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For my bookstore accomplice, Mallory aka Lil’ Buddy aka Malimo

Here’s to always being able to reach the bottom shelf … and I guess the top shelf too!
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CHAPTER 1


Bookstores are the happiest places on earth. They are sanctuaries of collected knowledge and house a multitude of worlds—some created from fiction and others from opinion. The shelves are lined with printed pages wrapped in pretty covers and filled with stories that can take you all over the world—and sometimes even into outer space. If the story is told well and the writer is lucky, that very tale will be passed down through generations of the human race. It can become that author’s legacy.

Matter of fact, if I wasn’t so busy running my family’s restaurant, Ho-Lee Noodle House, I’d probably own a bookstore. I have that daydream all worked out in my mind. Me and my best friend, Megan Riley—who wants to one day own a bar instead of managing one—would go into business together and combine our ventures. The store would be called Books and Booze. I like alliteration, what can I say?

In this bookstore, we’d have a fancy bar with clever drinks named after fictional characters and titles of novels. For seating, we’d have a lounge setting. Lots of plush, velvety couches, some leather arm chairs for our more distinguished guests, and nesting tables. I love a good nesting table set.

Megan, who is always a big supporter of my dreams, did happen to mention that there could be a lot of potential damage to our book inventory. Which, even though I didn’t want to admit, was a valid point. Especially when there are full martini glasses circulating the room.

So for now, Lana Lee (that’s me), would remain manager of the self-proclaimed number one noodle shop in all of Cleveland, Ohio. It hadn’t been where I saw things going at this stage of my existence, rapidly approaching my thirtieth birthday, but alas, it is where I found myself.

I’ve really had to do a lot of inner work to go with the flow and accept where this wacky thing we call “life” has taken me.

But that’s not to say my job doesn’t come with perks. For one, I eat pretty well because I’m always around one of my favorite things: noodles. And our restaurant is located inside of an enclosed Asian shopping plaza called Asia Village. This sets the stage for our little community to operate like a giant dysfunctional family. Right next door, one shop over from us is Shanghai Donuts (which specializes in my second favorite food group). And across the way, just on the other side of the koi pond that sits in the middle of the plaza and is sort of shaped like a giant foot without toes, is my little slice of heaven, the Modern Scroll. It is the only Asian-owned bookstore in the entire city, and the owner, Cindy Kwan, takes great pride in that fact. Half the store is stocked to the brim with books written by authors from every Asian ethnicity you can think of, which provides a nice platform for the voices of my culture to shine.

Before going forward, I should note for the record that my Asian side consists of only fifty percent of my genetics. The other fifty percent is derived from England. My dad, Mr. William Lee, is the only one in our little family of four who is one hundred percent Caucasian. My older sister, Anna May, and I both took most of our physical features from our mother, Betty. Although I’ve been told by quite a few people that I do have my father’s nose.

But anyways, back to the perks of my job. So, because I work in said plaza—and am basically friends with all of the shop owners, including Cindy Kwan, and happen to be one of her best customers—an opportunity presented itself. An opportunity I simply could not refuse.

In an effort to generate more business, Cindy had decided to start hosting author signings in her shop. Naturally I weighed in on the possibilities of who her guest list could entail. And as luck would have it, one of my top five favorite authors, Charlene Chan, was releasing her latest book, The Mystery of General Tso. The timing could not be more perfect. On top of that, Charlene happens to be a local author. And since it was such an easy request for her to fill, Charlene readily agreed to come by and do a two-hour book signing.

But to sweeten the pot just a little bit more, Cindy asked yours truly to be Charlene’s handler. I didn’t know exactly what that meant at first, but Cindy explained that they’d need someone to keep the fans moving through the autograph line. So my job was to stand next to Charlene the entire time to make sure that each customer didn’t take up more than two minutes of our local author’s time.

Needless to say, I fangirled all over the place, immediately had my hair dyed and cut and my nails manicured, and sprung for a new outfit because not only would I be keeping Charlene company during her signing, but Cindy had been generous enough to invite me to their dinner afterward.

I pinched myself on the arm like ten times in a row just to be sure that I wasn’t imagining my good fortune.

And while I was flying high on cloud nine, Cindy was a nervous wreck. Charlene would be the first author to do a signing in her shop, and she wanted everything to be absolutely perfect. Charlene had a huge fan base on social media and was known to bring a crowd. If things went well, it could help put the Modern Scroll on the map, which seemed to ramp up the pressure for our dear, sweet bookshop owner.

It didn’t help matters that Ian Sung, property manager of Asia Village, was buzzing around like a gnat hovering over a bunch of ripened bananas, giving his unsolicited advice on getting the store ready for our upcoming guest.

Cindy had been running her business long enough to know what to do without any guidance from him. The shelves were fully stocked with a variety of books to encourage people to browse long after the signing. Charlene’s entire series was well represented and placed front and center so they would not be missed. The windows were sparkling clean, the carpeting was freshly tended to, and the countertops were spotless.

I’d spent a lot of time with Cindy in the days leading up to the signing and tried helping out where I could, but I kept getting sidetracked by all the new titles she’d recently stocked. I probably wasn’t the best person to stay on task in a bookstore with so much literary eye candy lying around everywhere. (Another problem Megan pointed out in reference to my entrepreneurial dream.)

Though, managing a business myself, I understood Cindy’s sharp attention to detail and the need to impress a large gathering. But I ended with the same sentiment that I led with: Bookstores are the happiest places on earth.

So, what could really go wrong?






CHAPTER 2


I don’t often wake up at the drop of a dime. Normally there is a lot of hubbub around me getting out of bed in the mornings. On a regular day, my black pug, Kikkoman—Kikko, for short—has to paw her way up from her end of the bed all the way to my face. She then has fitful snorts and seemingly attempts to confirm that I am the same person as the day before by sniffing my hair and sometimes the inside of my ear. After that production—which does cause me to stir—she promptly settles one of her dainty paws anywhere on my face she deems necessary. Sometimes it’s the tip of my nose, sometimes an exposed cheek—and when she’s feeling especially frisky, my eye. Afterward, I let out a few mumbled groans that it’s too early to be awake, and she grunts, hops off the bed, and proceeds to scratch at the door. At that point, I often fling myself out of bed and protest that no one lets me sleep around here.

But today was the day. Charlene Chan day. There was no need to coax me out of bed. Seeing as I had the entire day off from work, on a Friday no less, I really didn’t need to be awake at seven o’clock in the morning, but who could sleep with all this excitement lying in wait?

Since I didn’t have to rush around, I took a leisurely pace while I prepared Kikko for her morning constitution, making sure to push “brew” on the coffee maker before heading out into the brisk March morning.

Once we shuffled back inside, Kikko went about eating her breakfast while I slurped my coffee, trying to come to terms with reality. I don’t read the newspaper in the morning because, frankly, who needs all this news in their life? Especially when every single event going on in the world has become “breaking news.” As Megan often likes to say, “It’s not that serious.”

Usually I piddle around for a little while, skimming through the latest Woman’s World, attempting to do the crossword puzzle in the back but quickly realizing that I’m not that good with trivia. Or I’ll read a few pages of whatever mystery book I’ve got my claws dug into at the moment.

I’d just finished Charlene’s latest book, The Mystery of General Tso, the night before. And just in the nick of time. If I was going to have dinner with her and Cindy later that evening, I wanted to be able to say honestly that I’d read the book and loved every page. And I really had. I’m relieved to say so, because generally people can tell when I’m not being truthful about my feelings, and I wouldn’t want to offend one of my favorite authors.

Instead of wasting away the minutes with whatever arbitrary task I could drum up for myself, I decided to get ready for the day. I’m a night shower type of gal, so the mornings are for primping my hair and face. Thanks to my aforementioned mixed genetics, I don’t have the silky, lustrous black hair that other Asians are born with and known for. Nope, I have this weird concoction of deep brown hair with an unruly, wiry wave that really goes off the deep end when it’s humid or rains. Which meant that if I want to avoid looking like I stepped into a lightning storm, flat ironing was a must.

Somehow, Anna May managed to escape that fate. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg on how polar opposite we are from each other.

But with the good mood I was in, I didn’t really want to think about my sister and her shampoo ad–ready head of hair. I could save that for a later date.

Instead, I busied my mind with all the things that I’d like to discuss with Charlene as soon as I got the chance. Sitting down with an actual author was going to be a first for me, and I could hardly wait for the signing to be over and the dinner to begin.

Of course, I didn’t want to totally fangirl over her and embarrass myself. I wanted to remain as cool, calm, and collected as possible. Plus, I’m sure Cindy would have her share of conversation topics that she’d want to discuss with Charlene.

As I left the house that morning, I made a mental note not to monopolize the entire dinner with a barrage of questions.



When I got to Asia Village, I headed straight for the Modern Scroll where I found Cindy fine-tuning the positioning of books in her window display. By the way she was chewing on her lower lip, I could tell she was beyond nervous.

She spotted me through the window. I must have startled her because she jerked backward, knocking over the entire display she’d just got done fixing.

“Sorry!” I said as I skittered through the open doors and over to help her pick up the fallen books. “Let me help you with those.”

Cindy smacked herself on the forehead then bent down to collect her inventory. “I’m such a klutz today. You’d think I was going on a first date or something.”

I laughed while creating a neat stack of the very novel I’d just completed yesterday. “I finished Charlene’s book before bed last night and I have to say, it was a real page-turner.”

Cindy groaned. “Well at least one of us did. I’ve only made it about a third of the way through.”

I was a little surprised to hear that coming from Cindy who was a big-time reader and would consume an entire novel in one day. But I didn’t want to make her feel worse than she was clearly already feeling. Instead, I decided to fill her in on the plot as best I could. “So I’m sure you already know that the story takes place in an independent bookshop where an author was doing a signing that goes horribly wrong.”

Cindy rose from her kneeling position and replaced a stack neatly on the wooden platform. “Yes, I got through the beginning up until you find out that the author is being followed by a mysterious man known as General Tso.”

“Right, okay,” I said, wondering what I could divulge so as not to ruin the entire story. “So it gets into the fact that this unknown man has been showing up at all of her signings and author events. She even recalled potentially seeing him while she was out shopping for a birthday present for her mother.”

Cindy nodded. “I remember that part too. The author says something about him always being in the background wearing a dark coat with the collar turned up. In the last chapter I finished, we learn that the man never approaches her. So she comes to the conclusion that he must be someone’s boyfriend or husband accompanying the actual reader of her book.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “But then as the sightings continue, she starts to realize he is always leaving alone.”

“Yeah, I’m lost after that,” Cindy admitted.

“Well … to make things even more weird, she starts receiving cryptic notes left on her car windshield after each sighting of this guy. The notes always contain a line from her book and are always signed with the name General Tso.

“And not that I want to spoil it for you, but I have to tell you this next part, and don’t worry, I won’t ruin the ending.”

Cindy brushes the idea away with the flick of her wrist. “Let’s hear it. There’s no way I can catch up on my reading by tonight anyhow.”

I continued. “Okay, so she goes about trying to figure out who this person could be and why these specific lines are significant, but she comes up short and is murdered shortly after her next signing. Right in the middle of the bookstore without a witness in sight. Blammo, just like that.”

“Whoa,” Cindy exclaimed. “I assumed someone else was going to get murdered at the signing and the author was going to be stalked throughout the whole book, figuring out the killer at the end.”

I shook my head. “Nope, the actual heroine of Charlene’s book is Dorothy Hemingway and she discovers the dead author—Agatha Reichs—in the middle of the Mystery aisle, holding a copy of her own book. Then, before the cops arrive, Dorothy notices a piece of paper sticking out of the author’s pocket and steals it. I mean I get it, I’d totally do the same thing.”

Cindy chuckled. “Yeah, you would.”

With a smirk, I resumed. “The paper has an address and a series of seemingly random numbers on it, and Dorothy goes to the address only to find that it’s a storage facility. First mistake—in my personal opinion—is that she didn’t bother to look up the address online or at the very least in a phone book. But hey, everyone’s a critic, right? Naturally, she goes to this place alone because how else do you maximize danger in a mystery book? I, however, would at least take Kimmy or Megan with me to keep watch. Like, duh, mistake number two. And I’m the amateur?”

Cindy raised a brow.

“Sorry, I’m getting sidetracked. Anyhow, Dorothy opens the storage space with the random numbers on the paper that she concludes must be a combination. She opens a five-by-ten-foot unit that’s completely empty except for a single copy of the author’s book. When she opens the book to search for some kind of clue, she finds random page numbers highlighted in yellow. Like, what? Totally creepy psycho stuff, right?

It turns out that when she compiles all the highlighted numbers they create coordinates to the next location she needs to investigate. So from there Dorothy goes on a crusade to find out how the book got into the storage space and follows a trail of breadcrumbs left behind by the killer in all kinds of crazy places. Codes in other books and song lyrics that will eventually lead her to the killer. And that’s all I can tell you without totally ruining the ending.”

“Wow.” Cindy let out a low whistle. “That’s a pretty impressive storyline. I regret not finishing it. I’ve just been so busy that I haven’t been able to really sit down and read anything. Plus Tara quit and now I have to deal with finding her replacement.”

“Tara quit?” I asked. “When did this happen?”

“About three days ago.” Cindy blew a strand of bangs out of her eye. “I didn’t mention it because I’ve been too busy to even fully process losing my best employee … or who I thought was my best employee. She didn’t even give me any notice.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “That’s really rotten. How can you just leave without notice? Had you gotten in an argument with her?”

“No. We were getting along just fine right up until the point she quit. Like, what gives? I think I’m a totally cool person to work for. You couldn’t just stay a few extra days until this whole author signing was done with?”

“Rude for sure,” I concurred. “Did she at least give you some kind of explanation? Maybe she took another job and had to act fast? Not justifying that behavior or anything.”

Cindy shook her head. “Not so much as a word.”

We finished tidying up the display and then meandered over to the cash register. Cindy shimmied behind the counter and sat on the edge of the wooden stool she kept there at all times. She was strongly against people standing for hours at a time all day, every day.

“Well, who needs her then?” I said with some gusto. “You’ll find someone even better.”

Cindy hunched forward, resting her elbow on the counter, and groaned. “Ugh, but why did it have to be now? I needed her help with this book signing. I can’t watch over the book signing, deal with all the customers, and work the register. I called a couple of my other employees but didn’t have any takers.”

It surprised me that none of her employees wanted to come in, especially for something like this. But I guess not all of us could be Charlene Chan fans. My eyes drifted out into the plaza and landed on China Cinema and Song, our plaza’s entertainment shop. “Don’t worry about a thing, Cindy. I think I know someone who could help us out.”






CHAPTER 3


If the whole devil-on-one-shoulder-and-angel-on-the-other thing was real, Kimmy Tran would be the one with the horns positioned squarely on my left. She is the bad cop to Megan’s good, and she’s got more sass than Ali Wong. She doesn’t shy away from confrontation and will call you out on your BS without so much as a blink of an eye.

But she’s also fiercely loyal and always there for you in a pinch. Through and through, Kimmy is a good friend and has been so all the way back to the time when we played with Barbies. And though she drives me crazy sometimes, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

She was just the person I wanted to recruit to help Cindy with her current staff issues. I just hoped that Kimmy’s parents would be willing to fill in at the entertainment shop while Kimmy was away helping at the Modern Scroll.

The metal security gate to the Asian entertainment shop was still pulled down and most of the store was dark except for a smidge of light coming from the back room. I knew that Kimmy was there probably chugging down coffee and perfecting her cheek contouring. Rina from the Ivory Doll had just convinced my childhood friend that the way to minimize the look of her chubby cheeks was to sculpt in cheekbone definition.

