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Barbecue, Bourbon and Bullets

 

Food, sweet food is the best answer for troubled times. Yeah, I knew that was very likely a load of nonsense, but it sounded good for business. My shop, HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches, was doing great this quarter. It was just too bad the city was in turmoil. 

Deep down, I knew some manifestation of the city’s discord was going to sidle up next to me and offer to shake hands. I didn’t know how it would show up—but it was coming. 

I stood outside the back door of the shop, people watching. A thin but steady stream of protesters headed up the ramp of the Brooklyn Bridge. The rallying site was somewhere in the outer borough. Those same people were just going to have to turn around and march right back here to Manhattan. Most of them still had their poster board signs of protest rolled up, but others waved words of outrage over their heads like stiff, angry neon flags.

Al, my partner and a man of considerable girth, came to stand next to me. We watched for a bit in silence. He sighed, then grunted. “You sure, Ali?”

I weighed my thoughts. If asked, I would say I’m more of an optimistic person than a negative one. If asked, I would have said that people deep down want to be good, but temptation feels way too awesome to ignore sometimes. 

My watch said 6:45 p.m. I echoed Al’s sigh. “Yeah, I wish I could say things won’t get out of hand when the protest gets to this side of the bridge…” 

I cast an eye over the shop’s bright yellow exterior. How much could it take against an unruly crowd? “…and we could score extra business staying open late. Especially since the fried Philly cheesesteak bites and whiskey–vanilla bean mini-cakes were a hit with the early protesters. You know we almost sold out? Anyway, I think it’s best to be safe than sorry.” 

That mini-cake had been really fun to figure out. I had to do lots of test-tasting to get the alcohol amount perfect. Hee, hee. It was a simple vanilla cupcake with a healthy dose of Irish whiskey. The frosting was a buttercream base but with a heaping dash of brown sugar, and vanilla beans. 

The more I thought about it, yeah, some of today’s leftovers were coming home with me tonight. 

Al grunted in assent and went back inside. My partner is a man of few words. It was something I loved about him. We’d begun wrapping up early, and most of the prep for tomorrow’s open was complete. I just needed to lock the service window shutters out front.

On the bridge’s entry ramp, I watched a man pumping his fist in the air. He had long, brown hair and seemed to be whipping up the group he was with. They started chanting something, but the wind snatched the words away. 

With a final glance, and still debating the wisdom of not taking advantage of extra business, I headed for the front of the restaurant. The HoneyBun is shaped like a honeycomb. There was the main cell, which was the kitchen, surrounded by four smaller cells. The smaller ones we used as kiosks to serve customers. It was sort of like an old school drive-up restaurant, except customers walked up.

I rounded the corner of the restaurant. My little section of the city, Two Bridges, was a lot like a ghost town. From my shop I could see City Hall, City Hall Park, the Chambers building and a bit of One Police Plaza. It was all deserted. All of the food carts in our neck of the woods had closed up shop early. The Mayor had advised businesses to let their workers go home early. It seemed many had heeded his advice. Normally at this time, there were still some late commuters headed home, but now things were exceptionally quiet. 

Shouting pulled my attention towards the subway. A huge swell of people came up the steps. Many of them looked about college age. More protesters. Their faces were set and determined, as if tonight they were determined to make a difference. They turned toward my direction but angled for the bridge. 

In two separate and recent incidents, there had been a fatality during police arrests. The city was in an uproar. There were three protest rallies, even one coordinated by our state’s senator, all planned for tonight. 

Yeah, closing was a good idea. Now to get the shutters closed and locked. The first one thundered into place with the sound of rolling metal. I slapped grit off my hands and made a face. Rust. These needed some maintenance. Feeling a little resentful the doors couldn’t keep themselves in perfect order, I added the chore to my mental and never-ending to-do list.

I reached for the shutters on the second kiosk. A dusting of reddish flakes trickled down the second my fingers wrapped around the bottom. Yep, it was time to get them checked. I pulled. The door moved an inch, then held. I got up on tippy-toe, secured a firm, two-handed grip on the green metal and hauled. Nothing. I sighed. 

“Hello, Ali Daniels, need some help?”

Startled, I whirled around, hand over heart. The person was a good head and shoulders taller than me. I had to look up to see his face highlighted by the late afternoon sun.

“Detective Hamilton. Hey, how are you? I haven’t seen you—”

“—since the Chakiris case wrapped up. I know. I’ve been meaning to check up on you.”

I don’t know why, but when a good-looking man comes around, I give myself a quick once over. It’s like a Pavlov-dog thing. I think deep down I’m afraid I’ll embarrass myself because my skirt is tucked into my panties showing off my hoo-hoo to the world.

There were some rust bits just over my left boob. I brushed them away and said, “Oh, no worries. Once the reporters stopped coming around, everything went back to normal. We’ve been fine here.”

“Good,” he said, pointing at the shutter. “May I?”

I nodded, moving aside. Hamilton stepped forward, his tall and lean frame reaching overhead for the shutter with little effort. He gave it a hard tug. The door moved another inch then resisted. The detective had on a short-sleeved navy blue polo shirt with khaki pants. He tried again, and I got a little jolt of delight watching his muscles bulge with the effort. Finally, after a few more tries and some oddly satisfying male grunting, the door rolled into place.

The detective wiped rust off his hands. I felt a tiny wave of embarrassment as if he’d seen my dirty panties on the floor. 

He stopped. “You’re giving me a look.”

My eyes went from his hands to his eyes. I thought about lying but came clean. “I’m a little ashamed there’s rust on my shutters. It’s like I haven’t been taking care of my store.”

Hamilton peered at his hands. One side of his mouth quirked up in a half-smile. “It’s a bit of dirt on the bottom of a thing that’s supposed to be dirty. Don’t worry about it.” Then the half-smile became a full one. “Besides, a little dirt doesn’t scare off a guy like me.”

I don’t know what he did, but all of my internal sensors started going off. Woo-a-woo. Red alert. Red alert. Flirting off the starboard bow, Captain. Flirting off the starboard bow!

When it comes to men, there are some things I just don’t get. Flirting is one of them. Because I’d been with my ex-fiancé so long, I think I missed some key developmental stages when it came to the opposite sex. I’d met my ex in college and we’d been a couple for almost ten years. 

Normally the slightest bit of flirt “red-alert” would’ve sent me running, but I decided to stand my ground. 

Hamilton was waiting for a response. Ideally, someone skilled in flirtation would immediately cook up a smart, witty comeback. 

Unfortunately, I was not one of those people.

“It looked like rust to me.” Oh stupid, stupid, literal girl. I wanted to shoot myself. “Um, anyway, you look like you’re off duty.” Staying with a basic question was good, right?

He nodded, “I am.”

“How come you’re not doing triple duty like every other cop in the city?”

“It’s sort of due to you, actually,” he said. “In part I’ve been doing a lot of overtime on the Chakiris case. The feds even asked me to be a local liaison on gathering evidence on Bernard. It’s been so much work, my union rep had to threaten to get me some time off. I just lucked out it was today, though I did some hours this morning.”

I asked, “Does Bernard have a chance of getting off?”

Hamilton shook his head, “Not a chance. And I’m glad I’m off-duty. I hate working protests. Everyone’s on edge. Including the cops. It’s a bad recipe.” 

The skin between his dark grey-blue eyes crinkled as if this really worried him. 

I folded my arms, suddenly unsure about what to do with my hands. “Yeah, we could’ve done some extra business tonight, but I was worried about things getting crazy when the rally comes over the bridge. You heading home, then?”

“No, I have—” The detective paused, pulling out his cell. “Excuse me,” he said and swiped a thumb over the screen. He sighed and held up the phone. “I have a Groupon to that new barbecue spot downtown. My friends were going to meet me but they just canceled. Family emergency.” He stared at the screen as if the message might change.

Hamilton typed a quick reply and shrugged, “It’s OK, sort of. I was going out with my buddy and his new wife. They’re still in that lovey-dovey phase.”

“Gets on your nerves?” 

Another shrug. “They’re sweet and nauseating all at once. But I’ve been waiting for some ribs, so I’m going anyway. You headed home or going to one of the rallies?”

Though I believed all wrongs should be righted, I also had an extreme dislike of large, angry crowds of people. Must’ve been all the rallies my new-age-hipster parents dragged me to as a kid.

“No, no rallies for me.” I mentally flashed on the big, fat amount of nothing I had planned for the night. “I have a ton of shows to watch on the DVR. Wait—are you talking about that new sustainable place where people are waiting for hours on line to get in?”

“The one that specializes in BBQ and bourbon?” Hamilton actually rubbed his hands together, “Yes, I am, been waiting for weeks.”

The gesture made me laugh. “It looks like you’re excited. Well, enjoy.” 

“I will. Good night. Get home safe,” he said, walking backwards then turning to head downtown. 

The little naughty Ali that sits on my shoulder whispered I should take a look at the detective’s butt. He won’t catch you, she said. I peeked. Detective Hamilton indeed had a nice booty. 

On cue, he suddenly turned. Busted. My cheeks prickled and I hoped he was too far away to see the color.

“Hey, if you’re free, you wanna come with?” 

Fortunately, my mouth answered before my brain could fully process the question and freak out. “Yeah, I could do some barbecue.” 

I headed back in to change clothes, concentrating on having great ribs rather than I’d just agreed to go on an impromptu outing (I didn’t feel comfortable saying date) with a very attractive NYPD detective.

