicked. If a judge saw a trail of dead patients in Rhodes’s wake, patients who died because of errors in medication, a criminal investigation would’ve been opened.”

      Eliot stretched his arms over his head. “Rhodes knew he had to kill Alice before she filed another lawsuit. He checked out the car—although we have no way to prove that—and tasked Fitzgerald to do his dirty work. But why? How did he get Fitzgerald to agree?”

      “He was dating Fitzgerald’s wife,” I replied. “He had no intention of keeping Clara, but he was more than willing to ‘give’ her to Fitzgerald in exchange for a favor. He probably told Fitzgerald that if it weren’t for him, Clara would already be back, and their family would be whole.

      “Fitzgerald was a mess, and given all the drinking, Rhodes calculated that even if Fitzgerald was caught, nobody would believe him. Fitzgerald was jealous about Rhodes’s relationship with Clara,” I continued. “Fitzgerald made the perfect patsy … except for one problem.”

      “Nobody thought the car would explode,” Eliot deduced. “They both thought it could be dumped on the other side of Gratiot. When the car exploded, and when Alice didn’t immediately die, Fitzgerald had to tie things up on the fly.”

      “I’m willing to bet Rhodes provided Fitzgerald with a burner phone,” I said. “Fitzgerald used the phone from across Gratiot. He ran there after the explosion. Rhodes met him and dosed him with something. I guarantee the sheriff’s department already knows what he used to kill Fitzgerald.

      “Fitzgerald died, and Rhodes went on his way,” I continued. “He was free and clear. He probably figured that even if they could trace the car, they wouldn’t be able to trace it to him.”

      “He still had to deal with Alice,” Eliot pointed out. “Given his history with medications, how did he manage that without suspicion?”

      “He didn’t prescribe the medication this time,” I replied. “He didn’t make somebody else do the dirty work. He did it. The nurses said Rhodes was making noise because he didn’t think he should have to work the night shift. But he was there. He found them talking in the hallway.”

      Eliot’s gaze sharpened. “Do you realize what would’ve happened if he found you eavesdropping? He could’ve gone after you, too.

      I felt sick to my stomach. “Huh.”

      “That’s all you can say?” Eliot was incredulous. “Avery, you could’ve died that night.”

      “I couldn’t have, because you came back and crawled into bed with me. Even if he’d wanted to take me out, you were there.”

      Eliot looked unsettled. “I don’t like this, Avery. I don’t like this guy one bit.”

      “I’m pretty sure the only person who truly likes him is him.” I stood and went to the window. “Jake knows all of this. He put it together before me.”

      “Then what is he waiting for?” Eliot demanded. “If he knows Rhodes is dangerous, why hasn’t he gotten him out of that hospital?”

      “He needs proof. He’s putting together a bulletproof case, but he needs absolute proof Rhodes is guilty before he makes his move.”

      “Do you think he and Cliff Carver are working together?” Eliot asked. “When you confronted Carver at the banquet, there was something off about the guy. He was annoyed that you knew about the car. That tells me he already knew about the situation.”

      “Carver is the type of guy who shifts with the breeze,” I said. “If he realizes Jake is going to take Rhodes down, he’ll work with Jake to get accolades. I’ll bet Carver has people working against Rhodes right now.”

      “Clara?”

      I shook my head. “Clara doesn’t know, at least she doesn’t believe, and Jake wouldn’t risk her being brought in on the plan. He’s using her as a pawn. She doesn’t even know that her ex-husband is dead. I tried to tell her but she didn’t believe me. He’s keeping that quiet because he’s setting a trap.”

      “So what do we do?” Eliot asked. “I have to think that Jake is close to springing his trap.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “In fact, I bet Jake knows by now I have these files and how much closer I am, because someone in the clerk’s department called him. He’ll try to move before I can.”

      “When?” Eliot asked grimly.

      “Tonight.” It was the only thing that made sense. “He’ll do it tonight because he doesn’t think I’ll be able to put it all together until tomorrow.”

      “But you’re going to beat him,” Eliot said. “You want to move on Rhodes tonight?”