Personally, I thought Kimmy was beautiful just the way she was, but who was I to judge? It’s not like I wasn’t sporting around my very own face full of makeup trends.

I wrapped my fingers through one of the slits of the gate and gave it a good rattle. “Kimmy Tran! Are you in there? It’s Avon calling.”

A moment later, a sloppy bun and a face marked with dark streaks reminiscent of war paint appeared in the door to the back room. “Lee? Is that you?” She shuffled through the door, and when she neared the gate, I saw she had on fuzzy bunny slippers. “What are you doing here so early? Didn’t you get the day off?”

“I wanted to help Cindy out and I need a favor.”

Kimmy pursed her lips and then knelt down to unlock the gate before lifting it up. “Come in, come in.”

I stepped inside and waited while she closed the gate behind her, securing it back into place. She gestured for me to follow her into the back room. She talked to me over her shoulder as I tagged along. “I’ve gotta finish my makeup and get dressed still. What’s up?”

We entered the back room and I gave a cursory glance to the piles of boxes that contained DVD sets imported from China and Taiwan, music CDs (which were hardly selling in this day and age), and stacks of miscellaneous inventory that were new business endeavors.

I’d encouraged Kimmy a while back to include some entertainment-related items that might be more appealing in this new era of digital consumption. She’d taken my advice as a last-ditch effort and now sold T-shirts covered with Bruce Lee’s face, mugs designed for the anime lover, and of course, posters of popular Asian drama and pop stars.

“Cindy is shorthanded for the event today and I was wondering if we could borrow you for some cashier duty?”

Kimmy picked up her contouring brush and began tapping away the streaks of mahogany that outlined her face. “Cashier duty? Why am I stuck on register work? I do that all day over here.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “That’s why I thought you’d be perfect for the job.”

Kimmy sighed. “I suppose I could help … under one condition.”

I narrowed my eyes. “State your terms.”

“I get to come to dinner with you, Charlene, and Cindy tonight.” She paused with the brush in midair. “Nonnegotiable.”

I tapped my chin. “Okay fine, but you can’t hog all the conversation.”

Kimmy extended her free hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal then, Miss Lee.”

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said, shaking her hand. “Just one more thing…”

“What is it, Columbo?”

“Why are you so interested in going to dinner with Charlene Chan? You don’t even read her books.”

Kimmy refocused her attention on the handheld mirror she’d set down in front of her. “I may or may not have a story idea or two for Ms. Chan that she might be interested in.”

I could not hide my eye roll. “I doubt that she wants to talk about that—you don’t think she gets that all the time?”

“So?” Kimmy said, flitting her eyes up at me momentarily. “She hasn’t heard my ideas yet.”

I huffed. “Just don’t be pushy. We don’t want to annoy the poor woman to death.”

Kimmy tapped the brush along the edges of her face. “Don’t worry so much, Lee, I know how to be tactful.”

I snorted.

Kimmy clucked her tongue. “Don’t make me rescind my offer to help. I’ll have no snarkiness out of you, young lady.”

“Fine, fine,” I said.

Kimmy lifted her chin. “Now if you don’t mind, I have a jawline to recreate.”

I took that as my cue to leave.

I wondered how Cindy would feel about Kimmy joining us for dinner. She had a shorter patience threshold than I did, and I’d sometimes stumble on the two women arguing over random things like plant placement in the common area.

Whatever the outcome, I was still proud of myself for solving the staffing issue. Matter of fact, I felt so good about it, I walked with a little extra oomph in my step as I left Kimmy to her own devices. Nothing was going to ruin my day.



“Act natural, the boss is in the house!” Anna May shouted through the empty dining room of our family’s restaurant.

From the kitchen, I heard our head chef and one of my best friends, Peter Huang, bang on pots in response to my sister’s announcement.

As I stepped up to the hostess station, I gave my older sister one of my more theatrical eye rolls. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

Anna May snickered and ran a hand through her glossy, jet-black hair. The hair that I was extremely jealous of and wished for myself. “What kind of big sister would I be if I didn’t razz you a little bit now and again?”

“A nice one. You’d be a nice one,” I shot back with a deadpan expression on my face.

Anna May clucked her tongue. “Oh stop. I’m wonderful. Now, what are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be helping Cindy? After all, that’s why I’m here … because you couldn’t be.”

I leaned against the counter, opposite Anna May, and studied her flawless manicure—her classic choice of French tips was slightly altered from the usual tradition of flat white to a baby pink. “Look at you, stepping outside the box,” I said, ignoring her original question.

She jerked her hands out of my view, crossing her arms over her chest. “Less is more,” she replied. “And I see you’re not letting go of your … misadventures with hair color. What is that color even called?”

With flared nostrils, I said, “Periwinkle. My highlights are periwinkle.”

“You’re going to run out of colors at some point. And just think of all the damage you’re doing by bleaching your roots every six weeks. It’s going to catch up with you, little sis. Trust me.”

“I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it.”

“That’s not the right—”

“I said what I said,” I shot back. “Anyways, I thought I’d stop by because I was just next door at Kimmy’s asking for a favor. Did you know that Tara quit?”

“No, who’s that?” Anna May asked.

“What do you mean, who’s that?”

“Lana, I am not clued in on all the goings-on in this place. That’s your department, remember?”

Anna May was referring to the fact that she was on a separate journey of becoming a hot-shot lawyer while I handled the family business. Which, for the record, was not my original plan. I also traversed the road toward diving headfirst into corporate America, but life had other plans for me and I’d learned a thing or two about trusting the Universe. For whatever reason, this was my path and I was running with it.

But my sister often liked to remind me that our lives were vastly different, and I could never quite figure out why it was so important to her. Sometimes I thought it was for the sheer sake of throwing the whole ordeal back in my face. The baby of the family getting the keys to the family kingdom, my parents’ pride and joy.

I could argue with her all day about this and how she’d technically set the wheels in motion by choosing to be one of the three things my mother wanted for us: to be a lawyer, a doctor, or a wealthy housewife. I didn’t want to be any of those things, so that left only one thing acceptable in my mother’s eyes: to take over the restaurant.

I didn’t do it for the approval, mind you. Truth be told, I liked being the outcast of the family and often took pride in shocking my parents with whatever thing sparked whimsy in the depths of my soul. But again, this wasn’t the time to remind my older sister of that fact.

Like I said, nothing was going to ruin my day.

I moved on as if she hadn’t tried to passively jab me. “Tara was Cindy’s top employee … or so she thought. And she couldn’t get anyone else in at the last minute, so I recruited Kimmy.”

Anna May snorted. “I think you’re asking for trouble with that one. You know she is constantly making a scene. She’s the loudest Asian woman I know.”

Another nostril flare escaped. “Would you rather her be some kind of subservient woman … walking five steps behind Peter?”

My sister rolled her eyes. “Oh please. I’m not that old-fashioned. I just think she should learn about decorum. That’s all.”

I felt heat rising in my neck. Anna May knew exactly how I felt on the topic of female Asian stereotypes. Before I could break out my soapbox and get on that proverbial high horse, I inhaled deeply through my nose. I see now that it had been a mistake to stop in, and as much as I wanted to say hi to Peter and maybe steal an almond cookie or two, I decided it was best to leave before my mouth got me into trouble. “I better get going, I’m sure Cindy needs my help.”

Anna May remained silent but pursed her lips for my benefit.

“I’ll see you later,” I said without bothering to smile.

Back out in the plaza common area, the air felt cool and refreshing. The tension dissipated as I turned my back on the restaurant and looked across the koi pond at the Modern Scroll.

I squared my shoulders. Nothing was going to ruin my day.






CHAPTER 4


When I reached the footbridge that crossed over the koi pond, something in my peripheral vision caught my attention. I had to do a double take because I thought I must have been imagining the line of people forming outside the door to the plaza.

But I wasn’t imagining anything.

There, leading the charge were a short sandy blonde and a slightly taller brunette who were watching me like hawks through the glass. I recognized them because they were two of the women who belonged to a book club that had recently begun hosting their meetings in the modest-sized banquet room within Ho-Lee Noodle House. Behind their backs I called them the Alphas—because they seemed to be the leaders of the pack in their book club—but their actual names were Ally and Paige.

I’d met them about six weeks ago when they’d first stopped by to ask if we could accommodate their gatherings. Naturally, I said yes. Being a book lover myself, I was enamored with the idea of a book club meeting at my family’s restaurant. Plus, they were excellent tippers and never skimped when ordering.

After I found out that Charlene Chan was coming to the plaza, I made it a point to alert them to the event, and they readily promised to bring all of their friends and family. I thought it might help make Cindy feel better since she was so worried about no one showing. Which was a ludicrous notion to me because Charlene was, after all, a New York Times bestselling author.

However, it was the status of the Modern Scroll that got Cindy down. It was popular enough for people who lived in the area or had a love for Asian-related things. But as far as being well known, it hadn’t gotten the publicity it truly deserved, which was so often the case for small business owners. Cindy didn’t have the funds to advertise like she wanted and hadn’t really spent much time on social media—which let’s face it, had become the main component of connection in these modern times.

A lot of times people found the place by accident and would mention to Cindy that they hadn’t known the store even existed. I’d been there for one of those instances, and the pained look on Cindy’s face was enough to make me wince.

Much like Kimmy’s predicament—aspects of their business model were being overrun by advancements in the entertainment world. Printed books, however, were making a resounding comeback, and I encouraged Cindy to get on the “BookTok” train ASAP.

She wasn’t very savvy with computers or using social media apps, so both Megan and I pitched in to do some of the heavy lifting. Megan was an excellent hash-tagger and knew exactly how to get maximum views on a post. Between that and my knowledge of what was hot in the book world, in under a week we’d gotten The Modern Scroll a thousand new followers. It made me wonder if that was the cause of the line that was forming outside.

Ally, who was a tad shorter than me, stood on her tiptoes and waved to get my attention. I checked my watch and saw there were still five minutes till we unlocked the doors for the day.

I smiled and returned the wave, wondering if I should let them in early. It wasn’t a big deal to me, but sometimes Ian Sung—property manager of Asia Village—was a stickler for rules. I glanced in the direction of his office in search of any signs that he might be lingering around, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Taking my time to give the clock a chance to advance itself, I made my way to the door. As I got closer, I noticed that there were a gaggle of women all holding copies of Charlene’s new book. Eagerly they stepped forward as I neared the entrance.

I twisted the deadbolt open and pulled on the handle, stepping off to the side. “Good morning, ladies, you’re here awfully early.”

“We wanted to beat the crowd,” Paige said, stepping into the plaza. “We shared the post from Cindy’s shop onto this Cleveland readers group page and it got eight hundred likes.”

Ally chuckled, following behind Paige. “Then we thought, omg, what did we do? We’d better get here before the line is straight out into the parking lot.” She adjusted the strap of her crossbody bag. “And I didn’t want to sit in the car anymore. Figured we could lounge around in here somewhere.”

Paige adjusted the ponytail her dark hair was swept up in. “Yeah, there’s so many different places we could venture off to: the koi pond, the various benches that are scattered everywhere … maybe we could even get first dibs into the bookstore.” She ended the sentence with a wink.

Ally elbowed Paige in the ribs. “Don’t pressure Lana to give us special treatment just because she knows us.”

I let out an uncomfortable laugh. “I don’t know that Cindy would want anyone in the store before it opens anyhow.”

The signing wasn’t for another few hours, and I couldn’t imagine waiting in line that long for anyone. Well, maybe Sue Grafton or Anne Rice, rest their souls. And sure, Charlene did have her New York Times best-selling status, but I hadn’t known it would be like this.

I counted about fifteen other people who trailed in after Paige and Ally as they all nodded politely while passing me. A young redhead in baby blue scrubs paused as she neared me. Her lips turned into a sheepish grin and her eyes darted back and forth. I could tell she felt as though she were interrupting our conversation.

I gladly welcomed an interruption to Paige’s request, so I gave her my full attention and returned her smile with my well-trained customer-service version. Lana Lee, always at your service. “Can I help you with anything?”

The redhead blushed. “Sorry to intrude, but I was wondering if you knew whether or not Charlene Chan is here yet?”

Shaking my head, I replied, “I don’t think so. There’s still a bit of time before her scheduled arrival.”

The redhead’s shoulders sagged. “Ah, okay. I thought maybe she’d be here already. I’m a really big fan of hers.”

“We are too,” Ally threw in. “Can’t wait to meet her. I heard she’s just one of the sweetest people you could ever meet.”

The redhead acknowledged Ally with a composed smile and said, “Yes, we’ve met once before in passing and she is incredibly sweet.”

She didn’t sound all that excited, but I gathered by her nursing scrubs that she had potentially come off a work shift. It was likely that she’d used all her energy to help patients in need.

Ally gasped with delight. “Really? You’ve met her before? Tell me everything.”

The redhead cleared her throat. “It’s kind of a long story.”

I could tell that she was uncomfortable and maybe not feeling entirely social at the moment. To help move things along, I gave the redhead another bright smile. “If you want to relax while waiting for Ms. Chan, you can always stop by the doughnut shop for fresh pastries and hot coffee. Also, my family owns the noodle shop”—I paused to point out Ho-Lee Noodle House—“right over there. Feel free to stop by and check it out. I’m not much of a wait-in-line person either, so I totally get it.”

With a kinder smile than she’d given Ally, she replied, “Thanks, but I’ll just wait in line. I don’t mind at all. I appreciate your help.”

Another round of awkward smiling before I watched as she—along with others still coming in—headed straight for the bookshop. In the process I caught sight of Cindy wringing her hands.

I let out a heavy sigh.

Ally raised a brow. “What’s wrong? You seem upset.”

“Oh no, I’m fine,” I told her. “It’s Cindy I’m concerned about. I don’t know if she can handle all of this. She had someone quit on her recently and she doesn’t know that I recruited someone to come help with today’s signing.”

Ally clucked her tongue. “So damn hard to find good help these days, I’ll tell ya. No one wants to work anymore.”

Paige pursed her lips in response. “Can you blame them? Look at the way the average employee is treated nowadays. You’re working for pennies, Ally, pennies.”

Ally groaned. “Here you go … it’s nine o’clock in the morning and you’re already on your soapbox.”

“Damn straight I am,” Paige said.

I had to agree with Ally. It was too early for this sort of banter and I hadn’t had enough caffeine yet. “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me, I better let Cindy know that she’s got an extra set of hands. Do you want to come hang out at the restaurant or are you camping outside—”

Before I could finish my sentence, four older women dressed in matching blue spring jackets shuffled toward the door with quizzical looks on their faces. I held the door open as Helen, the leader of the Mahjong Matrons, stepped through.

The Matrons were what many considered the “central nervous system” of Asia Village. Some might even consider them “all knowing.” There wasn’t much that slipped past their radar, though I had been successful in sneaking a secret past them on occasion. And don’t think it wasn’t hard work either. The four widows were present at Asia Village every day the establishment was open. They knew everyone who worked there, all the regular customers, and even some of the delivery people.

“Lana, what is going on? I thought you had taken the day off.” Helen, who always took the reins in information seeking, allowed her attention to be diverted by the two other women for only a moment. She didn’t bother with greeting them just yet. I could sense she was feeling out the situation and whether they were relevant to what she wanted to know.

“I’m here for the Charlene Chan event,” I explained.

“But that is not for hours,” Opal, the quietest of the bunch, spoke softly from behind Helen’s shoulder.

Ally and Paige scooted to the side so the Matrons could step through the entrance. I continued my explanation as they shuffled into the plaza. “I wanted to come help Cindy with any last-minute preparations, and I’m guessing that was a good idea since people are already starting to show up.”

Opal’s sister Pearl regarded the two book club women. “Hello there.”

Paige and Ally nodded respectfully at the older ladies, murmuring hellos in that soft-spoken way that younger women often use to acknowledge their elders.