 

 

***

Grover’s sign was black with white cursive lettering. Very upscale looking—at first. Just beneath the sign was a placard with three ethnically diverse, bosomy, lady-cowboys wrangling pigs the size of ponies. It was just the right amount of class and political incorrectness. I guesstimated it’d be another fifteen minutes before we’d be inside the doors. 

I’d changed out of my orange HoneyBun polo into the shirt I’d worn to the store that morning. Usually my attire, and especially since my breakup, comprised of shapeless T-shirts and jeans. Sometimes the jeans were even clean. Sometimes. 

Thankfully today I didn’t have the energy to fight off my mother’s persistent “helpfulness”, as she calls it. This morning Mom had taken one look and almost tackled me at the door of the two-family brownstone we shared.

She’d been after me to jump into a nice rebound relationship to get over my ex. Then I could get on with my life. Mom wholeheartedly embraced the color-elevates-moods theory. The best way to feel better, in her opinion, was to dress in colors that emulated the mood you desired. Three months after my scientist/researcher father had been declared dead after going missing on an expedition in the Amazon, my mother wore nothing but neon-yellow pantsuits, electric turquoise floral kimonos and chartreuse dashikis. 

So she was the one who had bought the pink, cut-out shoulder top I now wore. I had to give her credit. It had just the right amount of spandex to show off the best places. 

The restaurant was further downtown, not far from where the South Street Seaport had been before Hurricane Sandy. The walk with the detective had been a nice one, both in distance and company. Though my stomach was jittery the entire time. 

The detective had touched a hand to the small of my back, “This way, it’s on Water Street.”

We’d turned the corner and had seen a mass of waiting people. A bored looking, twenty-something woman played with her a cell phone. In the other hand, she held a five-foot pole attached to a sign that depicted a cartoon pig in farmer overalls. The sign read, “Yup, this here is the end of the line.” 

Hamilton and I had exchanged a look of shock. 

The girl cracked her gum and said, “You two just made it. I was about to close off the line.”

My companion looked ready to bolt. 

I said, “Um, Detective Hamilton, I’ve heard this place is really good. It’s gonna be worth the wait, but I’m fine if you want to call it a night.”

He had looked at all the people waaay down the block at the restaurant’s awning. “I really, really hate lines. I should’ve known I wasn’t going to be the only person redeeming this Groupon deal.” He tapped a hand against his thigh. “But I think we should stick it out, on one condition.”

He paused, and when I couldn’t take it anymore prompted, “And what’s the condition?”

“You call me Avery and not Detective Hamilton.” He flashed a huge smile that made my cheeks go hot. I couldn’t reply for fear of stuttering, so I just nodded. 

Almost two hours later, we were finally being seated. I understood the wait now. The place wasn’t that big. It had oversized brown leather chairs, weathered wooden tables and brass Tiffany-like lamps. Burgundy-cushioned booths lined the walls where people hunkered down over enormous plates of food. The place was a cross between a gentlemen’s club and a BBQ joint. But the smell! It was all barbecuey and spicy and yummy. 

Fortunately, the place was run well, too. A waitress had handed out menus and taken our order while we were still on line. Three minutes after being seated, another of the wait staff brought fried cornbread appetizers and our first shot of bourbon. Avery had spent a good ten minutes looking over the spirits selection. He knew a lot more about that I did, so I’d let him order the booze.

The cornbread was hot and delicious with a crispy, buttery edge, plus a touch of white cheese. “Oh my,” I said around a mouthful.

“I know. I thought my grandma made the best, but this here? I won’t be able to look her in the eye then next time she asks who makes the best cornbread.”

A sip of bourbon set the inside of my cheeks to burning. The deep amber liquid had a lightly sweet aftertaste. “Oh, this is the kind of hurt I like.”

Avery sputtered. Bits of cornbread sprinkled the table. He spoke around a napkin. “Um, okay?”

Then it hit me what I’d just said out loud. My intention was for it to be an inside thought. What can I say? It had slipped out. “That didn’t sound quite right, did it?”

He wiped his mouth. “It was perfect. Just caught me off guard,” he chuckled. “Sorry, I hope I didn’t get any on you.”

I waved off his concern and found myself laughing too. This was good. Laughing was good. I hadn’t done it in a while.

“By the time we’re done here tonight I’m gonna have you loving whiskey.”

I tipped my glass in his direction. “Lucky for you I come from a long line of Daniels that can hold their liquor.” Then I threw back the remainder of bourbon. The burn was sweet and hot. I slammed the glass against the wood table, “Bring on round two!”

Avery spied my glass then polished off the last of his own. “Bring on round two!” He started to raise his hand to call over the waitress, but she had appeared like a summoned genie.

“Hey, you two look like you’re having a good time. Listen, your dinner is about ready but here at Grover’s we like our customers to see where their food is coming from with a quick tour of the kitchen. Are you guys up for it or you just ready to eat?”

The detective glanced at me. As a restaurant owner I always liked to peek at someone else’s kitchen. We both turned to the waitress at the same time and said, “Yeah!” 

The waitress was in her early twenties, with long, brown highlighted hair pulled back into a ponytail. I knew she had likely been on her feet all day, but her response seemed genuine. “OK, follow me. My name is Debbie, by the way.”

Since the place wasn’t big, it was a short walk. She led us through a set of double doors. We entered a bright, shining, white and steel kitchen. Silver tubes of some type crisscrossed the ceiling. They ended in corkscrew hoses along varying ports on the walls and workstations. 

We stepped aside to let a twenty-something guy with a grey bin pass by. He had light brown hair shaved into a crew cut and was moving at a good clip. 

Debbie said, “OK, that blur was Connor. He’s pretty much does a little bit of everything, from busing tables to food prep. We’re a little short-handed tonight, so Connor’s been working overtime—like the rest of us. Um, you met Sylvie outside; she’s heading off to college in a few weeks. And this,” she said with a sweep of her arm, “is our kitchen.”

She called out, “Hey, guys, this is the last table tour of the night.”

In front of us, three people worked at various stations. They all turned and gave a quick wave. Debbie started in on what sounded like a very practiced talk.

“Grover’s is a sustainable establishment, which means we do everything possible to make ethical choices about our food sources, energy consumption and impact on the environment. We buy from local growers or from fair-trade businesses. Our meat and milk is purchased from ethical meat and dairy producers. And as for our energy consumption...” 

She pointed at the ceiling. “If you look up you’ll see those silver-colored hoses, which are part of our air pneumatic system. All of our appliances are run by air power, including our ovens, though we still use some electricity for lighting and the air-compression generators. We even use the air hoses for cleaning.”

I asked, “All the appliances run on air? They’re powerful enough?” I followed the line of the hoses from the ceiling down the walls. And sure enough, I could see how they ended in various kitchen gadgets like a professional-sized mixer, food processor and blender.

Debbie tilted her head to side as if she’d been asked this question before. “Yup, all the appliances are specially made to work with an air system. We even use them with some special attachments to get everything super-clean too, like with the dishwasher there in the back. But for those that need a little boost, we have our favorite chef, Greg—that’s him over there—tinker with them till they’re just right.”

A man of average height but with the bulky chest and arms of a retired wrestler called over his shoulder. “You know I don’t like being called that, Debbie.”

Our waitress rolled her eyes. “My mistake. Greg, our CWA over there, is a great fix-it man.”

“Better. Next time say it like you mean it, woman.” Greg laughed while arranging diced potatoes on a plate.

Avery asked, “Let me guess, CWA stands for Chef with Attitude?”

Debbie slapped her hands together once and touched the tip of a forefinger to her nose. “You got it, sir, he’s also our co-owner and all-around troublemaker.” 

Greg did a little jig and stuck his tongue out. A white hose with a lever on the end dangled from the shelf above his workstation. He grabbed it, aimed the nozzle at Debbie, and pulled the lever. A strong blast of air ruffled her hair. 

“As I said. Troublemaker. From our chef’s little demonstration there you can tell how powerful the air system is. Anyway,” Debbie went on while finger-combing her locks back into place, “behind him, sweating it out over the grill, are line chefs Gill and Todd.” The two men didn’t look up but offered quick little waves at the sound of their names.

“And, um, I don’t see Rick, but he’s the other owner, fellow cook and the in-house whiskey expert. You can’t miss him, he has this really bright, red hair; it’s totally cute. He personally buys all of the bourbon brands we carry here at the restaurant.” 

She pointed to the rear of the kitchen. “As for our barbecue, the smokers are out back. We use filters to minimize the smell to the surrounding areas. Grover’s has yet to get one complaint from our neighbors. The owners make sure Grover’s is compliant with all city laws, of course, but we all do our part not to have a negative impact on the community. Now, I think I see your dinner being plated. If you’ll follow me back to your table, I’ll bring it right on out.” 

It was a nice setup. Even after a busy night, the kitchen appeared spotless. Someone was running a very tight ship. To my right, a door opened and a woman stalked in. She had on a green silk blouse paired with linen capris. Her mouth was pursed tight, showing off where wrinkles would be permanently etched in a few years. In her hand was an empty liquor bottle. 

Greg glanced up, said nothing and went back to work. The woman stomped through the kitchen and shoved the back door so hard it bounced against the rear wall. Seconds later, the sound of glass exploding against concrete drifted in like angry musical notes. 

Less than a second after the breaking glass, a man came through the same door the woman had used. His hair was closer to being orange than red. Splotchy scarlet patches darkened his cheeks. He saw the open back door and made a beeline for it. 

Debbie and Avery had preceded me leaving the kitchen. I was the only one who’d caught the show. Though nothing was said, the mood in the kitchen perceptively shifted. I could see it in the tightened shoulders of the workers who’d remained. And Greg’s cheery disposition had evaporated. 