      “I don’t have a play,” I replied. “I can’t take Rhodes in because I have no authority. All I can do is be there to question him right before Jake acts.”

      “What if Rhodes tries to hurt you before escaping?”

      “That’s why I’m taking my bodyguard.” I cast him a tight smile. “It’s the only thing I know to do, Eliot. I’ll lose the story if I’m not there when Rhodes comes on shift.”

      Eliot looked resigned. “Do you know when that is?”

      “No, but Janine can tell me.”

      “Are we going to just go sit in the waiting room and tell Rhodes we know what he is and what he’s done?”

      “Can you think of a better idea?”

      “No,” he replied. “You need to do what I say if I decide that guy is a threat. You can talk to him, but if he makes a move, this becomes my show.”

      “I can manage that.”

      “You say that now, but you’ll whine if I lose my temper.”

      “You’re hot when you go all Hulk.”

      “We’ll see if you feel the same way in five hours.”
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      Eliot drove to the hospital. He didn’t talk for the ride, but I could tell he was thinking.

      “Out with it,” I ordered when we parked in the lot. Janine had told me that Rhodes didn’t come on until eight o’clock, so Eliot and I had amused ourselves with food and organizing the other files until it was time to go.

      “Out with what?” Eliot slid his eyes to me.

      “If you were thinking any louder, there’d be an echo through your ears,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on in that busy head of yours.”

      “I just … I’m afraid.” He ran his palms over his jeans. “I need you to promise you won’t get close enough for him to inject you with anything.”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “No, but sometimes you get distracted when you’re bragging. Don’t get too close.”

      “He won’t try to inject me in front of you, Eliot,” I pointed out.

      “You said it yourself. It’s likely a compulsion. Even though we don’t know how many bodies this guy has left in his wake, we’re pretty sure there are two we can attach to him. For all we know, there are a hundred more.

      “If Rhodes feels he’s being backed into a corner, he might want one last hurrah,” he continued. “You’re an enticing target, Avery. I need you to be really, really careful.”

      “I’ve got it,” I promised him. “I won’t leave you, Eliot.”

      “So you’re going to live forever?” Eliot made an attempt at a joke. However lame, it made me grin.

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      JANINE MET US AT THE EMERGENCY ROOM entrance. I wasn’t expecting her. She, however, seemed to be expecting me.

      “I was on my way out when I saw the sheriff’s department had taken over the back corner of the parking garage,” she said. “They’re acting like it’s a drill. What are they doing here?”

      I shot a resigned look toward Eliot. “I was right.”

      “You usually are,” he agreed. “Have you seen any deputies in the hospital?” he asked Janine.

      “No, but I wouldn’t recognize them if they were in plain clothes.”

      “Is Rhodes on the fourth floor?” I asked.

      “He started his shift about twenty minutes early,” Janine replied. “You should know Clara is assigned to that floor. She voluntarily picked up an extra shift today.”

      A sinking feeling settled in my stomach. “Of course.”

      “You can’t do anything to shield her,” Eliot noted, reading my mind. “She’s going to find out the truth about Rhodes, no matter what. You were right. This is going down tonight.”

      I was indeed right. Normally, I enjoyed being right. This time, I wasn’t so certain. “She’s going to find out about Greg being dead, too,” I pointed out.

      “Who’s Greg?” Janine asked. “Wait … do you mean her husband? What in the hell is going on, Avery?”

      “It’s a very long story,” I replied. “In a nutshell, we believe Rhodes may be a serial killer—he gets off prescribing the wrong medication. We think Alice Wendell found out. She sued him when he worked at a different hospital. The suit was thrown out, but she kept digging. Rhodes felt he had no choice but to end her, but his plan went a little sideways.”

      “Seriously?” Janine looked dumbfounded.

      “What?” I demanded.

      Janine lowered her voice so there was no chance of anybody around us hearing. “A few days ago—I’m pretty sure it was the day after you checked out of the hospital—a mandate came down from above. They said all prescriptions had to be seen by three sets of eyes. Most of us complained because it meant extra work, but obviously the higher-ups did it for a reason.”