Pearl then asked, “Are you young ladies here for this mystery author too?” It was very much her thing to cut pleasantries short and get to the point.

Both women nodded, but Ally spoke for them. “Yes, Lana told us about the event and we wanted to come show our support.”

Pearl offered no further commentary, and that told me she was satisfied.

Meanwhile, Wendy, the fourth Matron, had yet to weigh in on anything, which was usually the case with her. Being the voice of logic and reason for the group, she stayed in the background and observed, only to speak after mulling over the situation. She once told me to only respond and never to react—which is sage advice truly, but super hard to follow in the heat of the moment.

Opal stepped out from behind Helen and observed the bookstore entrance where Cindy was chatting with the early arrivals. “Oh my, this should be an exciting day.”

Helen turned to follow Opal’s stare. “Yes, and it seems Miss Kwan is finding herself a bit overwhelmed.”

“I really have to go over there and talk to Cindy,” I told the group. “Anna May is holding down the fort at the restaurant so feel free to head on over.” Then to Paige and Ally, I said, “You’re more than welcome to hang out at Ho-Lee Noodle House if you’d rather take a load off while you wait for the signing to begin.”

Ally tugged on Paige’s arm. “Yeah, let’s do that. We can keep an eye on the shop from the window.”

Helen bristled. “That is our booth that looks out into the plaza.”

Wendy feigned a cough, her sole contribution to the conversation.

Helen cleared her throat. “However, you are welcome to sit with us.”

I glanced among all six ladies. Well, that should be an interesting conversation, I thought. I almost felt sorry I wouldn’t be a part of it.

Almost.






CHAPTER 5


Once I’d alerted Cindy to the fact that Kimmy would be helping out around the shop, she seemed to calm down considerably. That is, after her eyebrows nearly shot up into her hairline. But after a few minutes of quiet contemplation, she seemed to warm to the idea. I didn’t tell her Kimmy’s stipulation about joining us for dinner just yet though. I figured I’d let her blood pressure simmer down before I told her the news.

I spent the rest of the time finalizing the setup for the signing table, which we strategically set up in the back of the store. This would ensure that everyone had to walk through the entire store to get to it. I didn’t know about anybody else, but I couldn’t help myself while walking past shelves of books. I always left with more novels than I intended to buy. In between fine-tuning the shop, I directed customers to the plaza restroom and made recommendations to stop at Ho-Lee Noodle House and Shanghai Donuts if they happened to feel a little peckish.

I could always spot the people who’d never been to Asia Village before. They had this dazzled look of amazement in their eyes as they surveyed the surroundings; the skylights in the ceiling that brought in beautiful natural light, the paper lanterns that hung over their heads and lit up the evening hours, the soft rippling of the miniature waterfall that sat on the edge of the koi pond.

The original owner, Thomas Feng, had taken great pride in creating the plaza to be a full sensory experience. It wasn’t just about shopping for Asian products, it was about enveloping customers in the culture. Nothing about Asia Village was plain. From the bold red front gates wrapped with golden dragons to the colorful pagoda façade that decorated the exterior, it was a brilliant masterpiece.

Its placement in the Cleveland suburb of Fairview Park was completely out of the ordinary but was quite intentional on the part of Thomas Feng.

And if you happened to catch that I said “original owner” and wondered about that, I am sad to relay that Thomas Feng is no longer with us. A devastating affair really, seeing as he was murdered. I won’t get into the specifics of what happened because I try not to relive the traumatic event, but I will say that he left behind two beautiful teenage daughters and a hell of a wife.

Donna Feng, who now owns Asia Village, is a female role model to aspire to. She’s an excellent businesswoman, quick-witted, refined, educated, and always dressed to impress.

None of that is neither here nor there, is it? But those are the thoughts that cycle through my mind every time I see the wonder in a new customer’s eyes. If they only knew all the grit, hard work and dedication that went into this place and how much it has affected all those who are involved. Well, you could write a book about it.

Getting back to books, it was almost time for Charlene’s signing. I found Cindy dusting a shelf that didn’t have a speck of dust on it and let her know I was going to freshen up. I didn’t want to look like a heathen when I first met Charlene.

I grabbed my purse from the back room of the bookshop and made my way to the public restrooms, which were right next to the Modern Scroll. I waved to Rina at the Ivory Doll—the plaza’s cosmetic shop—and pointed to the bathrooms to let her know that I was making a beeline to the potty. I could stop by and see her later on if there was time.

Just as I opened the door to the restroom, with my eyes still on Rina, I almost plowed down the woman coming out.

“Oh my god, I’m so—” I was speechless. There in front of me was Charlene Chan herself. “Ms. Chan,” I said, stumbling over my words. “I’m so sorry.”

Charlene smiled, bright red lips against porcelain white teeth. They were perfect and I was immediately jealous. “No worries. I’ll live to tell the tale.”

With a blush, I extended my hand. “I’m Lana Lee, I’ll be the one assisting you today.”

She held up her hand, which still had a paper towel in it. She crumbled it up. “Habit. I never touch a bathroom door handle these days.” She threw the paper towel into the metal wastebasket next to the door and offered me her hand. “You can call me Charlie. Nice to meet you, Lana.”

“I also don’t,” I said in reply. If she didn’t have my hand, I probably would have smacked myself on the forehead. “I mean, with door handles.”

Charlene—Charlie—let out a pleasant laugh, and the way her eyes crinkled, you could tell it was genuine. If I was lucky, she wouldn’t think I was a total dork before I really got to talk to her.

Remembering myself, I stepped off to the side, keeping the door open with my heel. “Your signing table is all ready for you. I just have to make a quick stop and then I’ll be back.”

Charlie stepped out from the threshold of the bathroom and gazed toward the bookshop. That’s when I noticed a line was officially forming itself down the length of the plaza. All eyes were on us as we stood awkwardly outside the ladies’ room.

Charlie let out a low whistle. “Well, this is turning out to be a lot more people than I really thought it would be.”

I didn’t want to ask her if it was because she had also never heard of Asia Village. And since she was a local of Asian descent, I didn’t know how that would even be possible. Instead of getting hung up on her choice of words, I decided it was best to get things moving. “I’ll meet you over there,” I said, pointing at the bathroom again.

“Actually, if you don’t mind, I’d like to hide out with you for a few. When I see that many people at once, my hands start to sweat.”

As she said it, I felt like I’d met my soul mate. “My hands also sweat when I get nervous!”

Charlie turned around and headed back into the bathroom. I followed behind her. She stopped in front of the sinks and inspected herself in the mirror. “It’s been a long time since I’ve released a book. I’m surprised that I’m still relevant.”

That shocked me. “You’re a bestseller though.” I continued on into the first stall before I started doing what I liked to refer to as the tinkle-time dance.

“Bestseller or not, people’s attention spans move quickly in this day and age. You have to keep your head in the game.”

I waited until she was done talking before I flushed. When I came back out, I found her reapplying her lipstick. “The book was amazing. I promise.” I activated the water sensor and put my hand under the automatic soap dispenser. “I loved every minute of that story.”

Charlie grinned at me in the mirror. “Thanks for saying so, Lana. That really means a lot. It was truly a labor of love. I’ve been through rough times and that book carried me through most of it.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” I replied. “But at least you were able to channel something difficult and turn it into a creative masterpiece.”

Charlie beamed. “A masterpiece, huh? I should hang out with you more often. It would be great for my self-esteem.”

I plucked out a few paper towels from the dispenser on the wall. In that moment, I felt like I’d just become best friends with Charlene Chan. I envisioned us having coffee together and her sharing all the latest plot ideas that were swimming around in her head. Maybe she’d even ask me for help brainstorming seeing as I had some experience with solving weird murder cases.

I fantasized about Adam, my happenstance homicide detective boyfriend who could be a key source for her research in future books. I’d bet he’d love that.

Charlie observed me from the mirror. I could only imagine what she was thinking, and my face turned red instantly. “Shall we go?” I asked.

“Ready or not, here we come,” she replied.

With my paper towel in hand, I reached for the door handle, and as soon as I opened the door, a woman with bright blue eyeliner and bleach blonde hair pushed her way through, nearly knocking me over while barreling past Charlie. “Excuse me!” she shouted.

My eyes narrowed. If Charlie hadn’t been standing there, I probably would have given the rude woman a few choice words, but I wanted to at least maintain some decorum in front of my favorite author.

Charlie’s facial expression mimicked mine, but she quickly turned away from the woman without saying a word and motioned me to continue walking. “Come on, Lana.” Then under her breath, she mumbled, “Some people are just miserable.”

“You can say that again,” I whispered.

I tried to shake off the incident, but I couldn’t help feeling that the Universe was not complying with my request for a joyous day.






CHAPTER 6


The line outside the bookstore had grown exponentially while we’d been in the restroom. And with the excitement dancing in the air as Charlie’s fans noticed her presence, the nastiness of the woman we’d encountered quickly dissipated from my mind.

A few of the people waiting in line cheered and clapped as Charlie walked by. She stopped to say hello to a couple of them and thanked each person she shook hands with for coming. The glow on her face told me how much this event meant to her, and I was relieved to find out that she was actually a really sweet person. After all, you never know if the people you admire will live up to your expectations.

When it was her turn, the redhead in nursing scrubs that I’d run into earlier enthusiastically relayed something to Charlie. I had no clue what since reading lips had never been my thing. Charlie started to shake her head while the redhead kept talking, then a few moments later I saw Charlie nod followed by her swinging out both her arms. Within seconds, the two women were hugging as if two friends were reuniting after a long estrangement.

After the two women separated from their hug, the redhead kept talking and I felt like this was beginning to take up entirely too much time and some of the other people in line were beginning to look hopeful that they’d get the same amount of attention.

Casually, I sauntered over to the women and reached for Charlie’s elbow—delicately—to nudge her into the store toward the signing table. I really did hate to take her away from the eager readers but thought it best to get started with the autographs. These people would be waiting in line forever if I let this go on.

Charlie startled as she felt my hand squeeze her elbow. “Oh! Lana. Is that my cue to come along quietly?”

I laughed. “I’m afraid so.”

Charlie turned back to the redhead. “Hallie, it was really nice to see you again. Maybe we can talk more after I’m done with the signing. But no hard feelings if you have to rush out. I never like to keep people waiting on me.”

Hallie, who was still holding onto Charlie’s hand, flitted her eyes in my direction and then back to the author of the hour. “I really hope we can. I’d love to talk more about this book.”

Charlie removed her hand from Hallie’s clasp. “Looking forward to it.”

I gave Hallie a quick smile and felt my cheeks start to hurt from all the commotion of exaggerated pleasantries.

As I escorted Charlie back into the store, I whispered, “Who was that? I met her earlier and she said you’ve met before.”

Charlie huffed. “Honestly Lana, I have a hard time remembering her and I felt bad so I just acted like I knew who she was. She said she was my nurse at some point but I was on a lot of sedatives for the surgery I had and there’s no way for me to recall every person who took care of me. Is that awful? I never want people to think I’m too self-important and can’t remember them.”

I patted her shoulder before opening the door to the bookshop. “Not at all. It happens all the time. No matter who you are, you can’t be expected to remember everyone. It’s virtually impossible. Our brains could hardly fit all that information in them.”

Charlie nodded. “I suppose you’re right. Thanks for your encouragement.”

I beamed. “That’s what I’m here for.”



Once inside, the quiet enveloped us and probably gave Charlie a chance to breathe before she’d have to engage with the crowd. After she was positioned at her signing table, we’d prop open the doors and allow everyone to come in single file for the autograph line.

Kimmy and Cindy were both behind the register and it appeared as though Cindy was giving our little helper a quick tutorial on how to ring up customers.

I came into their conversation just as Kimmy was saying, “Yeah, yeah, I got it. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

Cindy pursed her lips as her eyes met mine, and I gave her an apologetic look in return. Not everyone was as humble as I was when dealing with Kimmy’s flippant attitude.

Her facial expression changed real quickly, however, when she realized that I had Charlene Chan in tow. “Ms. Chan!” Cindy bellowed. “It so nice to finally meet you in person.”

Kimmy’s face lit up just as much. “Author in the house! Ms. Chan, we’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival.”

Both women came around the register to shake hands with Charlie.

“Please, call me Charlie,” she said as they went about their pleasantries.

Kimmy gave Charlie a fierce handshake. “I haven’t read your books … yet. But I am so excited to meet you! How cool it must be to write murder mysteries for a living.”

Charlie let out a good-natured chuckle. “It is very cool.”

Kimmy released the author’s hand. “Do you like kill your ex-boyfriends and worst enemies off?”

“Kimmy!” Cindy scolded. “Give her a minute to breathe, would you? She just got here.”

Charlie let another chuckle escape. “It’s okay. I’m used to it.” Then to Kimmy she said, “I’ve killed many an ex and one time even a neighbor.” She ended the sentence with a playful wink.

“Ha!” Kimmy blurted, flicking her elbow into Cindy’s ribs. “See, I told you! It’s totally what I would do too. I’d start with that one jerk-bag T—”

“Okay, Kimmy,” Cindy said before she could continue. “Charlie, why don’t we get you situated and make sure you’re comfortable before we begin.”

Charlie batted a hand. “Oh I’m easy. Just stuff me in a chair. I’ve got my pens all ready.”

While Cindy had a few moments alone with Charlie, I took the opportunity to have a chat with Kimmy. “Listen,” I said, glancing over my shoulder, “take it easy on Cindy today, okay? She’s having a tough time with losing Tara.”

Kimmy groaned. “I know, Lana, but she was showing me how to enter in the dollar amounts. I’m not stupid.”

“Still,” I said. “Tone it down a little. For me. Please.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Fine, fine. I’ll be polite.”

“Thank you.”

“Yeah, yeah, just don’t say I never did nothin’ for ya.”

By the time Kimmy and I finished our exchange, Cindy had finished settling in Charlie. She turned to me, a bundle of hot pink Post-its in her hand. She handed them over, along with a black Sharpie marker. “Use these to write down the names people want signed in their books. It’ll save some time. And don’t forget to keep the readers moving at about a minute per customer.”

“You got it,” I said, uncapping the marker. “Okay if I start now?”

Cindy looked between Kimmy and me. Charlie had her back to us and was seated in the purple velvet wingback chair that Cindy had pulled over from the lounging area. It was a nice little setup with a few chairs, a matching love seat, and a coffee table. Customers—including me—would take a load off with their newfound novel and relax while reading over the back covers. Sometimes people would just hang out and drink coffee that they’d picked up from Shanghai Donuts.

Kimmy hustled back over to the register, and Cindy was on floor duty to help customers with questions or any direction they may need. I stayed a little off to the side in front of Charlie’s table, waiting for the first person to come marching forward.

The first in line had been one of the women who’d been waiting outside before the plaza had opened. She beamed at me and said her name was “Kathy with a K.” I legibly doodled her name on the sticky note and handed it to her. “Just show this to Charlene,” I instructed.

Paige and Ally had been close to the front of the line, however missing their prime first spots because they’d gotten held up in conversation with the Matrons. I’d have to question them later on what the topic of discussion had been during their hangout session.

I readily wrote their names on the Post-it notes and passed them out accordingly.

And that’s how it began. All sunshine and ponies. Everybody was pleasant and respectful of Charlie’s time along with the other fans waiting patiently in line.

About thirty minutes in, my hand was beginning to cramp and my penmanship was suffering. I wondered how Charlie was holding up on her end. Between personalizations and signing her name on repeat, I imagined her hand was feeling a bit stiff as well.

When I turned around to look at her, she seemed to be doing okay, but I noticed she appeared a bit paler than she’d been when we’d first started.

In a loud whisper, I asked, “Hey, you okay? Need to take a break or anything?”