A tense kitchen equaled an unhealthy restaurant. Things weren’t going so well here, after all.

Avery touched my elbow. “What’s wrong?” 

I gave the room a final glance and moved out the door. “I’ll tell you later. Nothing is wrong, though.”

His brows furrowed as if my answer was more worrisome than reassuring, as I had intended. 

I shook my head. “It’s nothing, really. Probably just drama between co-workers. We food artists tend to be a sensitive lot.” 

“Did you just call yourself a ‘food artist’?”

“Darn right, I’m an artist,” I quipped, saying artist like ar-teest. “You haven’t had my morning cinna-mini-rolls.”

He stood aside to let me walk by first. As I did, he put a hand on the small of my back and said close to my ear, “Maybe one morning soon I’ll have one.”

The scent of his cologne brought delightfully carnal things to mind. The heat from his fingers prickled the skin along my lower back. My legs went a little wobbly in the knees, and I had to focus on putting one foot in front of the other. Sweet Lord, I was going to pass out. 

We crossed over to our table where Debbie was already waiting patiently. Yippee, I’d made it back without falling flat on my face. Why was I such a dork? 

Avery put in another bourbon order and Debbie said she’d be back with the booze and food. The minute she’d left, I wracked my brain for something to say that wouldn’t sound silly. Then Avery aimed those grey-blue eyes at me and all thoughts instead went to silly-putty. That eye color combined with the cafe-au-lait complexion made him male model handsome.

Fortunately, he asked something I had enough wits to answer. “So, what happened back there?”

My hands felt conspicuously empty. I wished Debbie hadn’t taken the empty glasses so I’d have something to play with. I fiddled with the candleholder instead. “Oh, it was probably nothing. Some lady was really ticked off and stormed through the kitchen. Broke an empty liquor bottle outside. You didn’t hear it?”

“No, I didn’t hear anything over the noise out here.”

It was loud in the dining area. I looked around the room. The patrons were guzzling bourbon and shoveling down BBQ with glee. Noisy glee. Though he’d only been a foot away from me at the time, Avery wouldn’t have heard anything over the din. 

I glanced up and he was staring. “What?” I asked.

“You think it’s something I should check into?”

“I don’t think it’s anything to get excited about, Kojak.”

The detective held up his hands up, palms out. “Sorry, it’s hard to turn off cop-mode sometimes. And how do you know about Kojak? You’re not old enough.” 

“TV Land,” I added quickly, hoping to veer away from any questions about my age. Though I was only a few years shy of twenty-seven on the over-thirty side. 

The waitress returned and slid two mini-troughs full of meat in front of us. It was sheer debauchery, featuring barbecue ribs. Next to it she added a fried onion blossom with bacon-chipotle, sweet ‘n spicy mustard, and creamy chili dipping sauces. Just when I thought the table would crack into two, Debbie slid in a plate of baked potatoes, and of all things, broccoli.

Avery pointed at the vibrant color marring the perfect arrangement of meat and carbs. “What’s that doing here?”

Debbie answered, “Grover’s believes in a balanced diet and every dish comes with something green. Trust me, the head chef makes the veggies scrumptious; even I like ‘em. And I hate vegetables.” She winked at me, “Try ‘em, you’ll be surprised.”

I am a firm believer that chocolate should be a designated food group, so the yummy veggie thing was a hard sell. Avery’s face said he was in the same camp. We looked at Debbie as if she’d sprouted a second head.

She winked again before walking off. “Trust me.” 

I stabbed a stalk with my fork. As a kid I always ate the vegetables first to get the nasty part over with fast. Then I could enjoy the rest of the meal without having my mom nag me. Avery was already tearing off a rib. 

After a few bites I said, “She’s right, this is good.”

Avery scoffed and pointed a rib at me. “You need to quit playing around and get down to the BBQ. I have no qualms clearing off your plate if you’re silly enough to leave something on it.”

And with that, I did put down the green and got to the part we’d come there for.

 

 

***

An hour later, I felt as if I needed six burly construction workers to load me onto a flatbed truck. My belly was full, too full, but it felt good in a hedonistic way.

“So, how are you all doing?” Our waitress mocked surprise. “Oh, I see you ate all of your broccoli, the both of you. For that, you should have dessert on the house.”

With those words, I decided right then and there Debbie was more than a waitress; she was an angel. No matter how stuffed I was, there was always room for dessert—especially if it was free.

“I can bring two of scoops our Vanilla-Me-Loco, if you like. It’s gourmet vanilla ice cream dipped in a coconut, toasted corn flakes, pecans and cookie crumbles coating. Then it’s fried and served with fresh whipped cream. But if you want something else off the menu, that’ll be on your dime.”

It sounded like Nirvana in a bowl. Really, I could’ve kissed Debbie. That was how elated I was. “That sounds perfect. I’ll take one, but can I take a peek at the dessert menu, too?” Then I went on to tell Debbie, and Avery so he didn’t think I was being a glutton, that as a baker I loved to see what other restaurants were serving. Avery agreed to the fried ice cream too, and Debbie said she’d be right back.

The detective leaned back and rubbed a large hand over his belly. “So, looks like we’re going to close the place out.”

A glance around proved he was right. When we had come in, Grover’s was bursting at the seams with people. Now, there was only one other table occupied besides ours. It was couple finishing off their after-meal coffee.

I said, “After this dessert, I think Debbie might have to lay out a mat so I can take a nap before going home.”

The detective nodded, but before he could say anything someone screamed in the kitchen. It was a piercing, heart-aching sound. It was followed by a lot of shouting. 

A man hollered, “He’s bleeding, get help!”

Avery bolted for the kitchen. He moved so fast, he was almost a blur. I sat there with the other patrons, stunned. The three of us exchanged wide-eyed looks.

Through the swinging doors, I could see small glimpses of what was beyond, but could hear Avery barking questions. Then the entire restaurant went quiet. Even the noise from the traffic outside seemed to stop. For the span of several heartbeats, I strained to hear the slightest sound from the kitchen, but there was nothing. 

Debbie burst through the doors, ponytail swinging. Sobbing, she threw herself against the nearest wall and slid ungracefully to the floor. From behind her hands she wailed over and over again, “I don’t understand. I don’t understand.”

My heart beat a hard staccato in my chest. Avery hadn’t returned, and I didn’t hear his voice anymore. I looked at the other couple, who were frozen in place. Slowly I rose and took several measured steps to the kitchen doors. I peeked through one of the two plastic windows embedded in the doors. Everyone in the kitchen was gathered in a small group. Their backs were to me. All heads were bent to the floor. 

Someone, in all white, stepped aside. But then, no, I realized he wasn’t just stepping aside; he was getting out of the way. Just where black rubber floor mats ended and white tiles began, something was spreading. As I watched, a pool of crimson grew in an ever increasing semi-circle.

Avery broke from the group. I caught a glimpse of bright red hair on the floor. It was the man I’d seen earlier. The one who’d been in an obvious fight with the woman. 

In a single stride, Avery was at the kitchen’s swinging doors. He snatched one open. A gold badge now dangled around his neck on a black lanyard. “This is a crime scene. I want everyone in the dining room, now!”

The brunette, the bottle throwing one, got to her feet. Mascara smeared dark tracks under her eyes. “Who the hell do you think you are? I’m not leaving my husband. He’s hurt! If you’re some type of cop, go get him an ambulance! This was an accident, not a crime, idiot!”

Avery’s jaw clenched. The vibe that rolled off of him in a thick wave made even me take a step back. He was in full on robo-cop mode. He shoved the door open wider. It smacked so hard against the wall, something clattered off a nearby shelf. 

“Lady, I am Detective Avery Hamilton of the New York City Police Department. That man has been shot. He’s not hurt, he’s dead.” 

Now his voice boomed. “All of you, get out of my crime scene NOW!”

 

 

***

Maybe, just maybe, there was something wrong with me. It was just like when my best friend and I were snooping around to discover who had killed upcoming reality TV star Heidi Chakiris. In the middle of mayhem, I was insatiably, almost cheerfully, curious. It was if somewhere within me, new nerve endings had become operational and were waiting for data to analyze, to process. I’d developed a sixth sense keen on solving puzzles.

The puzzle on hand—who had killed the owner of the hottest new restaurant in Manhattan?

Avery stood in the middle of the dining room like a disgruntled circus ringmaster. In one ring, or rather at various tables around the room, he kept an eye on the Grover's employees. In the other ring, were the unlucky patrons who'd lingered too long after dinner. The couple appeared ready to bolt. 

“You keep telling me someone is on the way. What's the ETA?” Avery listened, then he jabbed at the phone, hanging up with a grunt. 

“Everyone, listen up. Because of the demonstrations, every police station in Manhattan is spread thin. The precinct for this area will send someone as soon as possible but it’s going to take some time. We all have to be patient.”

The couple next to me, a pair in their early thirties, groaned. The man, balding and dressed in grey chinos pants, made a show of checking his watch. “Listen, we have a sitter and got to get home. How long is this going to take?”

Avery answered brusquely. “As long as this takes, sir. There's a body in the kitchen, and the detective who gets assigned to this case will need statements from everyone here.”

“We were out here; how could we possible know what those people were doing in the kitchen?” This was from the woman. She had dark circles under her eyes, sported a push-up bra, and had a new mom on the verge of a breakdown look to her. The bra implied her attempt to be sexy for date night. The dried spit-up stain on her v-neck tee confirmed a new baby at home. Her “those people” comment rubbed me wrong. I took an instant dislike to her. 