      “Because they knew that Jake was closing in on Rhodes,” I said. “Carver has been working with Jake. I’m sure of it. The only way the hospital can save face is for the Medical Practitioner of the Year to join with the sheriff to take down an evil doctor.”

      “He’s always been a bit of a snake,” Janine said. “What are you going to do? If the sheriff is going to make his move tonight, why are you here?”

      “I want to see it happen.” I’d called and arranged for Jared to be at the hospital. He’d texted to tell me he was on the fourth floor, in the small waiting room near the vending machines.

      “We need to get to the fourth floor,” I told Eliot. “As soon as Jake knows I’m here, he’ll shut down access.”

      Eliot nodded. “We need to take the stairs. His deputies will have the elevators covered.”

      As much as I didn’t want to hike up four flights of stairs, I didn’t see that I had a choice. “Let’s get up there.” I thanked Janine with a smile. She didn’t show any sign of leaving. Apparently, she was hanging around for the big show too.

      

      I WAS OUT OF BREATH WHEN WE REACHED the fourth floor. Eliot took my hand as we looked around. There weren’t many people milling about.

      “Where do you want to do this?” he asked.

      “Let’s go to the waiting room.”

      Eliot nodded. He kept a firm grip on my hand for the walk. When we reached our destination, my gaze immediately fell on a man sitting in the corner. He was reading a newspaper, rather intently, and he was shocked when our eyes met.

      “Derrick,” I murmured.

      Eliot followed my gaze. “Well, look at that,” he said. “The gang is all here.”

      “Don’t sit next to him,” I warned, gesturing toward Derrick. I did not want to risk Derrick putting his hands on me. He would try to wrestle me to the floor.

      “What are you doing here?” Derrick hissed as we sat.

      I pasted a pleasant smile on my face. “Well, hello, sir,” I said. “What a lovely evening to visit the hospital, huh? I hope you’re not here for something serious.”

      Derrick was having none of it. “How did you find out about this? Jake will melt down if we have a leak in the department.”

      “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I lied.

      “Avery!”

      I ignored him and turned my attention to the hallway, to where Dr. Rhodes was walking and talking with Clara. They were heading in our direction.

      “Here we go,” I murmured, drawing Eliot’s attention from Derrick and toward the doctor.

      “I need to double-check the prescription before I can administer it,” Clara said to Rhodes as they drew closer. “I’ll find two doctors to sign off right away. I’m assuming Dr. Benton isn’t still around. What about Dr. Rowley?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Rhodes countered. “Just give him the medication as I indicated.”

      Clara’s cheeks flushed. “I can’t. A new mandate came down the other day. Didn’t you hear about it?”

      “I might’ve seen an email,” Rhodes said. “Remind me.”

      “All prescriptions have to go through three doctors now, just to be on the safe side. Apparently, there have been a few medication errors … although all were discovered before the patients got sick. Until we go a significant period without an error, Dr. Carver says we have to follow the new protocols.”

      “I guess I didn’t realize,” Rhodes said. “Don’t take that script just yet,” he added. He took the paper in Clara’s hand and gripped it tightly. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Confusion etched across Clara’s pretty features. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. I’ve got this.” Rhodes’s attention shifted to me, as if he sensed me watching him. “Ms. Shaw,” he said automatically when he caught sight of me. “This is a surprise.”

      “You left out the ‘pleasant,’” I teased.

      He didn’t respond.

      “You know, it’s a ‘pleasant surprise,’” I pressed.

      Still nothing.

      “I don’t think that’s going to work, baby,” Eliot said.

      “Can we talk, doctor?”

      Derrick whined behind me. This was my one shot to take control.

      “It won’t take long,” I promised.

      “I suppose.” Rhodes sent a reassuring smile to Clara, who was eyeing me with a great deal of suspicion, then sat on the couch across from the one Eliot and I had settled on. “What can I do for you? If you’re having problems from your injury, I suggest a specialist.”