She smiled up at me. “No, I’m all right. It’s just a little hot in here is all.” She pulled on the collar of her polyester blouse. “I probably should have worn something a little more forgiving.”

“I’ll ask Cindy to turn the heat down,” I offered. Quickly, I asked the next customer to give me their name, scribbled it on the notepaper, and then skittered off to find Cindy.

She happened to be at the front of the store talking with Ian Sung. I knew he’d show up at some point or another. If there was a money-making opportunity in the air, he always made sure to be present and accounted for. Then he’d report back the success or failure of the event to Donna Feng. Of course, if anything turned out to be a success, he’d take credit for it being his idea.

“Excuse me,” I said, patting Cindy’s arm. “Can you turn the heat down in the store a little bit? Charlie’s looking kind of pale and told me she’s feeling too warm.”

“No problemo,” Cindy said without excusing herself from Ian. “I’ll do it now.”

“Hello Ian,” I said, giving him an indifferent nod as my way of greeting. Ian had a thing for me, and though he’d not tested his luck in a very long time, I never saw a reason to give him any crazy ideas. Though Anna May had warned me that Ian might find my dismissal of him even more attractive.

My response to her had been, “Boys are so weird.” It was the same response I’d given her when I was five years old and a little boy had smacked my arm on the playground during recess.

“Lana,” Ian said with a tip of his chin. “You’re looking … nice today.”

“Thank you,” I replied, leaving it simple. I could feel he wanted a return compliment because he was always dressed well in French-tailored suits and polished Italian shoes, but I wasn’t going to crack. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to get back. Have a good day.”

“Of course,” he said.

He didn’t budge to leave, and I suspected he would probably wait around for his next chance to question Cindy.

When I returned to Charlie, she was looking a little more perked up but still peaked. She sipped her bottled water, noticed me observing her, and gave me a reassuring wink.

I’d missed one of the customers who had taken it upon themselves to approach Charlie without stopping to see me first. But the woman hadn’t taken up a lot of time and seemed to be friends with the woman standing behind her in line. I jotted her name down and on we went.

For the next fifteen minutes, things were solid and, with the room cooling off just a tad, Charlie seemed a bit more revived.

I’d gone through all the Post-its on my pad, so I turned around to grab the next batch off the table where Cindy had left me extra stacks. When I turned back around, I was met by the same angry face from earlier in the ladies’ bathroom.

In the light of the bookstore, I noticed the woman’s blue eyeliner was practically electric. It was horrid. And her bronzer looked much like how Kimmy had first appeared this morning before she’d blended in the contour.

What on earth was she doing here? Was she really going to be rude to Charlie earlier and then ask her for an autograph now? It wouldn’t take me long to get an answer to my question because as she glared at my stupefied expression, she said, “I don’t want my book signed.”

“Well then … I—”

“Shut up!” she yelled in my face. “Shut up and move outta my way.” She grabbed my arm and shoved me to the side.

“Excuse me!” I shot back as I stumbled over my own feet.

Kimmy caught wind of the exchange and stomped over. “What the hell is going on over here?”

The blonde woman ignored us both, rushing the signing table. She slammed both hands on the table and leaned down so she was face-to-face with Charlie. If I didn’t know any better, I thought she might growl.

Through gritted teeth, she said, “I wanted to look you in the eye and tell you that you’re a piece of trash. You fake!” Then she stood to her full height and turned around to face the remaining crowd. In a loud voice, she announced, “Everybody, save your money. Charlene Chan … she’s a fraud. She stole my story!”






CHAPTER 7


There was an uproar that followed immediately after the woman’s proclamation. Some gasps, some “oh my’s,” and lots of loud whispering complete with glaring stares. You know, the usual stuff that happens after someone makes a complete spectacle of themselves.

Kimmy did not miss a beat, of course. She sashayed right over to where the blonde was standing, her hands clenched into fists at her sides as she approached the heckler. By the twitch of my friend’s eyelid, I could tell she was getting ready to unleash a fury of epic proportions. I almost felt bad for the woman. Again, almost.

“What the hell is your malfunction?” Kimmy grumbled as she stepped up to the woman—who was considerably taller than her, I might add. Kimmy barely came up to her shoulders. “If you have a problem with Charlie, then you’ve got a problem with me.”

The blonde woman looked down her nose at Kimmy—both figuratively and literally. “And who the hell are you?”

“Let’s just say I’m a friend,” Kimmy shot back. “I think you should leave. You can go quietly or I can help you along the way. You choose.” For emphasis, she crossed her arms over her chest, giving her nostrils a little flare at the same time.

I’d been standing there, totally gobsmacked by the whole situation—which is usually the case. My default setting is “freeze mode.” I learned that from a therapist I saw once back in the day after dealing with Thomas Feng’s tragic end.

I shook myself out of it and sidled up to Kimmy, tugging on her arm just above her elbow. I wanted to create distance between her and the blonde. Their body language told me that one of them was going to hit the other … At the very least, some shoving would be taking place and Kimmy wasn’t the type to back down.

In most instances when you ask a modern Asian person if they know karate, the answer would be a resounding “no.” It’s a stereotype that annoys me to the ends of the earth. But, in Kimmy’s case, she did know karate, and this blonde woman—no matter her size—stood no chance against the wrath of Kimmy Tran.

Kimmy refused to budge, and I saw Charlie stand up behind the two women, smoothing out the wrinkles of her dress shirt. She looked completely calm, which kinda surprised me because she’d just been verbally assaulted by whoever this woman was. Her color had returned and she appeared to have fully recovered from the hot flash she’d experienced earlier.

She stood on the opposite side of Kimmy and shot me a quick wink. Then to the blonde she said, “I think my friend here is right, Tori. It’s best if you go. If you’d like to talk with me another time, I’m more than willing to sit down with you.”

My eyes almost bugged outta my head. What a class act, I thought. Willing to sit down with her accuser. She was a better person than me. I’d probably have had her escorted away by security. Not that there was anyone on hand to do the honors. But still.

The blonde—Tori—took a deep inhale, jutting her chest out. “Whatever. Have your stupid little event. I said what I came here to say. The rest of it will be coming from my lawyer.”

She spun around, letting her long blonde hair whip both Charlie and Kimmy in the face.

Kimmy reached out a hand to take hold of the cascade of hair as it invaded her personal space, but thankfully my catlike reflexes caught hold of her wrist before she could wrap a fist around a bundle of bright blonde tresses.

Kimmy clucked her tongue at me. “You ruin all my fun, you know that?”

“I am saving you from a night in county lockup. You don’t think for one second that woman wouldn’t press charges if you assaulted her?”

Charlie nodded. “Lana’s right. Tori would probably try to slap a lawsuit on you like she’s apparently trying to do to me.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Cindy following Tori to the entrance to make sure she actually left. The crowd was starting to calm down a bit, but there was still a lot of gawking and whispering going on.

“What was that about anyways?” I asked. “How do you know her?”

Charlie rolled her eyes. “That’s Tori Pembroke … a regular thorn in my side. We’re in a writers group together and she is always accusing the other members of stealing her ideas. Quite a few people have quit our group because of her.”

Kimmy groaned. “Sounds like a ruiner type to me. There’s always one in every group, isn’t there?”

Charlie let out a sigh. It sounded like the kind you let out when you’re at the end of your proverbial rope. “There is. I stopped going to the meetings a few months back, and one of my friends who still attends told me that Tori had mentioned the reason I stopped coming is because I’d clearly stolen my ideas from her and my guilt had gotten the best of me.”

“But you didn’t, right?” Kimmy asked. Her voice was low as she said it, and I noticed a hint of guilt that came along with the question.

Charlie shook her head. “Of course not. That woman wouldn’t know a good idea if it smacked her in the face. I figured she was just talking crap. I didn’t think she’d actually come to one of my events and accuse me publicly.”

Kimmy sneered. “You should sue her for defamation of character or whatever people do. Lana’s sister is a big-shot lawyer. Maybe she can give you a friends and family deal.”

I didn’t bother to correct Kimmy with the fact that Anna May hadn’t yet passed the bar exam. It was coming up soon, but she wasn’t officially a lawyer just yet.

Cindy came over to join our little huddle. “Everything okay over here?” She grabbed Charlie by the shoulders. “Ms. Chan, I’m so sorry. I should have had at least one security type person here today, but I didn’t think it was necessary.”

Charlie reached for Cindy’s hands, taking them into her own and giving them a squeeze. “Nonsense, don’t think another thought about it. Tori will get hers … As they say, karma’s a bitch.”

Cindy returned her assurances with a weak smile. “Okay, if you say so … Shall we get back to the signing so we can get on with our event then?”

“Absolutely,” Charlie replied.

When she took her seat back at the signing table, everyone in the bookstore cheered.

Kimmy and I stood there for a moment, overseeing the crowd and making sure that Tori hadn’t slipped back into the store for a round two. After a few minutes, when I felt content that everything had returned to status quo, I leaned in toward Kimmy and said, “Never a dull moment at Asia Village, is there?”

She smirked. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again … this place is cursed.”



The refreshments portion of the event came after the signing was finished. Due to fire safety laws, we had to restrict how many people could be in the store at one time, so it was limited to the one hundred people who had purchased a five-dollar ticket. Originally, Cindy hadn’t wanted to charge people anything because she assumed it would deter people from coming. But I reassured her that it was such a small fee for her fans to pay and that it might also discourage people who weren’t serious about attending to bother signing up for it.

As Charlie finished signing her last book, I began uncovering the doughnuts we’d ordered from Shanghai Donuts. The sweet smell of powdered sugar and honey glaze filled the air. I felt my mouth beginning to salivate at the thought of biting into one of Mama Wu’s fluffy pastries. But I’d promised myself I wouldn’t partake until everyone else had their fair share. Besides, I could get doughnuts any old time. At least that’s what I told myself so I’d stop reconsidering if I’d make a mistake.

But then again …

Just as my hand reached into a box containing a handful of chocolate-covered Boston cream, Ally from the book club came up behind me. She’d rested a hand on my shoulder, which startled me more than it probably should have.

I jumped, letting out a high-pitched squeal. “Ally! Don’t scare a girl like that.”

She giggled. “Caught red-handed, I see.”

“Checking for freshness.”

“Uh-huh, sure.” She leaned in a little closer. “Is there anything in here that isn’t covered in chocolate?” She inspected the contents of the boxes.

“Not much of a sweet tooth?” I asked.

She shook her head, selecting a plain glazed doughnut and placing it on a napkin. “No, it’s not for me, it’s for Paige. I told her she could have one if I was allowed to pick it out. This will have to be her sole intake of sugar for the day.”

Before I could ask why, the nurse in the baby blue scrubs from earlier approached us. She smiled as she neared, and I could tell she wanted to say something, but by the look in her eye, I guessed it was probably a complaint of some kind.

“Having a good time?” I asked.

“Yes, I am,” the nurse said. “Lana, right?”

“Yes, and you’re … wait … don’t tell me.” I tapped my temple. “Hallie?”

Hallie grinned. “You got it.” Then she looked at Ally. “Sorry to interrupt, but I was wondering if I could ask Lana something.”

Ally held up the doughnut in her hand. “Not a problem, I gotta get this over to Paige before she starts foaming at the mouth.” She gave me a wink, then headed off in search of her friend.

I repositioned the doughnut boxes. “What is it that you wanted to ask?”

Hallie leaned in, resting a hand on the table. “You read the book, right? The Mystery of General Tso?” Quickly, she looked over her shoulder.

“I did,” I replied, attempting to follow her gaze. I couldn’t figure out what she was looking at. “I just finished it last night actually. Great story.”

“Yeah, it was. You have to wonder where she gets her ideas from, don’t you? I mean, is all of that just in someone’s head? Or do you think some of it is real?”

“I wonder about that myself,” I admitted. “Did you want me to track down Charlie and you could ask her for yourself? I’m sure she wouldn’t mind talking with you.” I began scanning the room for any sign of Charlie.

“Oh no,” Hallie replied. Her tone raised an octave, and I wondered if she felt a little shy about asking the actual author. Then she said, “I actually wanted to ask you something else. Sorry, I got kind of sidetracked.”

“Oh … okay,” I said.

Hallie looked over her shoulder again, “Well, is my imagination getting away from me?” She turned back around to face me and rolled her eyes in the direction she’d previously been looking. “Doesn’t that guy over there look just like you’d think General Tso would?”

I squinted, surveying the area she was talking about. “I don’t see—”

“Um … two o’clock position.” She tilted her head back and forth. “More or less.”

I readjusted my line of sight to match what would be considered the two o’clock position. Now I knew exactly who she meant. There was a man wearing a fedora with his head bent down as he reviewed the back cover of one of Charlie’s books. He was tall and thin, and had on a red button-down shirt with an image of a black snake slithering up the length of the material. A large gold ring with a bloodred gemstone was on his left ring finger. He also had a black serpent tattoo on his left forearm. It was identical to the description of the mystery man in Charlie’s book.

I cocked my head. “That is kinda weird. But you know how some people dress the part for events? Maybe this guy is a super fan or something and dressed up like one of the characters.”

Hallie crinkled her nose. “But why would you dress up like the murderer? Of all people. I find it pretty odd. You’d think someone would want to dress up like the handsome detective, Jim Sparks.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “No idea. People can be strange for sure.”

Abruptly the man lifted his head, and he had that look on his face—the one where recognition sets in that someone is staring at you. Slowly, he turned his head in our direction.

Both of us quickly diverted our attention back to the pastry table.

Hallie shivered, and then out the side of her mouth said, “I have to say, I’m a little creeped out. For Miss Chan’s sake, I hope the only thing this guy’s emulating is appearances.”






CHAPTER 8


I quickly lost track of the mystery man that Hallie and I had briefly speculated over. I’d gotten pulled away by another customer and had to excuse myself from the conversation. Now that the signing was officially over, people were meandering near the refreshments table and roaming around the store looking for other things to buy, keeping all of us helpers busier than maybe we’d anticipated.

Charlie worked the crowd, shaking people’s hands, doling out hugs, and posing for a few group selfies. She had an ease and comfort with herself that I coveted. I could only wish to have that kind of confidence at some point in my life. I despised being the center of attention. I’d been like that my entire life. Ever since my mom made me take ballet and tap classes as a young child. I remembered standing up on that dreadful stage as if it were yesterday.

“Lana Lee, are you in la-la land again?” It was Kimmy.

It jolted me, hearing my name. I was really on edge and glanced down at the cup of coffee I’d been holding. Maybe I needed to cut myself off for the day.

“Hey, are you listening to me?”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing myself back into the present. I still had glittering tutus dancing in my head. “What’s up?”

“So, the Plain Dealer is here…” She pursed her lips. “You know Donna and Ian hate the media, but apparently they made an exception. They’re here to take some photos of Charlie and Cindy standing together.”

For the second time that day I wanted to correct Kimmy. Donna and Ian actually adored the media. Especially Donna. She was in the local section almost monthly for the charity work she was involved in. Or some gala she’d attended where she’d donated an insane amount of money to a women’s foundation that was struggling.

What they didn’t like was when reporters and/or journalists were around to cover an unfortunate event that took place at Asia Village. That’s when they’d ban the media from being on the plaza property.

But, alas, there was no point in correcting Kimmy, especially now when her attention had diverted to scanning the room. “I don’t see her anywhere.”

“She was just right here,” I said, turning around to point where I’d seen her a few moments ago. “I swear.”

“Maybe she went to the bathroom,” Kimmy suggested. “The PD will just have to wait until she gets back. I’ll go tell them to hold their horses.”

“Be nice about it or they’ll write you into a story that won’t be so favorable,” I reminded her.