“I apologize for the inconvenience. Anything you have to contribute may be beneficial. And if anyone here has plans, I suggest you alert whomever necessary that you'll be delayed.” Avery ignored the audible groans throughout the room. “Listen, I’m off duty right now, work in a different precinct and I have to be patient just like you.” 

He crossed the room and bent down by my chair. “Hey, I bring the fun, don't I?” he whispered with a sly smile. 

I gave a little shrug, “If murder is fun, then totally. How long we're gonna be here, really?”

An ambulance's siren whined in the distance. The sound was low, so it was still far off, but closing in fast. 

Avery turned to the front of the restaurant. He answered, scanning the street. “The department put a lot extra bodies on the marches. It may be just us for a while.” 

I thought, good.

***

 

The ambulance braked to a hard stop in front of Grover's. Emergency medical technicians in real life don't resemble the ones on TV. On television, they sprint to the patient with stretcher in tow. Not the case in reality. They tend to do more of a stroll with purpose. These EMTs, a male duo, were no different. Avery directed them from a position where he could keep an eye on what was going on in the kitchen and monitor the dining room’s occupants.

Debbie had taken up a spot near me. She sat in a booth draped over the table, face hidden in a napkin.

When Avery wasn't looking I switched to a chair closer to the waitress. “Debbie, you OK?”

The head attached to the napkin bobbed up and down. 

I whispered, “What happened in there?”

She uttered a little noise, sort of between and whine and a sob, and I thought I'd uncorked another round of uncontrollable tears. Instead, she wiped her nose with the back of a hand. 

“His B of a wife happened. That's what happened. Now that this place has a line around the corner, she wants it for herself.”

Whoa. I hadn't been expecting that. I conspicuously cast an eye on the dark-haired woman pouting closer to the front of the room. Lowering my voice and watching out for Avery, I prodded in a whisper, “His wife. What's her name again?”

“Alma.”

“Did you see her do it?”

Debbie turned bloodshot eyes on me in a way that was definitely not friendly. “What, are you going to tell your cop boyfriend whatever I say?”

Why yes, Debbie, I am. 

Aloud, I said in a tone I hoped sounded innocent, “How long do you want to be trapped in the place with your dead boss in the next room? Someone in that kitchen did this—do you want the cops to think it was you?” I let the unspoken part linger, hoping she'd incorrectly assume that blabbing to the cop’s girlfriend could possibly save her neck. It wouldn’t, but I wasn’t going to be the one to correct her.

She sniffled, glanced over her shoulder. Greg, the chef, sat with arms folded in the back of the room. His hands were balled into fists. 

I said, “I was getting a vibe on the tour earlier tonight. Is there bad blood between the owners?”

Debbie scoffed so loud the balding guy and his wife turned to glare at us. The kitchen doors flapped open and out came the EMTs. They spoke to Avery in low tones. One guy, fortyish with salt-and-pepper hair, gave a quick shake of the head.

Alma, who'd been watching, let loose a short keen before covering her mouth and turning away. 

The detective's eyes flicked in her direction, landed on me for a second, and then went to Debbie. Avery didn't falter in his conversation with the EMTs. He walked them to the front of the restaurant.

Debbie sniffled. “Bad blood is putting it lightly.” She leaned closer, “Rick was this big, fancy day trader, you know, making lots of money on Wall Street but he went a little bonkers and quit. Then he went and spent the last of his savings on this place with Greg. Seems he didn't tell Alma about spending all their money and she never forgave him even when the customers started piling in. Then there were the rumors...” Her voice trailed off.

“OK, I'll bite. What rumors?” 

She looked over her shoulder again. This time, Greg was staring straight at us. Movement caught my eye. It was the dishwasher, Connor, sitting by himself in the opposite corner. The man blended in so well I hadn’t seen him till now. He gnawed at one fingertip and then another like a pit bull worrying at marrow in a bone. 

I don't know what did it, but Debbie was emboldened. Her voice became stronger, more confident. “You see that movie with Leonardo DiCaprio, Wall Street Wolf or something?”

I nodded.

“Yeah, well, Rick had developed some of those appetites, if you know what I mean.” She flicked the tip of her nose. “And those appetites flared up again with all the stress of launching this place. How do you think he became an expert about bourbon? It wasn't from some book or a class. All hands-on experience, plus who knows what else. And little ol' Alma was done with it. She didn't like being nearly poor either.”

I volunteered, “I saw them going at it earlier during the tour.”

“That's every night around here. Alma does the paperwork downstairs, and that's where they duke it out. Greg over there,” she tipped her head in his direction, “does as much refereeing as he does cooking.” 

As if speaking his name conjured the man, Greg was no longer at the rear table. He was beside us. His lips were pinched at the corners. “Debbie, you aren't over here running your mouth, are you?” 

His tone made me flinch, but the waitress folded her arms, defiant. “And if I am, so what? I was just telling her how you needed to mind your business, and let a husband and wife take care of their problems.”

“Deb-bra.” He dragged out the syllables as if to give warning.

Avery snapped his fingers a few times. “Hey you, CWA. Now is not the time to have an attitude, back to where you were.” 

Greg took a step backward but not before laying a hand on Debbie's shoulder. 

She shrugged it off and said, “Go sit down, Greg. You had your chance.”

I think if the chef could've physically removed Debbie, he would have. Instead, he plunked back down at the rear table. 

With another heated glance at the chef, Debbie said, “Alma did it. She was standing right next to him when it happened.”

“Where were you?”

Her eyes shifted the slightest bit, “At the walk-in fridge, I think. I was getting your dessert for Greg to prepare.”

“Did you hear a gun go off?”

“No, I didn't hear anything, but Connor had just started up the dishwasher. It gets loud in there.”

I wasn't sure if a dishwasher, even a commercial one, would mask the sound of gun going off. Grover's kitchen wasn't that small, but it wasn't the size of a luxury hotel's either. 

The front door of the restaurant opened. A uniformed police officer rushed in. Despite the dark blue of his uniform, sweat stains darkened the front and arms of his shirt. He was young and might as well have had rookie inked across his forehead. 

Avery, who'd been shifting from foot to foot in increasing agitation, made a beeline for the cop. “Just you?”

The officer took his cap off and wiped his brow. “For now, sir, yes. My captain told me to come down here ASAP and assist the detective on scene. At the precinct we're swamped. There weren’t any cars available either. I had to take the subway here.”

They shook hands, and Avery pulled him aside where they could talk and monitor the room. 

After a bit, Avery broke away and headed for the kitchen. I turned back to Debbie and was surprised to see she'd moved her seat. Her head was down on the table again.

OK. Guess that conversation was over. 

I glanced over my shoulder. Greg rolled his eyes at me and snorted with irritation. 

“Ali, could you come here, please?” Avery stood half-in, half-out of the kitchen doors. 

On the five second walk, I tried to gauge Avery’s mood by the expression on his face. I got nothing. It was like trying to read a rock. He must be a pro at poker. 

“What were you doing?” he asked the second I was close enough. 

I feigned confusion. “Sitting down?”

“Don't play, Ali, you were talking to the waitress, and I can tell it wasn't idle chit-chat about barbecue sauce.”

“I was just asking her about what happened.” 

“Do I need to explain why you should stay out of this?”

I folded my arms. “What, I can't have a conversation?”

Avery mimicked my pose. “I'm going to pretend you just said, yes, Detective Hamilton, I know this is a delicate, sensitive situation with a killer on the loose and I won't do anything to tamper with evidence or potential suspects.”

“Oh, we’re not on a first name basis anymore, huh?” 

He shut his eyes, and I could tell he was mentally counting to ten in order to stay calm. Avery stood with his back against one door, propping it open. The kitchen was a goldmine of evidence and he was practically dangling it in front of me. 

“Ali, yes, we’re on a first name basis, but I need you—” he started but a sudden racket cut him off. We both turned to the depths of the kitchen. The noise was coming from the back somewhere. I conveniently took the opportunity to lean against the other door, pushing it open. 

Now I could see everything. Much better.

“What's that coming from?” Avery crossed the threshold of the kitchen.

I pointed to the obvious steel culprit hunching in the corner. “My guess is the dishwasher.”

The detective hollered into the dining room. “Hey, which one of you can turn the dishwasher off?”

Two of the Grover's staff answered the call. 

Connor got to us first, adjusting his apron. “I can get it, boss. A fork got loose again or something.” 

Greg put up a hand and eased past the junior staff member. “No, I got it. I'm tired of sitting around doing nothing.” He sidled past us and said, “It probably is just a fork. It'll take a second.”

“I'm coming with you. Watch your step and don’t touch anything you don’t have to.” Avery pointed back to the dining room. “You, back to your seat. Bossman doesn't need help with a fork. Thank you.”

Connor paused, his eyes flicking from Greg's back to the dishwasher. “Ahh, OK. I guess you're right,” he said in a soft voice. He wavered there for a second more before back stepping into the dining room.

Avery mouthed to me, “Stay right here,” before following Greg. Like the restaurant co-owner, he gingerly sidestepped the body. A white sheet, likely a gift from the EMTs, draped the still form. 

The clattering grew in intensity but stopped just as Greg's hand poised over the washer's controls. The cop and chef looked at each other. Greg shrugged and said, “Problem solved.” 

The sudden absence of sound made it glaringly obvious how loud the dishwasher had been. The hum had sort of been like white noise that’s easy to ignore until it was turned off. I still didn't think it had been noisy enough to cover a gun going off. 

The detective gestured. “Open it up.” 