      “I’m not having any problems,” I assured him. “You, however, are about to have a few you won’t be able to run from. We know what you’ve been doing.”

      “Way to play it strategic,” Eliot muttered. “Just throw it right out there.”

      “I am,” I said, my smile never wavering. It was purely for Rhodes’s benefit.

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Rhodes’s smile was bemused. “Are you sure your head injury isn’t affecting you?”

      “I’m positive.” I matched him deranged smile for deranged smile. “I don’t have much time. Normally, I’d drag this out, put on a big theatrical production, and lead you to the truth with a bit of added flair. But I’m just going to say it.”

      Rhodes blinked twice. “Say what?”

      “I know you convinced Greg Fitzgerald to kill Alice Wendell because she uncovered your penchant for poisoning your patients,” I blurted.

      “Oh, geez.” Eliot slapped his hand to his forehead as Derrick groaned.

      “I know you checked out the car from the hospital fleet,” I continued. “The plan was to dump it on the other side of Gratiot so it would be chopped. That’s why you took the time to get the fake license plate. You figured any camera footage would show that license plate and the car would be gone before it could be tied to the hospital. But the car exploded … and with it, so did your plans.”

      Rhodes wasn’t the best actor in the world, but he put effort into feigning surprise. “I beg your pardon.” His eyebrows made a run for his hairline. “That’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Is that going to be your stance?” I asked.

      “Denying it? You bet I’m denying it.” Rhodes leaned forward. “I don’t know what your game is, young lady, but I’m not going to be your victim. If this is some ploy to get extortion money, I’m not falling for it.”

      He was good. I was better. “I have the lawsuit,” I volunteered. “The one Alice filed under Huron Pointe Association. Does the hospital know you treated a patient who sued you?”

      Something dangerous flashed in Rhodes’s eyes. Eliot saw it too and went rigid next to me.

      “This conversation is over.” Rhodes stood.

      Eliot followed suit. “Don’t even look at her,” he growled.

      I didn’t want to be the only one sitting, so I stood too. “You have nowhere to go, Rhodes,” I said. “We’re not the only ones who know. I’m only here because I want you to know that I figured it out.” I cast a look at Derrick over my shoulder. “Actually, I want everybody to know, despite your best efforts to keep me in the dark, I figured it all out, and I won yet again.”

      Derrick rolled his eyes. He was no longer pretending to read the newspaper. “You are the absolute worst,” he spat at me. “Why can’t you ever be a normal person?”

      It was a fair question, but one I didn’t have an answer for. “I figured it out.” When I turned back to Rhodes, my smug smile firmly in place, I saw hatred. The doctor was no longer even pretending to wear his mask of civility.

      “I knew I should’ve taken you out, too,” he growled. He lashed out with his arm, a syringe clutched in his hand—but Eliot grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind the doctor’s back.

      “Drop it,” Eliot ordered as he squeezed the doctor’s wrist. “Drop it right now!”

      “Let me go!” Rhodes struggled to break Eliot’s grip. Eliot raised his knee while lowering Rhodes’s arm, snapping the wrist and forcing the doctor to drop the syringe.

      “Don’t touch that, Avery!” Eliot warned when I took a step toward the rolling syringe.

      “Definitely don’t touch it,” Derrick agreed as he rushed in our direction. “What are you doing? We had a plan for taking him in.”

      “I’m sure you did.” I smiled at him as a dumbfounded Clara ran into the waiting room.

      “What’s going on?” she demanded.

      When I turned, the mirth I’d been feeling as Eliot wrestled Rhodes into submission fled. Clara would be hurt by all of this. “He’s the reason all this happened, Clara,” I said in a soft voice.

      Confusion had her eyebrows knitting. “I don’t understand.”

      “I know.” I legitimately felt sorry for her. “You’re about to.”

      The sound of a camera clicking caught my attention as Jared swooped into view and caught Eliot at just the right angle to make him look like a god forcing a murderous doctor to his knees. I smirked when I realized how the shot would look, and looked away only when I heard more footsteps on the linoleum.