She’d already turned away, waved a hand in the air, and said, “Yeah, yeah,” over her shoulder.

I watched her walk toward a young man and woman—mid to late twenties with light brown hair and glasses—standing with professional cameras. Looking on while I observed Kimmy approach them with the news, I noticed that the female photographer appeared a little annoyed that they had to wait around.

I considered heading their way to try and smooth things over when I heard a bloodcurdling scream erupt through the store.

A few people around me ducked and I wasn’t sure why, but I found my knees bending involuntarily.

Another scream erupted. This one was higher pitched. And then I heard a familiar voice yell, “Someone, come here quick! We need help.”

Without thinking, I rushed through the store, pushing past the people who’d frozen in place, clearly afraid of what might happen next. I followed the yelling to the Mystery aisle and saw four people standing over someone who was sprawled out on the floor.

Two of the women were Ally and Paige.

Ally turned when I approached and there were tears welling up in her eyes. “Lana, come quick. Charlene Chan has collapsed! We need to call nine-one-one right away.”

I felt my voice catch in the center of my throat as my eyes traveled down to search Charlie’s face for some sign of consciousness. Perhaps she had fallen, tripping over one of her heeled boots.

But her face was slack and I didn’t think she was even breathing. My eyes traveled to her hand which was resting at an awkward angle. She was clutching a copy of her own book.

I looked away, forcing myself to focus on anything other than Charlie, a pit forming in my stomach. That sense of familiarity in the presence of tragedy.

That’s when I noticed Cindy standing on the other side of the group. Her mouth was hanging open and I could almost see the thoughts rushing through her mind by the look in her eye. She seemingly snapped out of it and started running to the rear of the store. “I’m calling now.”

One of the four women standing over Charlene turned out to be Hallie, the nurse. She sprang into action, addressing the other women and with some authority said, “Give her some room. I’m a nurse.”

The other three women took a few steps back while Hallie knelt down and placed a delicate hand on Charlene’s exposed wrist.

The rest of the world seemed to melt away and all that existed was the Mystery aisle. Time surely had stopped moving as we all looked on not knowing what would happen next.

But I felt like that pit growing in my gut was telling me everything I needed to know. What I already knew.

Then, with a frown, Hallie looked up at us, her gentle green eyes landing on me. “I’m sorry to say, but Charlene Chan is already dead.”






CHAPTER 9


I wanted to throw up. That pit in my stomach was bubbling its way up my body. Sweat was beginning to form near my hairline and it felt like someone had sucked all the air out of the room.

If I’d been given the opportunity, I probably would have fallen apart at that very moment. But the other people in the store had started to amble over toward the Mystery aisle to see what all the commotion was about.

Before they could get too close, I sprang into action. I was now in crisis management mode—something I’d learned at my last office job. Believe it or not, I’d been unfortunately chosen to direct people out of the building in case of a fire or natural disaster. Me. Of all people.

But I turned on that version of myself, holding my arms out to block anyone from coming any farther. “We need to clear this perimeter. We have EMTs on the way and they will need to get through. It might be best if you all evacuate the store.”

Kimmy showed up at my side and applied more force to her words than I’d been able to muster. “Let’s move it or lose it, people. Show’s over. Thanks for coming.”

She shooed them away with her hands, ushering them toward the entrance.

Cindy came to pull down the gate once the last person had exited the shop. Now it was only me, Cindy, Kimmy, and the other three women who had discovered Charlie.

With the gate down, Cindy was able to leave the glass doors open. I stood with my face close to the gate, sucking in the fresh air streaming from the plaza.

The bookshop had become stale and warm again. It wasn’t helping my nausea.

Through the gate, I noticed the Mahjong Matrons loitering near the koi pond. When I made eye contact with Helen that was enough to prompt all four of them to come over.

“Oh, Lana,” Helen said, holding a hand to her heart. “Are you okay, dear?”

“Not really.” I took a deep inhale, attempting to calm my nerves. “I’m a little on edge.”

“Rightfully so,” Pearl said from behind Helen. “Is it true what we are hearing? That someone was screaming at the author and assaulted her?”

I didn’t want to say much until after the authorities had arrived. If I told the four seniors what we were really dealing with right now, it would be well circulated around the plaza before the ambulance even arrived. They were that efficient.

Instead of completely lying—which they always knew I was doing when I did—I just said, “We’ve got the situation handled. I’ll have details later.” There. That was the truth.

Opal shook her head. “This is most unfortunate.”

Wendy stood behind the other three women and did not speak a word. But she was watching me, assessing me, as she was known to do. I suspected she knew I wasn’t saying everything that needed to be said.

Helen said, “Is there anything we can do? Should we tell Ian what has happened?”

“No!” I said it too forcefully. I knew it as soon as the word came out of my mouth. “I mean, no, thank you. That won’t be necessary.”

Before I could tell the Matrons that they had better be on their way, I caught sight of Anna May stomping her way over the footbridge. Her brows were furrowed and her lips were pursed. For a split second, I saw our resemblance. Even though we looked vastly different, there were telltale signs of our relation: our brow line, our full lips, the roundness of our faces, and the strong look of disapproval that crinkled our foreheads and clenched our jaws. All attributes from my mother.

“Lana!” she shouted as she stepped off the footbridge and pushed her way through the tiny crowd of onlookers. “Now what’s happened?”

I groaned, loud and proud … I didn’t even try to stifle it like I normally do. My sister, with all her tact and compassion, tended to say things like “Now what did you do?” or “You’ve gotten yourself into a mess again?”

I pursed my lips, extra dramatically. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

Helen decided to fill in Anna May. “It seems as if the young Charlene Chan has been attacked by some crazy woman. It happened right in the middle of signing a book and they had to shut down the bookstore. The police are on their way.”

This is how rumors start, I thought. “No, that’s not what happened,” I said, momentarily forgetting my objective. “Charlie must have been chatting with a reader or on her way to the restroom and she collapsed in the Mystery aisle. Thankfully there was a nurse nearby and she was able to get our attention. We called the paramedics as soon as possible. The situation with the angry woman is a whole other matt—”

Crap.

I saw what I thought was a glimmer of intrigue in Helen’s eye. She’d gotten me exactly where she’d wanted me. Now they knew more specific details. Thankfully I’d refrained from alerting them to the fact that the nurse had told us that Charlene had no vitals.

Helen turned her head slightly, looking at the three women behind her. They nodded in response and I knew that Helen had confirmed that they’d heard what I said. When she turned back around, she gave me an apologetic smile. “Well, Lana, we’ve taken too much of your time already. We must be going. Come, ladies, let’s be on our way.”

I watched them walk off. “They’re going to spread that info all over the plaza,” I said to Anna May. “Thanks a lot.”

Anna May scoffed. “Me? What did I do?”

“If you wouldn’t have come over here butting your nose into everything, I wouldn’t have said what I said.”

“Well excuse me for showing concern.”

“Concern? Is that what you call it?”

“Yes. As a matter of fact, it is.”

We glared at each other. Eyes narrowed, hands on our hips … again looking just like our mother.

It had been lying under the surface for weeks … our frustration with each other. Both of our feelings were hurt, but for different reasons. I didn’t approve of her relationship and also felt slighted that she’d left me out of the important details. And she was mad at me for not being more supportive.

But how could I be supportive when I didn’t trust her married—albeit estranged from his wife—boyfriend?

However, there wasn’t time to deal with this conversation because, just as she was no doubt getting ready to spout another insult at me, I noticed the EMTs entering the plaza. That wasn’t the only thing I’d taken notice of though. I also caught a glimpse of the Mahjong Matrons entering Asian Accents, the hair salon. Where all the best secrets are blabbed.






CHAPTER 10


The two beat cops who normally handle my calls—McNeeley and Gonzalez—arrived at the same time as the paramedics. They had called in Adam and his partner, Higgins, who were on their way.

The paramedics spoke at length to the nurse, Hallie, about what she’d witnessed and asked questions about resuscitation while McNeeley and Gonzalez finished securing the scene.

Hallie went through the details using terminology I didn’t understand. I was relieved that for once we had a nurse already on site to deal with a situation of this nature.

After much medical lingo had gone back and forth, the paramedics deemed that Charlie must have passed away before being found by Hallie. The female paramedic stepped off to the side and called the coroner’s office. I tried to hear exactly what she’d said, but she spoke too softly for me to eavesdrop.

Anna May had slipped back to the restaurant after we’d noticed the EMTs coming through the main entrance. Our conversation felt like it was hanging in the air waiting for some type of closure to happen.

Kimmy, Cindy, and I stood off to the side and I tried my best to keep my eyes off the now covered body of Charlene Chan. I’d positioned myself near the Romance aisle so I felt like I was a bit removed from everything going on, though I could see everything just fine. We looked on as the medical team and beat cops went about their business.

The beat cops had pulled the gate back down, trapping the rest of us inside, yet again. A few onlookers had surfaced just on the opposite side of the gates, walking slowing or pretending to check something on their phone. I dreaded to think that someone might take photos of us all standing around.

A few minutes had passed before I heard a deep, familiar voice say, “Gonzalez, open up.”

Adam had arrived.

I scurried over to the entrance to greet him. Formally, of course.

If anything, Adam is a professional and has what I like to call “detective mode.” There is a certain furrow in his brow that seems to always be in place, his jaw is squared and tense, and sometimes I think he’s clenching his teeth a bit. His eyes narrow a lot as he inspects the scene noticing things that others often don’t notice. He sizes a room up faster than anyone else I’ve ever met. I’m sure it helps that he’s nearly a foot taller than me at my measly five foot four—he can see everything.

When our eyes met, I felt the familiar pitter-patter of my heartbeat quickening. Even after being together for a little over a year, I was still smitten and felt that jolt of excitement in his presence. I hoped that feeling never went away.

But, due to the circumstances, my lower lip was also quivering and I wanted nothing more than to jump into his strong, protective arms and feel the rest of the world melt away. He was my protector, my strength when I was weak, the backbone of support I needed when I felt my own buckling under pressure.

He regarded me with compassion that was visible for only a moment. Like I said, he’s a professional. But I knew him well enough to catch the glimpse of my current condition tugging at his heart strings. In a husky tone, he asked, “Are you okay?”

I nodded, giving him a brave smile. “I’m alright. I’m glad you’re here.”

Higgins stepped out from behind Adam. He was a bit older, a tad shorter, and more softened on the job. He smiled at me, his genuine nature showing through his expressive eyes. “Lana, what did I tell you? We have to stop seeing each other this way.”

It caused me to let a tiny laugh escape and I wanted to hug him for it. He was this stable presence filled with kindness. I loved the fact that he and Adam were partners. It was a good balance. And I knew that Adam looked up to him and would sometimes tell me he was like a cool, young uncle. It helped ease some of my tension while I knew that Adam was out on the job. He had a good man watching his back, and vice versa.

“Believe me, the last thing I wanted to do was see you under these circumstances.”

“When this is cleared up, let’s all have dinner,” Higgins said, elbowing Adam in the rib. “Let’s see each other when someone’s death is not involved.”

Adam gave a casual nod. “Sounds good. But let’s get back to the subject at hand.” He looked at me, his eyes searching my face, perhaps trying to gauge my mental status. “What can you tell me about what went on? Anything suspicious?”

I told him about the loud blonde woman with the bright blue eyeliner, the strange man that Hallie had pointed out to me who mirrored the physical appearance of the murderer in Charlie’s book, and the hot flash episode that Charlie had at the beginning of the signing.

Higgins scribbled notes in his mini steno pad. “Hmm … wonder if that spike in temperature had anything to do with the collapse.”

Kimmy came ambling over, and I had to say I was surprised that she’d waited this long. “Detective Hottie Pants,” she blurted out—a nickname that always made Adam blush. “Can you believe the nonsense of this whole hullabaloo?”

He cleared his throat, a slight reddening surfaced around the collar of his shirt. “Kimmy, what did I tell you about calling me that when I’m on duty?”

Higgins snorted.

Now it was Adam’s turn to elbow Higgins in the ribs.

Higgins coughed dramatically. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go see what’s what.”

Kimmy wrinkled her nose. “Hey, I’m just trying to lighten things up a bit so your girlfriend here doesn’t collapse from hysteria at any given moment. This is her favorite author, I hope you know.”

Adam pursed his lips. “I’m aware.”

“So, did she tell you about that psycho chick who came storming in here like a bat outta hell demanding revenge or whatever? Like wackadoo city.” She waggled her head back and forth. “Right, Lana?”

“She was pretty angry,” I confirmed. “I thought it was going to come to blows for sure if I didn’t step in.”

Kimmy held up her right fist, giving it a shake. “I woulda laid her out right here. No one messes with my friends.”

Adam reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out a memo pad similar to what Higgins carried. “Can you tell me a name?”

Kimmy and I looked at each other.

I was drawing a blank.

Kimmy suddenly blurted, “Tammy!”

“No…” I said.

“Tina?” She frowned. “No … it was like an ‘e’ sound at the end … I remember that. Tempe? Is that even a name?”

I clucked my tongue. “Yes, that’s a name, but no that wasn’t it either.”

“Well I don’t see you offering any suggestions.”

Adam rolled his eyes. “You two are like the Stooges, for cripes sake.”

“Give me a sec,” I said. “Tori … it was Tori Pemberly or something.”

Adam jotted the name down.

“Wait,” I said, reaching for his hand. “No, it was Pembroke. Tori Pembroke. She’s from Charlie’s writers group and had accused her of stealing her story ideas for Charlie’s own use.”

“Are you sure about the name?” he asked. “Pembroke?”

“I’m almost positive,” I replied. “Ninety-five percent sure.”

Kimmy nodded. “It sounds right.”

Adam jotted down the name. “What’s the name of the writers group?”

“No clue,” I admitted. “But I’m sure I can find out.”

He glanced over my head to where Higgins had gone over to chat with the paramedics. “Okay, you find that out. I’ll have Gonzalez give you some statement forms to fill out.”

“Joy,” Kimmy said, blowing a raspberry. “Love fillin’ out those forms.”

Adam said nothing else and went on his way to talk with Higgins.

Kimmy and I stood together waiting for Gonzalez to bring our statement forms. I couldn’t tell you how many I’d already had to fill out.

“This whole thing seems awfully fishy to me.” Kimmy looked over her shoulder, leaned close to my ear, and whispered, “If it ends up being a murder, we are working this case together, Lee. You can plan on that.”






CHAPTER 11


After we all finished filling out our statements and the body was escorted to the morgue for further examination, I gave Cindy the fiercest hug I could muster and went to hide in my office at Ho-Lee Noodle House to call Megan.

Kimmy went to help her mother at the entertainment shop, and Adam left to return to the station, promising to come by my place after his shift.

I didn’t feel like going home right away and being left alone to my own devices. Sure, Kikko was there, but I needed a little bit of human contact. The restaurant—my home away from home—would provide me just that and still give me a bit of distance. At least I knew that people I felt close to would be within reach.

Both Nancy—Peter’s mom and our split-shift server—and Anna May were busy taking care of customers. The dining room was more than half full, allowing me the opportunity to slip through to the kitchen unnoticed.

Peter, however, did see me as soon as I pushed on the swinging door. He removed his earbuds, his mouth turned down in a frown. He walked over to me, placing a hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Dude, Kimmy told me everything. You okay?”

I wasn’t surprised that Kimmy had told him everything. He was her boyfriend, after all. But I did have to wonder what her version of “everything” was. I knew right away that Peter would not be okay with her investigating a potential murder.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said.

Peter could tell that I was lying. He crinkled his brow. “How about I make you your favorite: noodles drenched in teriyaki sauce with extra grilled shrimp. I bet that will cheer you up.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I could tell by the look on his face that he wanted nothing more than to make this all go away. He was like a big brother to me in that way—always trying to fix things when they were “broken.” I said, “Sure,” more for his benefit than my own. “I could use something to eat. I’ve been running on an empty stomach for most of the day.”