The dishwasher was one made for a professional kitchen. It resembled a large silver box sitting in the middle of a conveyor belt. Push trays of dirty dishes in on one side, pull out cleaned items on the other. Greg lifted a silver door panel and hauled out a large green tray loaded with plates. 

Greg clicked his teeth. “Yeah, see here? The kid just threw the silverware on the flat part of the tray. He should've loaded them into one of the cup holders meant for the flatware.” 

Oooh, I couldn’t see anything by these stupid doors. Even standing on tippy-toes didn’t give me a better vantage point. 

“Thank you, you can head on back to your seat now.” 

The chef left without saying anything more. Avery followed him out and went over to the uniformed cop who'd taken up a position near the front. On request the cop handed over his flashlight. 

I watched as Avery backtracked his way to the dishwasher and peered inside using the flashlight. After a minute he said, “Ali, I want you to come in here. Don't touch anything. Avoid the body.”

Yippee! I was barely able to contain my excitement. Though walking by the body was a little disconcerting. Over at the dishwasher, Avery stood with the flashlight at his side. 

I said, “So, figure out what was making the noise?” 

He nodded, “Yeah, a fork like they said. It’s on the bottom inside the unit, there, you see it? But that's not why I called you over here. I called you over to tell me what that is.” He pointed into the rack of dishes. 

Immediately my senses went on orange alert. A clue, he must've found a clue. But as I looked down, all I saw were white, ceramic dishes in a wire rack that was poised within the larger tray. Behind the dishes, there was an open area. In that space was a scattered assortment of loose utensils, tongs, and spatulas. Yeah, Connor had been lazy loading these up.

It took my eye a minute to focus on what was out of place. Something silver, but a darker shade than the other utensils, rested in the tray. The thing looked like it was made from burnished steel. It was small, seven inches in length, cone-shaped with a thick base and narrowed opening. 

Avery asked, “Is that something that should be in a professional kitchen?” 

My fingers were itching to pick the thing up. I peered at the object and then around at the kitchen trying to match it up with something. At the front of the dishwasher, two circular hoses hung from the top of the unit. One was green, the other silver. The green one had a bronze nozzle with a hand lever attached. It was dripping water. “I can't say for sure. This place is kinda unique because they use air to power their appliances. But it looks like a nozzle; maybe it goes to one of the hoses on the wall? It's possible they could run them through the washer if it got dirty somehow.” Even as I was saying it, my theory felt…off somehow. Close but no cigar. 

Avery didn't look convinced. But maybe that was just his stern cop face. “OK, thanks. Go back in the other room, please. Hopefully it won't be too much longer.” 

By the sound of his voice, even he didn't believe that. 

Back in the dining room, almost everyone who could was looking at their phones. Even the rookie cop. I think cell phones are dumbing down society in more ways than one. But I went to my seat, found my purse and pulled out my own. I wanted to check on how the demonstrations were going. If folks were getting unruly, then that meant the police would be busy and we’d be on lock-down all night. 

The live website feed on NY1, the local news station, showed the demonstrators were behaving but had also come out in unexpected numbers. No violence was good, but yup, we were going to be here a while. 

Avery came out of the kitchen. He looked at his watch and shook his head. The cop in the front held up his hands as if to say, “Hey, don't blame me.” 

Instead of going back to the kitchen, the detective went over to the rear tables where Greg was sulking. He sat down but not before asking both Connor and Debbie to move closer to the front of the restaurant. 

Connor moved without complaint, but Debbie shuffled along slowly as if the last thing she wanted to do was to miss the upcoming chat. She and I had that in common.

My detective friend thankfully let me stay where I was, though I pretended to be absorbed in my phone. 

“Tell me what happened in there,” Avery said from a chair directly in front of the chef.

“I told you in the kitchen when you asked the first time.”

“Tell me again.”

Greg sighed, sounding annoyed. “Rick and I were starting to clean up for the night. Alma called us over to talk about some orders. All of sudden, Rick bent over like he'd been hit. There was blood on his hand. Then he fell over. You came in a little while after that.”

“Was that back door opened or closed?”

“Closed.”

Avery shifted in his chair. “Who was in the kitchen at the time, what were they doing?”

“Ah, I let the other cooks, Gill and Todd, go home. They wanted to catch some band that's playing. So it was me, Rick, Alma. Connor had just bussed some tables and was loading up the washer. Debbie was by the walk-in fridge; I'd asked her to get something.”

“Rick was shot. So who had the gun?”

Greg started as if he was going to bolt. He met the detective's eye and settled down. “There was no gun. Couldn't have been. I was standing right next to him, I would know if he was shot!”

Avery said, “I've been a cop for fifteen years. I know what a bullet wound looks like.”

“I don't know what to tell you, then. It couldn't have been a gun because I would've heard it,” he held out his arms, “the entire restaurant would've heard it.”

The detective held his tongue. When he didn't say anything, Greg wilted. “Are you questioning me, should I get a lawyer?”

“No, I'm just getting your statement so when the investigating detectives are assigned, I can pass it on. Just trying to speed up the process.”

“Are you supposed to be doing that? Speeding up the process?” Greg shot back, already recovering his verve. 

But Avery was nonchalant. “We'll find out, won't we? Go ask Alma to come back here so I can take her statement. Please.”

Despite his attitude, Greg didn’t hesitate to get out of the line of fire. He took two steps past the detective and then backtracked. “Listen, go easy on Alma, she’s had it rough even before today.”

I thought Avery was going to balk at the directive but he softened instead. “She’s had it rough in what way?”

The chef’s eyes widened, possibly realizing he’d opened a can of worms. “Um, I only meant that she and Rick were going through some things, you know? Typical marriage stuff but they were toughing it out. She’s been overworked because of the restaurant’s success too.” He paused, as if contemplating what to say next. “Alma’s a good girl, wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

Avery gave the chef a once-over. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

That didn’t seem to be reassuring for Greg. When he walked by me his lips were pinched at the corners again. The words exchanged between him and Alma were much more than a request to go to the back. The chef was taller than the woman by a foot. He held her elbow and leaned close enough to kiss her. The pose looked comfortable and familiar. Really familiar, like how lovers would converse with one another. 

I wasn’t the only person watching them. Debbie eyed the couple like a bird of prey. Her face went still and so hard her cheekbones looked chiseled. When Alma broke away, Debbie's eyes followed her with such intensity, I was surprised the other woman didn’t turn to putty in her stilettos. 

When Alma passed me, Debbie caught me watching her. She quit with the evil eye, folded her arms and pouted. A few minutes later however, I caught her boring holes into the back of Greg’s head.

Interesting. Could there have been some type of love triangle going on at Grover’s? Greg had seemed really possessive over the waitress earlier, downright bossy. Was that because something was going on between the two? Or was something going on between the chef and his partner’s wife? Or both?

If so, Greg would’ve had motive to get Rick out of the way. He could have his woman and a successful business. But then what if a jilted woman wanted to hurt the man who was toying with her feelings? Framing Greg would be a good way to do it. That scenario put both Debbie and Alma on the suspect list. 

I tapped a little beat out on the table with a fingernail. The story was beginning to fill in, but there were still too many gaps. What I needed was a fly on the wall.

My parents had been part of a new age movement and I’d grown up on a commune. Sometimes the adults would have community meetings. No kids allowed. But that didn’t stop me. I would hunker down in a little out-of-the-way spot, and hear everything the grownups were talking about until my little ears burned. Most of the time I didn’t get busted. I didn’t understand everything, I was only six, but that didn’t stop me from charging kids a nickel if they wanted to hear adult gossip. 

For some reason back then, I was easy to be overlooked. I’m sure that figures into some of my current-day neurosis. But back then, I could be invisible like a fly on the wall. And that’s what I needed now, someone who blended in and was often privy to private conversations.

Who would that be here? I thought about the two cooks who left early, but ruled them out just because they weren’t around. I scanned the room. There was Sylvie, the girl who’d been holding the sign when got in the line outside. She slouched in a seat near the snotty couple. Her face was puffy as if she’d been crying. Every five seconds, she popped her chewing gum, prompting nasty looks from the balding guy. But Sylvie was oblivious as she thumbed through what looked like her Facebook feed. 

Jeez, I bet pics of the body were all over social media by now. I made a mental note to check her accounts later. 

That left only one person who could be my perfect fly. Connor. I scanned the place and couldn’t find him. Did he bolt when no one was looking? 

I spotted a pair of black Nikes under a nearby table. It was him sitting alone in a booth. Jeez, he was good. He was practically right in front of me and I hadn’t noticed him. 

Alma had just sat down with my new detective friend. I wanted to eavesdrop, but a sudden hunch made me think a chat with Connor would be more productive. 

He was worrying at his fingers, the way a habitual nail-biter does, when I slipped onto the seat opposite him. 

“Hey, Connor. How you doing?”

He was in the kitchen staff uniform of all white with an over-the-neck apron. His eyebrows crinkled as if he was confused. But he snatched the nail-du-jour away and slyly wiped his hand on the apron. 

“Sorry, did I startle you?” I asked smiling. 

“No. Well, sorta. I was just in my own thoughts I guess,” he said. His eyes darted to the left before focusing on me. 

“Yeah, I get it. A lot going on tonight. You doing OK?”

He nodded and looked away. “You a cop too?”

“Who, me?” I asked, “No, no. I’m just a baker. I was just having dinner with Detective Hamilton.”

“He your boyfriend?”