      Jake was apoplectic when he stormed in. “Seriously?” he barked.

      I shrugged. “It just worked out this way.”

      “You’re full of it.”

      Derrick stopped Jake with an outstretched hand before the sheriff could relieve Eliot of his burden. “Hold up.” He snagged the dropped syringe and glanced around. “We need this for evidence. He was going to inject Avery before Eliot knocked it loose.”

      “Of course.” Jake looked as if he was torn between fury and amusement. “How did you figure it out?” he asked me.

      There was no point in taking him on a step-by-step trip. “I’m gifted. That’s all you need to know.”

      “I still want to hear the basics.”

      “Sure, just as soon as I file my story.” There was no give when I met Jake’s serious gaze. “They’re holding the front page for me.”

      “Of course they are,” Jake muttered. “Fine. I guess you’ve earned a scoop on this one. But we’re going to talk about what you did.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “You’ll think differently soon enough.”

      I didn’t believe him. “If you say so.”
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      Clara’s confusion was the only thing that could bring me down as I watched the police cuff Rhodes and remove him from the hospital. Dr. Carver was a spitting mess when he rushed to the fourth floor and realized I was present.

      “What is she doing here?” he demanded of Jake.

      “She figured it out,” Jake replied. “She managed to sneak a photographer in and get a photo of Rhodes being taken down. It was out of my control.”

      “This is unbelievable,” Carver complained. “I was told we would be able to make an announcement together tomorrow. We were supposed to control the narrative.”

      I smirked at him. “Well, now I’m controlling the narrative.” I pulled my pen out of my back pocket and eyed him with my most annoying look. “What would you like to say on the record?”

      Carver looked as if he was a lamb getting ready to be led to the slaughter. “I’ll have my secretary type up a statement for you. It will be ready in ten minutes.”

      “Awesome.” I shot him a thumbs-up. I left him to complain to Jake and crossed to Clara, who was being questioned by Derrick on one of the couches in the corner.

      “You can’t be here, Avery,” Derrick snapped. “This is an official interrogation.”

      I ignored him and fixed my attention on Clara. I’d been watching her as everything played out. She was going to struggle with this for a very long time.

      “Did they confirm Greg’s death?” I asked.

      Clara swallowed hard and nodded. “I should’ve listened to you when you told me what was going on.”

      “How did you know about that?” Derrick asked. “We were really careful.”

      “When are you going to learn that you can’t keep anything from me?” I snapped. “I’m freaking gifted.”

      Derrick looked pained. “Just once, I’d like you to get the payback you so richly deserve for being a busybody.”

      “Yeah, you keep holding your breath on that.” My gaze was firmly on Clara. “Are you all right?”

      “I don’t know what to feel,” she admitted. “I thought … I thought…” She had to stop to clear her throat. It was obvious that she didn’t want to give in to the tears. At least not in front of an audience. I had to admire that.

      “It’s okay,” I assured her. “I’ve given a lot of thought to how this played out. Granted, I was mostly focused on Alice at the start. I couldn’t understand her and that bothered me. I think I understand her now.”

      “Yeah?” Clara leaned back and stared directly into my eyes. “What do you understand?”

      “She just wanted to be right about something. She was never right. Never. She just wanted to be right one time. With Rhodes, she was finally right. She thought that would make people look at her differently. They wouldn’t laugh. It cost her her life.”

      “I didn’t see him for what he was,” Clara said. “How pitiful is that? I just … didn’t see him, and now my daughter is going to pay the price.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “The other kids at school will laugh at her. Word will spread that my boyfriend likely made a deal with her father to kill someone. It won’t matter what the deal was for. Everybody will know.”

      She had a point. I glanced around, debating, then smiled. “Maybe you don’t have to stay in Macomb County. You could move to Oakland, or maybe even further. There are other hospitals. It’s summer, so Kasey could change schools without anybody knowing.”

      “Maybe.” Clara didn’t look as if she’d committed either way. “It’s all so messy. I vowed I was done with messy when I left Greg.”