“You go chill in your office and I’ll bring it to you when it’s ready. You probably should drink some tea or something too. You know, it’s all cozy or whatever.”

I nodded and went about preparing myself a pot of oolong tea. I do it so many times a day, I was on autopilot at this point. And that came in handy because I was not with it at all.

Charlie was somewhere in her thirties … a little older than myself. What were the chances that she’d just drop dead like that? Sure, it can happen to anyone at any given moment for any number of reasons. You always hear those horror stories on the news or in the paper—not that I read the newspaper—and it gives you pause. You suddenly feel lucky to be you and to have your own problems.

But things like that were rare. And Charlie, from what I could gather, seemed like a healthy, young female in the prime of her life.

I thought some more about that guy who had dressed like the murderer in her story. I’d lost track of him as the event went on and hadn’t given him much thought until Adam had asked what things stuck out to me after the fact. Had the man stayed? And if he were responsible, what could he have done to her? And when?

Did her hot flash have anything to do with it? She’d seemed to recover nicely from that after Cindy had turned down the heat. Even I had to admit it had been getting warm in there with all the accumulating body heat.

I disappeared into my office without another word to Peter.

My office is quaint. That’s me being polite about it. It would more appropriately be called a utility closet. There’s an oversized desk that hardly fits but my mother has had it since before I was born and I used to play under it when I was a kid. So I suppose it carries sentimental value. There’s a swivel chair that creaks when I sit down and squeals when I reach for the side drawer. There are file cabinets lining the back wall behind where I sit. Random papers and documents my mom has accumulated over the years stuff some of the drawers beyond capacity. Some of it could probably be thrown out and I swear I’m going to do it all the time, but I always seem to find an excuse to leave my office just before I get started.

Aside from that, I have two plastic guest chairs that remind me of the ones you used to sit in when you waited outside the principal’s office. Not that I was a regular outside the principal’s office. In an Asian family—even a mixed Asian family—that sort of behavior is not tolerated in the least.

I shuffled between my desk and another set of filing cabinets that sat off to the side. It was a tight fit all around. When I sat down in my seat, the familiar creak of my office chair actually provided me with some comfort. This was home base. I was safe in this tiny room.

Once I was situated, I pulled my phone out of my purse and selected Megan’s name from my “favorites” list. Patiently I waited for her to answer.

“Lana,” Megan said as soon as she picked up. “I just got the alert on my phone a few minutes ago about Charlene Chan. Is everything okay? Are you okay?”

I sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, I’m safe. No one was hurt or anything. Charlene just…”

“Collapsed?”

“News really does travel fast.”

“Channels three, five, and eight, plus Cleveland.com all put out breaking news stories. Her author photo is all over the place. I was getting ready to call you shortly, but I know the drill and figured you were detained for a bit.”

Our little friend group knew “the drill” a little too well for my liking. Megan probably the best out of everyone since we were always thick as thieves. “Adam just left about fifteen minutes ago. He’s going to come by later. Do you work tonight?”

She groaned. “I do. I wanted to call off from work because of what happened so I could be at home with you, but Robin is throwing a hissy fit. What’s new, right? So I’m thinking maybe I can at least cut out early. I don’t know though, it’s a weekend and you know we can get pretty busy. But the weather is nice so maybe we won’t have too many takers. Thank God we don’t have a patio. Can you imagine? We’d be packed all night long.”

Megan tended to ramble and talk superfast when she was nervous or had stored-up energy. I had a feeling that she could have used a trip to the gym earlier in the day to release some of her tension before going into work.

“It’s okay. Do what you gotta do,” I said. “I’m going to hang around here for a little while and then head home to take Kikko on a walk. By then, Adam will probably be there.”

“You at the restaurant?” she asked.

“Yup, stowed away in my office.”

“How’d it go with your sister today?”

I grunted.

“That good?” She chuckled.

“I’ll tell you about it later. I don’t have the bandwidth for it right now.”

“I get it.” She sighed. “I’m really sorry, Lana. I know she was one of your favorite authors.”

“She was really nice too.” Tears were beginning to well up again. I sniffled. “I was so looking forward to having dinner with her tonight. I imagine she would have had a lot of great stories to tell.”

“I bet,” Megan replied. “And so young too. Such a shame.”

There was a knock on my office door. “Hang on a sec,” I said to Megan. Then, “Come in!”

Thankfully it was Peter with my food. The sweet fragrance of teriyaki filled the room as the steam wafted off the bowl he carried. “Extra grilled shrimp, well done just the way you like it.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate that.”

He set the bowl down on the desktop then handed me a pair of chopsticks and a napkin. “Be careful, it is hot, hot, hot.” He tipped his hat and exited, shutting my door behind him.

In my ear, Megan asked, “You gettin’ the royal treatment over there or what?”

I forced a laugh. “For the moment. I’m sure he’ll be grumpy with me before the day’s over.”

“Well, I’ll let you go eat. You probably need to get something in your stomach. Just try to decompress and call me if you need me.”

“I will.”

“I mean it, Lana Lee. You don’t have to play the tough guy all the time. I’m here for you whenever.”

“’Kay, love you, girlfriend.”

“Back atcha, sister.”

When I hung up and took a few deep breaths, I was glad that Peter had suggested making me something to eat. Maybe I was hungrier than I realized.

Before I unwrapped my chopsticks, I noticed that my phone screen had lit up and I had a missed text message from Adam. I decided to check it immediately versus waiting until after I ate. I didn’t think I could take the anticipation. My nerves were already raw.

But when I opened the text message screen, I regretted that decision almost immediately.

News back from the coroner … initial review … not good. Looks like this is officially a murder investigation.






CHAPTER 12


Adam wasn’t able to call me after his text because he was in a briefing with the new Fairview Park chief of police, Thomas Riceton, but promised he would give me all the details as soon as he could, which realistically would probably be when I saw him later.

It wasn’t like Adam to share details of his work so willingly. We kept that part separate from our relationship. Not only was it something he didn’t want to talk about after he was off the clock, but he also worried about burdening me with too much traumatic information. And of course, there were the times when he wasn’t allowed to tell me things.

Historically, I would have to pry things out of him when the situation called for it. He hadn’t originally taken too well to my investigative pastime, but he has since come to terms with it—though he doesn’t encourage the behavior. Mostly because I don’t do things by the book, and I also refuse to carry any sort of weapon for protection.

I can’t do the whole mace thing … I think I’d just spray myself in the eye. No knives or switchblades because, again … I’d hurt myself. Never a gun. I’ve never even held one in real life that wasn’t attached to an arcade video game.

Adam constantly wanted to take me shooting and show me how to handle a weapon, but I turned him down every time. I assured him that the weight of some of my bigger purses would be weapon enough. Have you ever gotten smacked upside the head with a Coach handbag?

Okay, I haven’t either, but I can’t imagine it would feel very good. They’re incredibly durable.

So, Adam sharing the information as he acquired it was unusual. I couldn’t help but wonder what that was all about. I’d find out soon enough though. You can mark my words on that.

I didn’t feel like sharing that tidbit with anybody else. I did think about calling Megan back though. However, these noodles had been staring me in the face and though I wasn’t as hungry as I was before I got Adam’s text, my stomach was growling and gurgling as my tiny office filled with the sweet fragrance of teriyaki sauce.

Just a bite then. For the sake of my belly.

I pulled my chopsticks out of their paper wrapper and brushed them against each other to remove any stray wood splinters. My mother had gone back to disposable chopsticks a while back because we’d gone through a period where people were stealing them left and right. Chopsticks aren’t even that expensive. Just buy some. But, over the years, I’ve come to find that people will pocket anything from a restaurant that isn’t nailed to the ground.

I plucked a perfectly grilled piece of shrimp that was nestled on top of the noodles, waiting for me. I bit into it and the texture was perfect, not at all rubbery or overdone. It tasted fresh and dare I say succulent? I don’t generally like using words like “succulent.” They sound dramatic and sometimes dirty, but in this instance, I couldn’t find a better way to describe the handiwork of Peter’s cooking.

Then, a moment of guilt flashed through me. Here I was enjoying … savoring a meal, and Charlie would never have another meal again. It made me wonder what she’d eaten last.

What a weird thing to think.

I dug into my noodles, giving them a good toss so the teriyaki sauce distributed evenly in the bowl.

Who on earth would want to kill Charlene Chan? I hadn’t known her personally for more than a few hours, but she seemed like a pleasant, kind person. Gentle.

She did write about murder though. Imagine spending your days thinking of clever ways to kill fictitious people.

Actually, I could see it. It would be cathartic, I imagine. Releasing all your darker emotions onto the page. Finding justice where normally it may be missing. Exploring concepts of morality that might sound weird at a cocktail party with doctors and lawyers.

But regardless of that, it didn’t mean that she invited that sort of thing into her life. The people who write books are not the books themselves.

I did wonder what her life had been like though. Did she go on stakeouts and ride-alongs with the police? Did she interview coroners and medical examiners? Had she ever talked to any criminals to find out the details of their innermost thoughts?

Did authors even do that sort of thing? I’d have to find out.

Then, Kimmy popped into my head. I remembered her final words to me earlier that day. If it turned into a murder investigation, she’d want in. And now, I was the only one who knew that it had indeed turned into one.

I wasn’t ready to tell Kimmy about the news. Maybe I could put it off until tomorrow. Until after I’d had the chance to talk things over with Adam and find out what was what.

Whoever this person was who killed Charlie must have been bold … and well prepared. They’d been at the signing party. It could be any one of the people I saw earlier. Which brought a shiver down my spine. That person had been there, mixed in with the rest of us … waiting for their moment, their chance. And then had slipped out unbeknownst to anyone around them.

Skilled. Clever. Inconspicuous.

It genuinely makes you think how you really don’t know anybody around you. Not really.

To think, this person probably smiled in my face … perhaps I wrote their name on a Post-it. Perhaps. Then again, even if I had, it was probably a phony name.

My chopsticks tapped the bottom of my bowl with a soft clink. I looked down and realized I’d finished every last noodle, every spare pea pod, every single shrimp.

There I went … eating my feelings again. I rested my chopsticks on top of the bowl and leaned back in my seat. I needed a moment to digest—not just my food, but my thoughts.

Sometimes I wished I weren’t such a foodie …

Okay, that’s a straight-up lie. I never wished such a thing a day in my life and I’d never wish it on my worst enemy.

I closed my eyes, realizing for the first time exactly how exhausted and rundown I felt. I hadn’t eased up since leaving the bookstore. Not a common sensation for me. The bookstore always brought me peace. If society didn’t frown on a grown woman skipping through the aisles, I’d probably do it at least once a week.

I took a deep inhale and settled my shoulders. They’d been tense and maybe my neck was cramped from the position I’d held for longer than appropriate. Maybe it would be a good idea if I took a quick nap. No one knew I was in here besides Peter.

I listened to the distant sound of his metal spatulas clacking against the grill, rhythmically, setting me up for a pleasant snooze.

Thirty minutes of rest wouldn’t hurt anything. No one was looking for me anyways.






CHAPTER 13


“Lana!”

I jerked back in my chair, my eyes springing open at the sound of my name. It was Kimmy. She was standing in front of my desk with her arms folded over her chest, an eyebrow raised as she studied my face.

“You okay?” she asked. Unfolding her arms, she placed them squarely on my desk, leaning forward. “You look absolutely terrible.”

I grunted. I’d fallen asleep easier than I thought possible and somehow it had been a deep slumber. “What time is it?”

“It’s six.”

“Six p.m.?”

She clucked her tongue. “Yes, six p.m. Did you really think it was tomorrow already? I’m wearing the same clothes as I was earlier.”

“It’s been a hell of a day, Tran. I don’t remember what you were wearing.” I ran my hand across the desk, reaching for my phone. Sure enough I had two missed calls and five text messages from Adam wondering where I was and if I was okay.

“Uh-oh,” Kimmy said, trying to sneak a peek at my phone screen. “You called me Tran … which means that I’m in the hot seat. I’ll have you know that I just came here to make sure you were okay. Peter told me you’ve been tucked away in here this entire time. I thought someone should come check on you. You don’t look too hot.”

“I’m fine, tired is all.” I opened the text box to reply to Adam, letting him know that I was okay, had fallen asleep in my office, and was heading home. After the murder earlier today, it definitely wasn’t the right time to let him worry about where I’d disappeared to. I wasn’t the only one in the relationship with an overactive imagination.

After I sent the message, I tidied up my desk while Kimmy observed me. She wasn’t saying anything and I could tell by her silence that she was waiting for me to fill in some kind of gap for her. Kimmy liked action and wanted things to happen quickly. I’m sure she’d been stewing at the entertainment shop all afternoon, scouring social media and local news for some kind of clue or hint as to what the authorities had uncovered thus far.

Since I’d been snoozing for quite some time, I also had to wonder what was circulating out there. I knew that this was going to bring unwanted attention to the plaza.

Kimmy took a step closer to my desk. “That Hallie woman … the nurse, she stopped by and asked to talk to you, I guess.”

“She did?”

Kimmy nodded, folding her arms over her chest. “Anna May told her you’d gone home. She told me about it when I asked her where you were and insisted you were in the back. I mean, I know because of Peter. Sometimes your sister is so clueless, you know?”

“I wonder what Hallie wanted,” I said, ignoring the commentary about Anna May. Kimmy was not her biggest fan and that had gone on since we were all kids.

“Probably to make sure you were okay. After you disappeared she was going around to everyone asking them if they were all right. She asked me if I saw anything that could help the paramedics with filling in some of the blanks. You know, like did we see her shortly before she collapsed, but I told her we hadn’t seen a thing. You didn’t, right?”

I shook my head. “No, I was as shocked as everyone else.”

“I wonder if she had a heart attack or something? Don’t people have body temperature problems before that happens? Or is that strokes? I can’t remember what goes with what. It’s all too much for me and my hypochondriac brain to retain anyhow. I’d be at the doctor’s office—”

“I have to get home,” I said, interrupting her. I didn’t want to think about any of this.

I could tell by the curve of her mouth that she was disappointed. Changing the subject, she asked, “So … any news from Detective Hottie Pants?”

I answered her question with a blank stare. I had a feeling that’s what she’d wanted to really ask all along.

“Sorry.” She rolled her eyes. “Adam. Is there any news from Adam?”

Diverting my glare, I answered, “No. Nothing so far.”

“Liar,” she replied. “You know something you’re not telling me. I know by the way you’re not looking at me. You need more work on that poker face of yours.”

I was tired and kinda grumpy. I didn’t want to have this conversation now. And even if I did, I didn’t want to have it with Kimmy first. I needed Megan. She helped without pressuring me to propel things forward. It was always a nice speculative conversation filled with quiet contemplations, and usually some pizza.

“My poker face is just fine.” I crammed my phone into my purse and dug out my car keys. “We’ll talk more tomorrow after I talk with Adam. I promise, okay?”

“Okay fine,” she said with a pout. “But I’m holding you to that. First thing tomorrow.”

“All right, all right,” I said as I shooed her out of my office. “First thing tomorrow. Scout’s honor.”



Adam met me at my apartment. It was warmer out than it had been, and he was propped up against the wall of my apartment looking casually handsome. Though I didn’t enjoy apartment life like I used to, I took comfort in some of the features that made it feel less communal. Like the fact that we had private entrances and in-suite laundry capabilities.

Megan had picked out this place for us several years back and seeing as we didn’t want to jump from apartment to apartment, we were content here. Neither one of us was ready for a house and I wasn’t planning to move in with Adam for quite some time. Megan worried about it occasionally, not wanting to live on her own, but I assured her I’d give much advance notice so she’d have time to prepare.