Jeez. That kept coming up, didn’t it? Did that mean I looked like I could be his girlfriend? Detective Hamilton definitely ranked pretty high on the hotness scale and I was…just me. I was cute. I wore a size twelve, and was happy my thickness. But he was in an entire other class in the looks department. I was not even close. My belly started to twist and I pushed the negative thoughts away. “No, we were just having dinner. He had a Groupon thing and invited me when his friends canceled.”

Why I just volunteered all of that, I didn’t know. 

Connor nodded again as if my confession was logical. I wasn’t exactly sure what he thought made sense—me not being Hamilton’s girl or having dinner with a handsome cop because of a cancellation. Either way, I wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or not.

He said, “Yeah, that Groupon brought people in by the truckload. And it had all been Debbie’s idea.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.” He drummed a finger with an almost nonexistent nail on the table. “Yeah, Rick was making a load because of that deal. I told Debbie to ask for a bonus but she wouldn’t.”

“No, why?”

He shrugged. “Debbie isn’t the type to stand up for herself.” His eyes moved across the room again. 

“You know, girls who don’t stand up for themselves sometimes get a boyfriend who can do it for them. Does Debbie have a boyfriend?”

Connor gave me a blank expression. “Naw, not that I know of. At least nothing, like, permanent.”

“You mean an official boyfriend-girlfriend thing?” I wanted to push his boundaries some.

“She likes jerks. Guys who don’t appreciate her.” Now he was clearly staring over in Debbie’s direction. 

Oh. OK. I took a different tact. “You have a girlfriend, Connor?”

Color rose on his cheeks. He was actually blushing. “I have friends, you know, no one on the regular.”

That meant no, in other words. Connor couldn’t have been older than twenty-one. He was on the lean side, skinny even, but at least six feet tall. He had eyes the color of bittersweet chocolate in a face that was inviting in an “I’ll buy a teddy-bear for your birthday” kind of way. Sweet-like. Not the definition of a girl-magnet, but not the type to repel them either. 

“Why do you want to know about that stuff?” Connor nibbled at a nail that had somehow found a path to his mouth. 

I shrugged. “Just making conversation? Curious. Sorry, didn’t mean to be nosy. I’m just started to feel antsy. You know, there being a body in the next room and all.”

This time he lifted and dropped his shoulders as if he’d been asked a question. With his other hand, he rubbed absently at a water stain on the table. “Yeah, it’s horrible what happened to Rick. He was a good guy, you know? Hired me when he had no business doing it. It wasn’t like I had any experience or nothing.”

“So Rick was a good guy?”

He caught me staring at his snacking and folded his hands firmly on the tabletop. “Most of the time he was. He had some problems with Greg and Alma sometimes, but I tried to mind my business.”

I leaned in, “What business were you trying to stay out of, Connor?”

“I shouldn’t say.”

I folded my hands on the table mimicking his pose. “That detective over there is gonna call you over in a few minutes. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to know for sure what you’re gonna say?”

He turned around to glance at Alma and Avery. Connor’s shoulders stiffened. A vein along his temple began to visibly pulse.

“Whoa, Connor, it’s not like he’s going to arrest you on the spot. Relax. He’s just going to ask what happened from your perspective.” I didn’t want the guy getting too excited, especially not with me sitting in front of him. “But if you’ve seen something that could help, you should tell him.” 

Connor swallowed. “I only overhear things, you know. Sometimes people forget I’m in the room, even with me being tall.”

I furrowed my brows as if to say, “Really? That’s horrible.” But it was exactly what I had guessed.

“Rick thought there was something going on between Alma and Greg. He even asked me once if I’d seen them doing anything weird. And at the time, I didn’t understand but just assumed he meant making out or something—and I hadn’t seen them doing anything like that. And I told him that, but Rick was still paranoid. Used to watch them like a hawk. And one time he and Greg had a shoving match over mushrooms—”

“—mushrooms?”

“Yeah, about what to serve on the menu, but I think it was really about Alma. Rick was drunk or high, though. I think he had a problem he was trying to cover up. He was downstairs sleeping one off during most of tonight’s shift.”

“I saw him during my kitchen tour,” I said.

Connor looked at his watch. “Yeah, that must’ve been later on; he and Alma had a fight again, came upstairs to do some more arguing in the back courtyard. The staff ignores them until it gets bad, and when it does, Greg usually steps in.”

“Where were you when Rick was shot?”

“I don’t think he was shot. Nobody had a gun in the kitchen.”

“Still,” I said, “something happened. Where were you?”

“Um, I was either bringing in dishes or loading the dishwasher.”

“Which one was it?”

Connor’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t sound very much like a baker.”

I took a deep breath and counted to five. “Sorry, sorry. I’m anxious and just want to get out of here. Don’t you? But it looks like the detective and Alma are wrapping up. If you think I’m grilling you, wait till he gets a crack at you.”

He dropped his head into his hands. 

I prodded gently, “When you saw Rick was on the ground, where were you?”

The answer came from between his fingers, muddled but still intelligible. “Walking to the dishwasher. I’d just picked up the spatulas from the grill to wash. Greg and Alma were standing over Rick.” He braced his arms on the table, leaned over and whispered, “You know, I think they did it. They didn’t look too surprised when he was on the floor bleeding to death.”

I looked right into Connor’s eyes. There was a pleading there that couldn’t be denied. It was earnest. And I thought, who is he protecting?

“OK, Connor. Just be honest with the detective like you were with me and everything will sort itself out.”

As if on cue, Alma and Avery stood. He watched her retreating back, then spotted me and Connor. 

Avery smirked. “Young man, a few minutes of your time, please.”

Connor's head bowed as he slid out of the booth. “See you later, I guess.”

I gave him a reassuring little pat on the back. He unfolded himself and crossed to where Avery waited. He shot me a warning look I pretended not to see. 

Alma passed by me. She’d managed to wipe away most of the mascara residue. The woman didn’t give me a second glance. She seemed like the type of person who dismissed people easily. I took an immediate dislike to her. Second person of the night. That wasn't good. Was I becoming jaded? Alma settled very ladylike into the seat next to Greg and immediately reached for his hand.

On the opposite side of the room, Debbie made a sound of disgust and lurched to her feet.

Rookie cop didn’t like the sudden motion. When she responded to his question about her intentions, he let her know someone would escort her to the restroom shortly. Debbie slung herself back into the chair so hard, I just knew it was going to tip over. It didn’t, not that the waitress seemed to notice.

So yeah, without question something was going on there. A love triangle between Greg, Alma and Debbie? In all this time, Alma hadn't paid Debbie an ounce of attention. They worked in too close of quarters for her to be ignorant of Debbie's feelings for Greg. Maybe Alma knew but didn't care because nothing romantic was transpiring between her and Greg? Or perhaps Debbie was just too low on the social totem pole to be considered as a rival?

Some pieces were still missing. Debbie swore Alma did it, and Connor fingered Greg and Alma. If those two were in cahoots, how did they shoot Rick at close range and have the entire restaurant not hear the gunshot? And both Connor and Debbie agreed they had not seen a gun. 

Oooh, I was itching to snoop around that kitchen. There had to be clues hidden among the pots and pans.

Poor Connor was tearing the last of his nails to bits while speaking with Avery. Unfortunately their little chat was taking longer than I had expected. I didn't know what to make of that. 

“Hey! What's going on here?” 

It was balding guy and burned-out new mom. They'd been stewing in their juices. Baldy smacked the table and stood up. “Listen, unless someone tells us what is going on right now, we are leaving! We have rights! I have a new baby at home who my wife needs to get back to.”

To my surprise, it was Alma who acted. Before the uniformed cop could go into the spiel we'd been hearing for the past two hours, Alma crossed to the small bar on the left side of the restaurant. 

A bottle of wine thudded on the new parents’ table. “Here,” she said, “this bottle is worth two hundred dollars; we save it for our best customers. It's yours on the house for your continued patience.” 

Balding dude puffed up his chest, but his wife waved him to silence. “Honey. Honey, sit down. We’re good with this.” She reached for the bottle opener Alma dangled like a carrot. 

I had to give Alma credit. She was detached but knew how to handle customers. Maybe the success of this place was due not just to the food and booze but to her natural savvy as well.

And maybe she was also clever enough to kill her husband in a room full of people.

I drummed my fingers on the table, unsure of what to do next. Granted, no one had invited me to launch an investigation, but that was beside the point. Rookie officer was still on alert, though, looking bored like the rest of us. I stood and made a show of yawning. 

I'd only taken five steps toward the kitchen when Rookie zeroed in. 

“Where are you going?”

I took a few big steps and leaned against the wall next to the kitchen. “Just stretching my legs. Sir.” Never hurts to show a little deference. 

Rookie gave a once-over and seemed to judge me untrustworthy. He took a step and was about to say something when Avery beat him to it.

“I got it. She's OK,” he said, taking my elbow. In my ear he whispered, “You are incorrigible.”

“I know, right! Avery, I can't help myself, I admit it. Maybe you should arrest me later.” Whoa-ho, did I just say that? That was kind of flirty. Flirtyness had just come out of my mouth unbidden. 

A smile touched the corners of his mouth. “Maybe. If you don't get me fired first. I'm thinking you might've missed your calling.”

That kind of felt like a compliment. Though he could've been implying I was a pest. I choose to accept it as the former. “How was your talk with Connor? Oh, and what did you think about Alma? She seems a little cold to me. Hey, how come you weren't writing down notes in a little notebook like they do on TV?”

“One, because I was eating dinner when all this happened and don’t walk around with a notebook. Two, I only take notes as a formality in case I have to testify or something. Three, I don't need a notebook. I have good recall.”