      “You couldn’t have known what sort of person Rhodes was,” I argued. “He went out of his way to make himself presentable. He never broke character until right before he was arrested, and only then because he knew it was over.”

      “Do you really think he killed people at other hospitals?”

      I flicked my gaze to Derrick. It was obvious police had already attributed some deaths to Rhodes. I would be getting that information out of Derrick in the next thirty minutes. “He’s a monster who masqueraded as a hero. You couldn’t have known.”

      “I’ll never get over not realizing it,” Clara said. “I feel like such an idiot.”

      “You need to get over it, because you and your daughter deserve some peace.” Something occurred to me. “You still have neighbors in Oakland County who like you. And they adore Kasey. If you want to go back, I’m sure you can find a hospital job there.”

      Clara looked momentarily conflicted, then smiled. “That’s not the worst idea I’ve heard.” She extended her hand to me. “Thank you for trying to tell me about Greg. I realize now that I shut you down pretty hard.”

      “I’ve been shut down harder.” I stood. “I wish you well.” When I crossed back to Jake, he was talking to Eliot. “I need a ballpark on how many people Rhodes killed at the other hospitals,” I said.

      Jake’s scowl was instantaneous. “You’ve figured it all out, haven’t you?”

      “Pretty much,” I confirmed.

      “Well, for the record, we don’t know how many. This will be an extended investigation. We can confirm ten patients now, but we expect that number to climb.”

      I wrote down his words but was conflicted. “Off the record, Jake,” I prodded. “How many are we talking?”

      “It’s going to be a lot, Avery,” Jake replied.

      “Are you sorry you hid all of this from me?” I asked.

      His lips quirked. “On or off the record?”

      “Either.”

      “I’m not sorry,” he replied. He cast Eliot a look, causing my husband to step away. Jake wanted to talk to me alone.

      “You were supposed to be resting,” he said.

      “I did rest.”

      He gave me a look of disapproval.

      “I did,” I insisted. “Then I was done resting.” I folded my arms across my chest and glared at him. “Did you really expect me to sit back and do nothing when I saw it happen? You know I can’t just ignore crap like that.”

      “Is that why you did this?” Jake demanded. “Is that why you were incapable of just sitting back and resting?”

      I held out my hands. “When I see a story that needs to be told, I have to be the one to tell it.”

      He nodded and looked to Clara. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “She’s seriously questioning her taste in men right now. Eventually, though, I think she’ll be okay.”

      “I guess that’s good.”

      

      Jake appeared to be holding off a smile when he turned back to me. “I have one more question.”

      He’d been surprisingly good about my presence in his trap, so I nodded. “Shoot.”

      “Is the photo on the front page of The Monitor tomorrow going to make Eliot look like an action star?”

      There were times I thought Eliot knew me best. Other times, I thought it was Derrick. In this moment, I knew it was Jake. He could always pick up on the little things, even when we were kids.

      “He might need the ego boost,” I said. “He doesn’t know how it’s going to play out.”

      “It’s probably smart not to tell him. He’ll be embarrassed … even though we both know he’ll also be secretly pleased.”

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “I know you,” Jake replied. “I also saw the angles Jared was working. You gave him specific instructions.”

      “There’s no harm in it,” I argued. “You both get to be heroes on this one.”

      “What about you?” Jake challenged. “When do you get to be the hero?”

      “I’m always the hero.”

      “How did I know you were going to say that?”

      “You know me well.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Jake dragged a hand through his hair. “Will you take it easy once you scoop everybody?”

      “Are you kidding? I have follow-up stories to write. Alice was a nut. I can’t wait to break all those lawsuits down for the readers.”

      “Unbelievable,” Jake muttered.

      “You asked.”

      “I’m sorry I did.”

      I waited a beat. “Really?” I asked after several seconds.

      “No. But you do make me tired.”

      “I think I have that effect on everybody.”

      “Don’t ever change.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. I like who I am.”

      “Why wouldn’t you? You’re Avery Shaw. What’s not to like?”

      “Absolutely nothing.”
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