I also hoped that she’d find someone special to help occupy some of her time. Her last relationship—much like the one I’d had prior to Adam—had left her devastated. And while she enjoyed playing matchmaker for others, she never factored her own love life into the equation.

Adam was a simple guy. He had to dress the part for work with button-down shirts, ties, suit jackets … none of his favorite things. However, I liked it because I’m a sucker for a guy in any type of uniform. And though it wasn’t a cop’s uniform, it was his uniform. He looked so official when he pulled his badge out from beneath his coat. And that shoulder holster, despite my aversion to guns, was somehow sexy in its own way. He was a man of the law. A good man.

As I neared the apartment, he pushed himself off the brick wall and walked over to meet me. He was clean shaven in a fitted black T-shirt that showcased the outline of his muscles. It was important for him to stay fit for his job. Never knew when he’d have to chase someone down.

His boot-cut jeans were new and I recognized them as the ones I’d picked out for him on our last shopping outing together.

He spread his arms wide, giving me a tight smile. I could see the tension in the crinkles surrounding his eyes. On men, they were “laugh lines.” And somehow on women they were “crow’s feet.” Now how was that fair?

I lunged myself into his open arms, wrapping my own around his waist, my head just reaching the height of his chest. “I missed you,” I said, inhaling the scent of his cologne—sandalwood being the most prominent note.

“I missed you too, babe.” He ran his hands lovingly up and down my back. “It’s been a long day and I hate to do this to you, but we need to talk shop.”

My ears perked up. “Oh?”

He released the hold he’d had on me and held my shoulders, gazing into my eyes with deep emotion. “I know I don’t normally do this sort of thing, but I need your help on the Charlene Chan case.”

“You do?” I felt my palms beginning to sweat. This was a big step for us. He’d never asked such a thing of me. If anything, he’d always kept me as far away as possible. “What exactly does that entail?”

“Why don’t we go inside and talk about it.” He wrapped a protective arm around my shoulder. “Besides, Kikko was sniffing the door crack before you came home. She knew I was out here.”

That’s right, Kikko, I thought. For a split second after Adam had mentioned needing my assistance, I’d forgotten all about her.

I turned my key into the deadbolt and opened the door with a little apprehension. Not because I was afraid of Kikko running out, because I was afraid of what Adam had to tell me about Charlie’s death.






CHAPTER 14


I took my time taking Kikko on her walk around the apartment complex. Adam had stayed behind to brew us a fresh pot of coffee and order pizza and wings—his favorite. I wasn’t hungry but I knew he was probably famished after the day he’d had. The man could eat his weight in pizza without a second thought.

When I returned to the apartment with a happy and much relieved pug, I found Adam sitting on the couch, a fresh cup of coffee in one hand and his phone in the other. Without looking up, he said, “Pizza will be here in forty minutes.”

I gave Kikko her “good girl” treat and headed into the kitchen to prep a cup of coffee for myself. I could feel Adam watching my every move.

Finally I joined him on the couch. I sat close to him, our knees touching, our coffee steaming.

I stayed silent so he could speak on his own terms … when he was ready. After a few minutes of silence, he sighed. “So Charlene Chan was definitely murdered. When we shared the information with the medical examiner about her hot flash episode, he decided to check her glucose levels and found she was experiencing hypoglycemia. There was a high dose of insulin in her system.”

“So, she was a diabetic?” Even as the question left my mouth, I knew it didn’t make sense. If she had insulin present in her system, why would she be in a hypoglycemic state?

“The thing about people who are not diabetics … if they’re injected with insulin, it creates the opposite effect. That hot flash was most likely the first sign that something was wrong.”

That statement made me cringe. If what Adam was saying was accurate that would mean that there’d been something wrong with her the whole time. “But she ended up recovering from that,” I said.

“Maybe a fluke,” he said with a shrug. “People react differently to medications. It’s a possibility that she started to feel better temporarily and then she couldn’t sustain it anymore. I didn’t get into too many of the medical details with the coroner. All I needed to know is that the circumstances are suspicious.”

I sipped my coffee … thinking.

Adam placed a hand on my leg. “I know you already submitted your statement with the chain of events. And I also know that you are always as thorough as possible when it comes to this sort of thing. But now, with this additional knowledge, can you think of anything different that might be significant to the case?”

I began recreating the morning’s events, starting all the way from the beginning. “How would this insulin be administered?” I asked in a haze. “I’m assuming a needle of some kind.”

“Under the right circumstances, it could be something as outwardly simple as a handshake. But keep in mind, there would have to be a distraction of some kind to go along with it. Pretending to fall into the person or slapping them on the back at the same time. A movement to divert pain and take attention away from the needle prick.”

“A brush of a shoulder?”

“Well … that would depend on how skilled that person was … I mean … shoulder to shoulder … you kind of need a hand…”

“Right,” I said, refraining from an eye roll. “But let’s say that the shoulder brush … which would be more aptly described as a shoulder ‘check’ was a distraction. While she’s knocking into Charlie’s shoulder she’s also pricking her elsewhere with a needle.”

“She? Who was this shoulder-checking person?” he asked.

“The blonde … Tori,” I said. “We ran into her in the bathroom before the signing. The same one who caused the scene about Charlie stealing her book ideas.”

Adam massaged his temples. “The one from the writers group?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“I don’t suppose that you had a chance to look into that group or find out what it’s called?”

“No.” I inhaled deeply. “Time kinda got away from me while I was the restaurant. Peter made me something to eat and then before I knew it, I was engulfed by a full-scale nap.”

Adam placed a gentle hand on my knee. “It’s okay, babe. You don’t have to explain anything. No pressure. I know today was a lot for you. How are you holding up anyways?”

I hadn’t given my feelings much thought. I’d been preoccupied with Adam’s unusual behavior. Wondering why he’d wanted to talk about this situation with me in such a hurry.

I still didn’t feel like I had the answer to my question, and I didn’t want to spend too much time focusing on my feelings. I wanted to know what was up. Then I’d decide where my emotional range was gonna land. “I’m hanging in,” was all I said.

“If you want, we can wait until tomorrow to finish this conversation.”

“No,” I replied. “I’m okay. Promise. Just tell me what it is that you wanted to say.”

He stared into his coffee cup. “There are some unusual circumstances surrounding Charlene’s murder. When they were undressing her and taking inventory of the things she’d had on…”

Something was stirring in the recesses of my mind. It’s like I could sense where this was going, which felt odd and impossible. I watched him gauging my response, and though I wanted to say something … to fill in the blanks, I didn’t. I waited patiently for him to continue.

Adam clenched his jaw. He paused for a minute, maybe thinking of the right words to say. “Well, they found a piece of paper in her pocket … with an address. One of the interns that is working with the medical examiner happens to be a fan of Charlene’s books and made a passing remark about the similarities to her most recent novel.”

“The address was for a storage facility,” I said. It came out so matter-of-fact you’d think we were talking about a magazine we’d both seen in the grocery store checkout.

Again, he searched my face. “Yes. I know you read that book. I’ve watched you tote it around everywhere with you for weeks now. Anyways, I just came from there—the storage facility. Higgins and I went to check out the address after we discovered where it was and that it matched the plot from that book.”

“And?”

“Just like in the novel, a single copy of her book sat in the middle of the rented space.”

I felt that sick feeling bubbling up in my stomach again.

“We spoke with the guy in charge of the place and he wasn’t much help. The space was rented under Charlene’s name, but he never saw the person who rented it. Apparently they did everything online.”

“So whoever this person is, they’re recreating the storyline from The Mystery of General Tso?” I wanted to say it out loud so that it would register for me. I felt foggy and definitely not clearheaded. What I felt was trapped in a psychological thriller of some kind.

Adam nodded. “Or they’re going to a great deal of trouble to make it appear that way. Too early to tell.”

“But that’s why you wanted to talk to me about it? Because you want to ask me about the book and what happens next?”

Adam set his mug down on the coffee table. He then turned his body so he was facing me head-on and reached for both my hands, holding them in his own. “Lana, I never thought I’d say this, but I believe I’m going to need your help on this case.”

A butterfly scuttled around in my belly and all I could think was … “as I live and breathe.”






CHAPTER 15


The pizza came soon after Adam proclaimed his need for my assistance. It certainly had caught me off guard, but I suppose stranger things have happened.

We decided to eat on the couch and put on a random documentary about haunted houses. Neither of us was really watching, but it was comforting to have something playing in the background that seemed more dramatic than what we were conversing about. I’d rather go ten rounds with a criminal than an angry ghost any old day.

Despite my lack of appetite, I proceeded to eat two pieces of pepperoni and mushroom pizza, plus three wings. The smell of the teriyaki sauce had caused my stomach to growl, so I figured I’d better oblige.

Kikko sat on the floor between our legs watching us … patiently waiting for that first crumb or rogue pepperoni to fly in her direction.

Adam dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “We have to be careful about this though. We can’t let the chief know that I brought you on to help with the case. Higgins already knows, and somehow, I feel like it was his idea. Tricky bastard, that one, making me believe that I’d come up with the notion.” He snorted.

I laughed. “You have to admit, it is a good idea though. I planned on digging around anyways.”

Adam playfully nudged my knee with his. “I figured that was the case. Actually, I’d be surprised if you took the bench on this one. Considering she was one of your favorite authors and all. Then add on top of it that it happened at Asia Village.”

“Yeah, I just can’t,” I replied. “Charlie was such a nice young lady. I feel awful that this happened. I almost feel like it’s my fault in a way.” I hadn’t realized I’d been feeling that until I said it out loud.

Adam set his plate down on his lap. “Aw, babe, why? This isn’t your fault at all.”

I shrugged. “It was my idea to have her at the bookstore. Maybe if I hadn’t said anything to Cindy about having her there, Charlie would still be alive.”

That caused Adam to set down his plate on the coffee table. Kikko watched his every move. “Babe, listen.” He wrapped a protective arm around me. “Nothing you did caused this to happen to Charlie. This was carefully planned, and I suspect this was the plan all along. So wherever she was going to have her book signing, I’m confident this would have happened regardless.”

I knew in my gut that he was right. It couldn’t have really been my fault. Could it? But it sure felt like it anyhow. Once I knew more about what had actually happened, I’d probably feel better about that aspect of the tragedy. But in the meantime, I’d have to try to set my feelings about it aside as best I could because I didn’t want it to muddy the proverbial waters.

“So…” I wanted to change topics. “What happens next? I mean, what exactly do you want me to do?”

He picked his plate back up from the coffee table. “Well, my first plan of attack is to revisit the crime scene and look at everything with fresh eyes now that we know that Charlene was definitely murdered. Higgins and I will go there tomorrow with a crew and take care of some technical aspects. Unfortunately, Cindy is going to have to be closed for a few days while we handle business and until we’re satisfied we have everything we need.”

“Is it going to be difficult to pick up clues or whatever from the bookstore? I mean, so many people were trampling through there for the event.”

He grunted. “It’s not going to be a cakewalk, I can tell you that. But don’t worry about that too much.”

I didn’t say it out loud, but truly, I was worried about everything.

Adam continued. “What I need you to do is find out some details on this woman from the book club. And casually talk with the tenants of Asia Village. There’s a possibility that someone saw something. I never thought I’d say this, but I fully welcome you interrogating the Matrons.”

“Wow, this really is the seventh sign of the apocalypse,” I teased.

He chuckled. “It’s only going to get more involved from here on out. Are you prepared?”

“Yes,” I said with a curt nod. “I accept the challenge.”

Despite all the yucky feelings I had simmering in my belly, I meant it. Mark my words, I’d find who killed Charlene Chan and wouldn’t rest easy until that person—whoever they were—saw the inside of a jail cell for the rest of their life.



That night, sleep was hard to come by. I tossed and turned for about forty-five minutes while Adam and Kikko snored to their heart’s content.

I’d heard Megan come home from work, and though she always tried her best to be quiet, our walls were thinner than we’d like.

For a brief moment, I considered going out into the living room and telling her everything that had transpired. Since Adam and I had been so deep in conversation for a majority of the evening, I hadn’t gotten to text her and tell her any of the new details. She wasn’t going to believe it. Especially because it was usually me and her running around town behind Adam’s back. Megan was good at making up cover stories and talking in code.

But I decided to let it—and her—rest and listened to her go into her room and shut the door. As I expected, a few moments later she came back out and went into the bathroom. I heard the shower turn on and I tried to use the sound of running water to help me fall asleep.

It didn’t work though and once she’d finished up in the bathroom and returned to her room, I waited a good thirty minutes before I got out of bed.

Thankfully I slept with my trusty notebook under the mattress on my side of the bed. As quietly as possible, I knelt down on the ground and reached blindly for the spirals.

I thought I heard Kikko rustling around beneath the blankets, so I waited a minute to see if her little head poked out. But it didn’t and I took my chance to pull the notebook out and slip into the living room.

The clock told me it was nearing four a.m. as I settled myself on the couch, turning on the side table lamp. I was really going to hate myself in the morning when Adam was refreshed and well rested and I wasn’t. But I hadn’t been sleeping anyways, so might as well try to be productive.

I opened the notebook to a fresh page, realizing I was nearing the end of this one. It had been a busy year and a half, that was glaringly apparent.

I started my entry as I had others in the past—with a few details about the events that had taken place, my initial reaction, and then potential motives and suspects.

Who would want to kill Charlene Chan?

At the top of the list, naturally, I put down the name of the blonde woman we’d encountered. Victoria—Tori—Pembroke.

Then I sat for a few moments and decided whether or not I’d felt she was angry enough to actually kill over the outrageous claims that she’d made against Charlene.

If it was true—which I really hoped it wasn’t—that Charlene had taken ideas from her, that might be enough to get murderous over. Especially if a lot of money was involved. Perhaps a book deal was in the works or something. I didn’t know how those things worked. And I’d have to find out.

I made a note to myself to learn exactly how Charlene had really gotten her ideas. I did believe her when she’d told me that she hadn’t taken any ideas from Tori, but I wanted to remove the possibility completely based on facts. With Adam involved, there was a small likelihood that I could get into Charlene’s apartment and look through her things.

The thought excited me on some level because I usually had to sneak my way into places or forego having that information at all. Working with my detective boyfriend could have some perks to it.

As I turned that idea over in my head, I noticed that I was finally getting a bit drowsy.

Next, I wrote down the mystery man and labeled him the “costume suspect.” I wondered how I would find out who he was. I hadn’t remembered him coming through the line to have a book signed. He’d been in the background just like in the book.

Even if he had come through the line, I’d written down so many names that who knows if I could have remembered his off the top of my head anyhow.

Maybe there’d be something on the video cam footage. Assuming that the cameras at the plaza were actually in working order. I’d told Ian to fire that damn company he’d hired about six months back, but he refused to listen to me.

After writing down the two suspects and silently berating Ian in my mind, I realized I didn’t have anything else that I could offer as suggestions to myself. I detested a half-blank page. It could be unnerving at times. Trying to fill it … with something … anything.

I tapped the tip of the pen lightly against the notebook, listening to the rhythmic beat I created to help me think.

I wondered if Charlene had a boyfriend. A lot of times a significant other was the primary suspect. She hadn’t mentioned anyone, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone in her life who was special to her.

I jotted down a note to find out and placed an asterisk next to it.

A family member? Jealous of her success? No, that was stupid.

Did she owe anyone money?

Had she put a real person in her book and they’d found out, gotten mad, and wanted revenge because they didn’t like what she’d said?

I think that was a movie I’d seen once. So … meh.

I began to wonder if I’d have a chance to talk to Charlene’s agent. Maybe they would know something more in-depth about her life.

Who were her friends? Who was she close with? Did she have enemies? A fan gone crazy?