“Like an eidetic memory?” I was kidding.

“Yeah, just like that.” 

I paused, stunned. “Shut up! Really, you have total recall? And you became a cop? Man, you would've made a killing in the sciences.”

He didn't meet my eyes and shrugged it off. I think the detective was being modest.

He said, “I usually don't tell people. Makes me feel like a freak.”

“So why tell me?”

Those eyes focused on me again, then away. “I don't know. You seem like you'd think it was cool.”

I smiled. “I do. I come from a family of science nerds.”

“I remember reading that in the paper in the fallout after the Chakiris case.” He returned the smile. “Anyway, seems you found an interesting place to loiter over here by the crime scene.”

That sounded like I was about to be escorted by Detective Sexy back to my seat. I needed a good excuse to stay where I was, and quick. I scanned the kitchen through one of the open doors. As I did a second and third sweep, an itty-bitty warning bell went off in my head. Something was out of place here. Something that was wrong, out in the open, and in dead sight. 

Under my breath I whispered, “What is it? What is it?” Avery followed my line of sight, looking perplexed. 

I turned to him. “I see something out of place but it’s like a word on the tip of your tongue. I can’t quite figure it out. Distract me. Anything good come up in conversation?”

“You know it would be inappropriate to for me to tell you anything that was said by Grover’s personnel.”

“OK, OK,” I said dismissively, “I'll tell you. That might be better anyhow.”

At their table, burned-out new mom filled her wine glass to the brim. Both parents were looking quite mellow. The Grover's employees were in various states of agitation. Greg and Alma were talking quietly. Debbie was simmering but less overtly. Sylvie was still smacking her gum, engrossed in her phone. And Connor, I couldn't see but he was probably where I saw him last. 

I made an effort to keep my voice low. “Debbie over there is jealous of the relationship between Greg and Alma. I'm guessing she and Greg had a tryst or two or nine, and she's way more into him than he is into her. He, however, is way into Alma.”

“An affair?”

I shrugged. “Um, not sure. It's not clear. She's a little on the cool side.” Again I scanned the kitchen. Everything was spotless. Even the grout between the tiles was a bright, clean ivory. What was I missing?

“I would agree to that,” Avery nodded, “about the wife.”

“Debbie, on the other hand, is a hot head.” What else was I looking at? Hanging pots, pans, steel workstation. Check, check and check.

Avery said, “I'll talk with her next if a response team doesn't come soon.” He glanced at his watch. “This is ridiculous, though, they should be here any second.”

“There may be a lot of emergency calls coming in. You know, idiots taking advantage of the police being preoccupied,” I volunteered. “Speaking of idiots, Greg tried to intimidate Debbie to into being silent.” 

“He's a bully?”

I nodded. “Yeah, totally. Though our little 'ol waitress had no problem standing her ground.” 

Grill, sink, air hoses. Check. All of the hoses ended in small silver nozzles. My eyes circled round to the back of the kitchen area. I could see the walk-in fridge, storage and...

“Dishwasher!” I hollered so loud the new parents jumped. “Sorry, sorry.” I said to them and pushed at Avery. “Go get that dark silver thingy we saw earlier.”

“I'm not moving evidence, Ali.” His voice was firm.

I resisted stamping my foot. “Alright, fine. I thought that thingy was for one of the air hoses. But—look at all the hoses hanging from the walls. See how they all have the silver nozzles? But they're not nearly as long as the one we found in the washer.”

Avery wasn't impressed. “OK, and? Maybe it's a different type of attachment they use for cleaning or something.”

“Maybe,” I answered, feeling an idea coming on. “When I was younger, the boys on the commune weren't allowed to play with guns. But they would sneak out to the woods and make their own little BB guns using plastic bottles, straws or whatever they could find. Then they'd use pebbles as fake bullets. In fact,” I pushed up my sleeve, “look I still have a scar from when Bobby Klischman got hold of some ball bearings from the wood shop and shot me.” I pointed at the little circular scar near my shoulder. 

The detective looked at my arm. “Hold on, did you say, the boys on the commune?”

I dismissed the comment with the wave of a hand. “Forget that and listen. The boys would use air as the propellant. They'd glue a handheld basketball air pump to a pop can or plastic bottle. Then they'd attach a straw for a gun barrel.” 

I stopped and waited to see if the detective would follow my stream of thought. 

He did. After a few seconds, one side of his mouth quirked up into a half-grin. “And who here could turn an everyday kitchen tool into a deadly weapon?”

“Grover's favorite fix-it man and chef,” I responded. 

Greg. 

Noise from the street went up a decibel as the front door opened. Two more uniformed officers entered, followed by some others dressed in plain clothes. A cheer went up from balding guy and burned-out mom; they were good and sauced by this point, though. 

“Cavalry is here,” Avery said, grabbing a napkin off a nearby table, “You're gonna get me fired. But I got take a look before they kick me off this.” He made a beeline to the dishwasher. 

Rookie was already pointing toward the kitchen, filling in the new arrivals. Avery better hurry. I turned my full attention to him. He was by the tray but hadn't picked up what I suspected was a jimmy-rigged weapon. 

“Hurry up so I can see it too!” I said in a harsh whisper, still hovering by the doors. 

He leaned over and examined the tray. I checked over my shoulder. One of the plainclothes cops shook hands with Alma and our suspected murderer. The other was sidling through the tables making her way over.

As I thought more on it, some questions nagged in the back of my mind. Greg hadn’t been anywhere near the back of the kitchen at the time of the shooting. How had he gotten the homemade nozzle-slash-gun barrel into the dishwasher so fast? Especially when a NYPD cop had unexpectedly shown up so quickly?

In fact, according to the Grover’s employees, Debbie had been the closest to the dishwasher. She was in the walk-in freezer getting our desserts. I looked at that part of the kitchen. The freezer was opposite the dishwasher, but a good twenty feet away.  

I turned back to Avery, thinking I should wave him down. At this point he wasn't going to have time to give me a close-up look at the thing anyway. But to my glee, he had finally picked it up. Pinched between the folds of the white napkin, he rotated it, peering down one end. 

He turned to me, and the smile on his face was so big, I knew I'd been right. Yes! But then his eyes strayed behind me. The smile dimmed then dropped like a rock in water. 

Behind me. I'd just started to look but a strong arm encircled my waist. Another arm shot under my chin. Something hard pierced the tender skin of my neck. 

Fear and a rush of adrenaline made it hard to breath. I gobbled in a huge breath feeling starved for oxygen. And a second too late, it became clear who'd killed Rick. It was the only person who'd lied about their whereabouts when the shooting happened. 

“Do what I say and I'll let you go when we get outside,” a man whispered in my ear. Connor. It was Connor.

Avery barked in a tone that betrayed his words. “Hey! Hey kid, let's be calm.”

Connor, in a voice that was indeed very calm, said, “You, lady cop, back off. I will cut her.”

The plainclothes officer, a tall woman, froze in place with a hand under her blazer. 

“Did you hear me?” Connor prompted, “Go sit down in that booth over there.”

She held both of her hands up and backed off. “Listen, there's no need for anyone to get hurt.”

“I agree. That's why I want you to sit over there out of the way. Sit! You cops by the door, move to the side. Now!” Connor twisted, bringing me with him. We were angled so it was easy to eye the kitchen and dining room. 

“And you in there, don't take another step or your girlfriend here is gonna get sliced.”

In the kitchen, Avery was a foot closer than he'd been a second before. He still held the nozzle in the napkin.

Avery called out. “Connor, listen, why are you doing this?”

“I'm doing it because you found it. I was trying to stay cool, but I knew the second you came back in here, you'd put it together. I was gonna sneak out, but your stupid cop buddies finally decided to come.” He cussed under his breath so only I could hear. The man was plastered against me, so much I could feel him trembling.

“Connor—” I started.

“—you stay quiet. Move how I move.” He pulled at my waist and we took a step back. 

“I better not see any guns out!” Connor hollered.

Avery waved to get his attention. “Connor, Connor, wait. Look at me, buddy. If Greg forced you to do something, we'll understand.”

The younger man scoffed. “Greg is an overbearing idiot. And a suck-up. Rick pushed him around and he took it cuz Rick was the majority partner. If this place went under, Rick would be OK cuz Alma comes from money. But Greg, this was the end of the road for him.”

“Even more reason for Greg to manipulate you into killing Rick.”

“Greg,” he spit out the name, “was too busy sucking up to Rick and ogling Alma to even think about manipulating me. Or even to pay attention to the one person he should've been paying attention to.”

I whispered it without thinking. “Debbie”

The arm around my waist tightened. “Yeah, her,” Connor confirmed. 

“I noticed how you kept looking at her.” I tried to ignore the sharp pinch at my neck. 

“Debbie, I can see that. She's real cute.” Avery made a show of putting the nozzle down on a nearby table. “I've done silly things over a woman too. There's no need to make this worse.”

Connor pulled me back another step. “Yeah, well this one never noticed me. Never. She was all into Greg and I thought...” He paused and took in a deep breath.

“You thought that if Greg was out of the way, she'd be able to see you.” Avery took a small step forward. 

“No, I wasn't going to kill anyone. I just wanted to hurt him a little bit, you know? Nothing too bad.”

“Of course, of course. Then when he was gone for a couple of days, she might notice you. I get it, buddy. Listen, why don't you put the knife down and you can tell me the whole story?”

Connor roared, “WHY ARE YOU MOVING? EVERYBODY BE STILL! HANDS UP!” He jerked around, bringing me with him. The knife bit through my skin. I muffled a shriek.

“Connor, it would be smart to let me go,” I said as gently as I could.

But he was ignoring me, doing double time trying to keep all of the cops in view. “We're leaving. This is all your fault.” He pointed the knife at Avery. “I had it all planned, but you came in ordering everybody around in that stupid cop voice. I only had time to throw that valve I'd made into the washer. I didn't mean to kill nobody. Debbie was right there by the walk-in fridge watchin', she knows I wasn't trying to kill anyone. That should count for something right? Right?” 

His voice ratcheted up a few notches from steady to frantic. He put the steak knife back at my throat. 

The woman detective was near a booth but had not sat down. “Yes, that counts. But let's think this through—”

“—there's nothing to think through! Get out of my way and I'll let her go when I'm outside. Everyone get on the wall or into a booth. Everyone, right now! Push those tables out of the way, I want a clear path out! Do it now!”

The new parents jumped right up and into a booth along the wall. The woman detective slowly began to push tables around to make a pathway to the front door. I noticed the other newly arrived officers moved to one side of the dining room where Connor had directed. 

Debbie, Greg and Alma huddled together like scared children. The latter two had their arms wrapped around each other.

“Faster, move 'em out the way faster! You, baby cop, help her get the table out of the way.”

Rookie's mouth twisted. I don’t think he liked the baby cop comment but did as commanded. 

Connor's chest was firmly pressed against my back. So much so I could feel his heart pounding. My pulse beat like a terrified jack-rabbit's against the steel of his blade. 

The two officers finished clearing out a decent passageway through the restaurant. 

“Good. That's good. Now, everybody get back. Back! Me and her are gonna walk out nice and easy! OK? Nice and easy and she won't get hurt.”

All of the cops lined up in a row. Their faces were hard and unpleasant. A thought made my legs tremble. They weren't going to let Connor go, much less allow him to get outside those doors. I wasn't sure if they would be more set on catching a criminal or saving my life. At this very moment, people were protesting accidental deaths at the hands of the NYPD. What if I got in the way when they went for Connor?

As if he heard what I was thinking, Avery called out. “Ali, everything is going to be OK? Just pay attention and stay calm.” 

I rolled my eyes over at him. His arms were spread wide. “Pay attention, OK?”

Was he giving me a clue? Didn't matter, time was up. Connor jerked me forward. He jabbed the blade in deep just below my jawline and thrust his face next to mine. The stubble on his chin made my skin itch. I pulled away reflectively and he dug the knife in just enough to break the skin. A hot trickle ran down my neck.

“Don't do that again. Behave. In thirty seconds your part in this will be over. Understand?” His breath was sticky-sweet. 

“Yes.”

“Good girl.” His face pressed against mine, we side-stepped through the cleared but narrow path of tables. The entire time he used my body as a shield. Every eye in the place followed us. 

I could feel Connor swivel his head back and forth working to keep everyone in view. But once we'd taken five steps, the sight-line of the kitchen was obscured. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Avery step out of the kitchen. 

My captor caught the movement too. “You stay right there by them doors! Hear me?”

Connor yanked at my waist and I tripped over his feet. Connor was fast, he righted me before momentum sent me to the floor. But it was enough to send him off balance. We both lurched backwards into a jumble of tables sending uncollected silverware and dirty dishes sliding. 

I braced for a fall as my wrist cracked against a table's edge. My fingers brushed against something and I grasped at it.

It was only a second's worth of a stumble but the cops took advantage. When we righted, all of them had their hands by their waists. The other plainclothes officer had his gun halfway drawn.

Connor ducked behind me. “Backs to the wall! I WANT TO SEE YOUR HANDS! HANDS UP!”

The cops cussed aloud but did as commanded.

“Let's go,” Connor said, lips at my ear. 

The knife dug into my throat. “Connor, please.” I gently put a hand against the arm that was slowly cutting off my air supply. “I can't breathe, I'll pass out before we get to the door.”

He loosened his grip. It was just enough. With a grunt of defiance, I jabbed the fork I'd picked up when we stumbled into the meat of his thigh. Connor shrieked. I shoved his arm away before dropping to the floor like a dead body.

“No!” Connor roared as I slipped his grip. 

I don't know what happened next exactly. I fell flat against the wood floorboards. Someone leapt over my head. I ducked a rush of pants legs and black shoes. A huge crash sent tables to scattering. The floor trembled. It was a cacophony of bodies, sound and motion. 

“Don't move! Don't move! It's over!” 

More scuffling. It didn't sound over to me. I belly-crawled a few feet away until I thought I was far enough from the melee.

When I glanced up, there was a pile of bodies. At first it looked like all the cops had just clamored on top of Connor, like a football pileup. But no, there were two straddling the dishwasher's torso, one across each leg and another pinning his arms. 

Connor was still bucking despite all the weight. “Ask Debbie, ask her! I didn't mean to kill nobody!” 

Debbie’s back was plastered against the wall. She watched with big, wide eyes. Her head rotated slowly from side to side as if saying, no, no, no, over and over. “I gotta go home now,” she said, peeling off from the wall. 

“No way. Sit down.” Rookie cop blocked the front door. He took her by the arm and deposited her in a booth. 

Connor's fight left him all at once. He seemed to deflate under the weight of the bodies. The cops slowly rose and when the dishwasher didn't resist, the woman detective locked a pair of plastic loops over his wrists.

Avery had been one of the two straddling Connor's back. I found this surprising since I'd last seen across the room by the kitchen.

He rushed over. “You OK?” His eyes were all buggy with concern. 

I peered up into the grey-blue eyes and said the only thing that came to mind. 

“Do you know how to show a girl a good time or what?”

 

 

***

The sun was peeking over the East river by the time we made it back to my home. It was a multi-family brownstone my mother and I shared in Five Points, Manhattan. 

“Wow, you live in a historical landmark?” Avery said, taking the building in. “It must be worth a fortune.”

I climbed up on the bottom step. “It's been in my mom's family for ages. My great-great grandfather bought the property when this was a dangerous section of the city. He used to see patients right there in the living room.”

“Mmm.” Avery touched my neck. “Are you sure you are OK? The hospital is still a good idea.”

I gently pulled his hand away. “It was a nick. I'm fine.”

“I can't apologize enough about tonight.”

“It wasn't your fault,” I said for the hundredth time. “Like you knew homicide was on the menu? I would say it was a fun first date, if it had been a date. Do you think they'll charge Debbie too?”

When everything had calmed down, a defeated Connor had confessed. He had rigged the attachment we'd found to work with the air pneumatic system. Load ammo into the nozzle, hook it up to a hose, and when you turn the air flow on—bam—instant homemade pistol. It was a deadly and almost silent weapon. As Greg, Alma and Rick talked business, he hooked up his weapon to the hose used for the dishwasher. Debbie, who'd been sent to the walk-in fridge, happened to catch him in the act. She’d watched him aim and fire. 

Avery said, “I'd say it's a strong possibility. It'll be hard to prove she knew Connor was going to kill Rick.”

“I think Connor was surprised. Especially since he was aiming for Greg.”

“Ali, he was using hunting-quality slingshot rounds. The same size that are used to kill small animals. Maybe he didn't think they'd be lethal, but he intended on bringing the pain. It was a bit of a fluke it hit Rick just the right way to kill him but that system Grover's used was compressed air. Some police departments use non-lethal riot suppression weapons that work on the same concept.” He scoffed. “Connor still had the ammo package in his apron. He planned on reloading.”

I said, “But if he had hurt Greg, then what? They would've figured out someone in that kitchen had intentionally shot him, right?”

“The lead detective, the woman, asked him the same thing and Connor just gave her a blank look. I don't think he'd thought it through that far.” 

It was a sad story about the loner who had fallen for the pretty girl. Too bad the girl was also self-centered and obsessed with another man. Debbie had admitted to knowing Connor had a thing for her. When she’d caught him in the act, she assumed he was aiming for Greg. And that had been just fine for the jealous waitress. 

I touched the tender spot on my neck. It didn’t hurt. “When I was talking to Connor, he had said when Rick was shot, he was walking from the grill to put spatulas in the dishwasher. I had seen clean spatulas in the dish rack when you called me over. If I had realized that earlier, I may have put together how his story didn’t match up with Debbie’s and Greg’s sooner.”

“If you had more time, you would have. We pushed Connor into action when he thought he would get caught,” Avery said.  

To my surprise, my belly was letting my brain know it was empty. “Hey, I’m actually getting hungry. I have some of my cinna-mini-rolls in the fridge. Want some with some coffee? Decaf if you're going to bed?”

Avery smiled. “I do but I can't. I have to go down to the precinct and give my official recap of the night. Rain-check?”

“OK.” I attempted not to show my disappointment.

“Oh, and it wasn't.”

“Wasn't what?” 

He said, “It wasn't a first date.”

My heart flopped. Wow. He really felt the need to make it clear I wasn't date material? 

“No, it was more like hanging out.” He took my hand. “I would like a first date, however. How about next Friday?”

Be cool, Ali. Be cool. “Sounds good.”

“It's a date, then.” He flashed a smile so bright, I wanted to do a little happy dance. We confirmed our cell numbers hadn't changed since the Chakiris case. 

We said our goodbyes and he turned to leave, but paused. “I almost forgot to say it. Good morning, Ali Daniels.”

“Good morning, Detective Hamilton.” 

With a wave, he headed up the block. I watched him walk away for a bit, then felt awkward watching him walk away.

I headed up the steps, digging around my purse for my keys. As I unlocked the front door I thought, yes, it was a good morning. 
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