I groaned and flopped back on the couch, staring at the ceiling and the ring of light that the lamp produced. Maybe if I just closed my eyes and meditated for a few minutes. Yeah, I bet that would help.

I kept tapping the pen against my notebook. Tap, tap, tap.

There were a lot of possibilities, but I didn’t know which ones were plausible. I’d have to make mention of that to Adam. Charlene was somewhat of a public figure, which opened the door for random people to come in and out of her life. It felt slightly like a needle in a haystack.

I fell asleep before I could make the note to bring that up to Adam.

When I woke up a few hours later, I found I’d still been gripping my pen.






CHAPTER 16


Waking up on the couch when you’re just about thirty isn’t the same as when you’re a tad younger. I used to be able to sleep anywhere, but now I find my body has become more delicate than it used to be. Megan would tell me it’s because I’m not working out enough. She’s probably right about that, but I’d never admit it.

What woke me up was the sound of Kikko whining and scratching against my bedroom door. I was amazed that it hadn’t already woken up Adam. Somehow, and I don’t know how, Kikko knew better than to paw at Adam’s face. That treat of her patting at faces was mine and mine alone.

Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I trudged to my bedroom door and opened it wide enough for Kikko to escape. She came bumbling out, snorting and waggling her curlicue tail. Looking up at me, she appeared to smile, her grin wide.

“Are you ready for tinkle-time?” I asked, bending down to give her a pat on the head.

She snorted in return and scuttled away toward the front door where she did three spins before plopping down on her butt.

I got her leash off the hook and threw on a hoodie, and we set out for her morning bathroom break.

I fell into a daze as I watched Kikko smell all her favorite bushes and tree trunks. Daffodils were beginning to sprout up in the flower beds surrounding the walkway, and Kikko stuck her snout in every open flower she could find.

My mind was on more serious things as I recalled my late-night notetaking. I knew I had my work cut out for me and was relieved that I had no other pressing plans on this sunny Saturday.

Megan would have to work tonight, but I’d have her ear for at least a few hours, if not all afternoon, assuming she didn’t have any other plans either.

I lost track of time as we ambled along the property.

At some point, Kikko led us back home, probably overly stimulated from all the smells that spring brings with it.

As we neared the apartment door, it jolted open and Megan stared back at us. Her long blonde hair was gathered on top of her head in a very sloppy bun. Two bright pink eye masks sat below her bottom lash line. “There you are! I was just getting ready to send out the National Guard to find the two of you. You’ve been gone a long time.”

Kikko waddled into the apartment past Megan as if she wasn’t even there. Kikko knew when we came back from walks she would be graced with a treat, and sometimes two, if she gave me “the look.” She knew how to work me, I can assure you of that.

I stepped into the apartment, removed her leash, and reached for the treat bag while Megan shimmied out of the way. “I figured you’d sleep for a little while longer since you worked last night.”

She shut the door behind me. “Believe me, I wanted to. But Adam turning the shower on woke me up. I think I slept really light last night. I half expected you to come barging into my room with some kind of update on what happened.”

As Megan said it, I realized I could hear the shower running in the bathroom. I suspected that Adam was getting ready for the long day ahead of him. I thought about him telling me that he’d have to spend considerable time at the bookstore today and it reminded me that I should check in with Cindy at some point to see how she was holding up. I couldn’t imagine she was entirely happy about having the shop closed for a couple of days. Especially with the holiday season over, each customer counted way more than they had just a few months ago.

“Hello … I’m talking to you,” Megan said, walking into the kitchen. “I made us some coffee.”

“I couldn’t sleep last night,” I admitted, following her into the kitchen. “I ended up sleeping on the couch. Fell asleep taking notes…”

“I saw,” she said, looking at me from over her shoulder. “I figured you wouldn’t mind if I snuck a peek since you were probably going to tell me anyways.”

“Of course not.” I leaned against the fridge. “I have lots to tell you.”

Megan pulled out two coffee mugs from the cabinet above her head. “Based on your sporadic notes, I can only imagine what’s in store.”

“There’s a huge component you’re not going to believe,” I replied.

She filled the mugs with coffee while I grabbed the creamer from the fridge.

Megan smirked. “Well let’s get on with it. I’m dying to know what this huge component involves.” Taking our cups to the dining room table, she set them down at our customary seats. We were both creatures of habit and always sat in the same chairs. “I have a feeling I better sit down for this.”



“Wow,” Megan said when I finally finished bringing her up to speed. She’d almost spit out her coffee when I told her that Adam had asked for my assistance with the case. “I think we’re gonna need more coffee.”

As she made her way to the coffee maker, I heard the water in the bathroom shut off.

Megan pulled another mug out of the cabinet above her head. “I’m sure he’s going to want some too.”

She brought the pot to the table and set it down on the cloth placemat we kept in the center. She left Adam’s cup empty so he could pour it fresh when he was ready. “What exactly happens next then? I mean … can I help? Do you think he’ll mind?”

“Do you think I’ll mind what?” Adam asked, walking out of the hallway. His hair was still wet but slicked back neatly. Dressed in only black pants and a white undershirt that accentuated his biceps, I found myself losing concentration on the topic at hand.

Megan shifted in her seat to face him. “Lana just told me she’s been recruited. Am I allowed to get in on this too?”

I was briefly distracted by the pinging of my phone. When I checked to see who it was, I found Kimmy’s name on the screen. She’d texted to see how I was doing and if there had been any developments.

Adam tilted his head to the side. “Seeing as you two usually work as a pair, I’ll allow it. But you have to be discreet. I can’t let word get back to the chief that I let civilians help me on a case.”

Megan pretended to zip her lips shut. “He’ll never be the wiser. By the way, I saw his picture in the Plain Dealer last week. Is he single? Asking for a friend.”

I nearly dropped my phone. I’d heard most of what she said, but now I was really alert.

Adam sat down at what had become his usual seat and let out a theatrical groan. “Please, that is the last thing I need—you dating the chief and him being over here at the same time that I am.”

I eyeballed Megan. That was the first time I’d heard her be remotely interested in someone and it kind of left me baffled. I hadn’t expected it out of her. “You think he’s hot?”

She blushed. “He’s handsome and has a nice voice. It’s all smoky and whatnot.”

“You’ve heard him speak?”

“I may have seen a press conference he did about that one thing that happened over by that shopping center.”

Adam let out another groan as he poured himself a cup of coffee. He drank it black so there was no need to offer him cream or sugar. If he was feeling frisky, he might add a little whiskey to his mug, but I know he’d never do that when he was getting ready to put in a full day. “The chief is off-limits.”

Megan clucked her tongue. “You’re no fun. Just tell me … Is he single?”

Adam glared at me. “A little help please?”

“I’m on her side,” I said with a wink. “You know I’ve been trying to get Megan back out into the dating world. Like why would you even discourage her?”

“Why can’t she go out with Higgins?” Adam asked. “They’d make a cute couple.”

Megan tsked. “First of all, I’m right here. Don’t talk about me like I’m not in the room. Second, Higgins is your partner … He is with you every day … I think that’s worse than the chief of police.”

“Says you,” Adam replied.

“Ugh,” I said. “Just tell us if he’s single.”

He flared his nostrils at the both of us. “Fine, the chief is single, okay? But no, you can’t go out with him.”

“We’ll see,” Megan said in a singsong voice.

Adam cleared his throat. “Anyways, back to the case.” He shook his head. “Man, I never thought I’d be saying that to the two of you.”

“You’re telling us,” Megan quipped.

He continued. “I know you’re the internet snooper. I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind doing some digging on Charlene’s social media? Maybe check out people who follow her, stuff like that.”

Megan perked up. “Oh sure, I can do that. I kind of started a little bit yesterday when it got slow at the bar. I didn’t make it very far. A lot of people left condolences on her fan page and I was sifting through that to see if anyone said anything shady. So far, no dice.”

“Hmmm,” was all Adam said in response. He sipped his coffee and let his eyes travel around the room.

I knew he was calculating possibilities of scenarios and what would come next. “What do you want me to do first?”

His eyes found mine and they softened. “Are you ready to jump into this? I can understand if you want to take the day to yourself and just decompress. Maybe you could go do some shopping. I know how much you love a retail therapy session.”

I blushed. “No, I’m ready to help. Just point me where you want me.”

“Okay then. If you don’t mind, could you do some questioning at the plaza like we discussed? Talk to some shop owners, go to that treacherous salon.”

Megan snorted.

“Yup, I can do that,” I said with a firm nod.

Megan rose from the table. “I know I’m on cyber duty, but I’m coming with you. I need to get out of the house for a little while, plus I want to stop at the Ivory Doll and get some new color correction for my eyes.” She removed the gel eye patches she’d been wearing for the past half hour. “The dark circles have been a nightmare.”

Adam chuckled. “I think our definition of ‘nightmares’ is incredibly different.”






CHAPTER 17


Adam left shortly after and promised to be in touch soon. He told me to try to act as if I didn’t have his approval when I was gossiping around the plaza so that no one would be the wiser.

Both of us doubted that anyone would tell the chief of police what we were up to, but you could never be too sure these days. People had their noses in all sorts of business that wasn’t theirs … myself included.

Megan and I primped and prepped at a casual pace, pausing to talk to each other about random things that popped into our head. Even if we didn’t have a murder case to discuss, we’d still be doing the same thing with a different topic.

Megan meandered into my room while I was perfecting the wing of my eyeliner. She had a blush brush in hand and pointed at me. “You know what I find really weird about this whole thing?”

“I bet I could take an educated guess.”

“The whole copying of the book plot thing. Do you think that they’ll follow through with the rest of the book too?”

I rested my wrist on my vanity and turned to face her. “The rest of the book?”

“Yeah, you know, like, sure they followed through on the fictional murder and there’s a lot of similarities, but that’s only part of the book from what you’ve told me. What about the rest?”

I hadn’t thought of that. “Well … it gets investigated by a sleuth and a handsome detective named Jim Sparks … a PI gets involved about midway through the book … and—” I paused. The words caught in my throat.

“A detective, a sleuth and a PI?” Megan repeated.

“Yeah.”

“What happens to them then?”

“The … um…” I cleared my throat. “The sleuth gets murdered near the end of the book and the detective and PI catch the wrong person while the real killer gets away.”

Megan let out a burst of laughter. “Well … geez Lana … for a minute that sounded a whole lot like you, Adam, and Lydia, didn’t it?”

My hand was shaking more than it had been a minute ago. I put my eyeliner wand back into the tube and set it down on the vanity. “That’s easily a coincidence.”

“Oh, now you believe in coincidences,” Megan teased.

“It’s totally different,” I said. Why didn’t I believe myself when I said it? Why did the description of this book suddenly bother me … and why hadn’t it dawned on me before?

The phrase “creative liberty” ran through my mind and I began to wonder where exactly Charlie got her material from. I knew there were plenty of authors who did spins on true crime stories, but usually those stories were exceptional … famous serial killers who everyone was familiar with. Like H. H. Holmes … or that one guy and the whole torso thingy.

Could it then be possible for Charlie to have taken elements of true crime that had happened in the Cleveland area? Seeing as a well-known socialite like Donna Feng had been involved, the case Lydia and I had gotten dragged into had been thoroughly reported on.

“I know, in the real-life scenario … clearly you didn’t die … and Lydia and Adam didn’t catch the wrong person.”

Megan took a step farther into my room. I sensed by the look on her face that she felt guilty for trying to make light of the situation. “Hey, don’t worry, even if the killer was trying to recreate the story, there’s no PI involved … and nothing is going to happen to you. You have me and Adam to make sure of it. Plus, don’t forget Kimmy. I’d love to see someone even try to get near you with her around. She’d go toe-to-toe with just about anyone for you.”

“I know. Besides … I don’t think that whoever this person is would continue with the plot anyways. There are a lot of things that happen in the book that would be difficult to recreate: puzzles, a wild goose chase of symbols leading to hidden messages that the investigating trio had to comb the city for. Charlie did a great job, but it’s totally fictional. No, I feel like the person—this psychopath—just wanted to be dramatic so the murder itself would get a lot of attention and take the attention off of who they actually are. You know how most people get caught up in the details.”

“Well, see? There you go. Not even plausible then. So let’s not worry about that anymore,” Megan said, turning to leave my room. “Let’s just finish getting ourselves beautiful and ready for our Laverne and Shirley act.”

When Megan left the room, I looked at my face in the mirror for a few moments before attempting to apply the rest of my eye makeup. The furrow in my brow betrayed the fact that I wasn’t fine. How could I be?

Yet, when I’d read the book in real time, I hadn’t found any similarities to anything that had gone on in my life. For one thing, I hadn’t known an author before … and the case involving both Lydia and Adam had nothing to do with what happened in The Mystery of General Tso. Although now that I think about it, Charlie’s story did have a rich landowner character, but she’d been a secondary character, a red herring really. And then, when Lydia and I teamed up again, it didn’t match the story that Charlie had written either. On top of all that—let’s just suppose it was written with Adam, Lydia, and me in mind—how would the killer know that I would end up investigating this particular case?

A tiny chuckle escaped at the ludicrous thought train that had just blown through my mind. Wow, I had really gotten carried away. How would this have anything to do with me at all? That was laughable. Unimaginable.

I grabbed my tube of liquid eyeliner and returned my focus to finishing my makeup. When I was done, I practiced my facial expressions in the mirror before going to meet Megan in the living room.

Nope. I wasn’t worried in the least. And that was the story I would run with.



Megan and I arrived at Asia Village about thirty minutes later. I’d let Kikko out one final time because I had no idea how long we’d be gone. In the car, I’d tried calling Cindy to see how she was holding up, but got her voice mail. I attempted to keep my tone neutral and supportive, letting her know that the whole crew had her back and would be there if she needed a shoulder to cry on. I hoped she would call me back soon. It wasn’t good to isolate yourself during a time like this.

As we drove, Megan and I made idle conversation and I tried to act like I wasn’t still thinking about the plot angle from Charlie’s book. I knew that it was ridiculous and far-fetched, but there was part of me that was lingering on the notion. Maybe it was because Charlie had been accused of stealing ideas. And hadn’t she also said something about basing a few of her characters on real people? What was it that she had said to Kimmy? Something about ex-boyfriends and the occasional neighbor? And if that were the case, then why stop there? Wouldn’t it stand to reason that some of her material could be taken from other sources as well? Local sources.

So if I played devil’s advocate with myself, then maybe, just maybe, Tori and Charlie both had the idea to take inspiration from stories they read in local newspapers. It would then be entirely possible that they’d both found the same stories interesting and landed with similar plots for a book. But, unfortunately for Tori it had been Charlie who’d acted first. Or maybe Charlie had written the better story and gotten a publishing deal before Tori Pembroke could get hers. And if that was what had happened, then Tori would think Charlie had stolen her idea.

Megan parked the car and turned to me. “You’re off, I can sense it.”

“Are your Spidey senses tingling?”

“I’m being serious. Are you okay? Like Adam said, we don’t have to do this today. We can go to Crocker Park and hit up Nordstrom Rack, shop until one of us drops.”

I sighed. “I’m fine. I’m just tired is all. You know I didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Yeah, yeah. You said that. But this just in … I don’t believe you.”

I met her eyes. “We can have a staring contest if you want, but my answer will be the same.”

With a groan, she opened her door. “Fine, let’s go in.”

I got out of the car and we walked through the parking lot without finishing our conversation. I could be stubborn and she knew it. We’d known each other long enough that she’d stop trying to fight it and allow me to just “be.”

As we reached the entrance, I noticed a police cruiser and an unmarked vehicle parked against the curb. The unmarked car belonged to Adam and Higgins.

Before we went in, I tugged on Megan’s arm and pulled her off to the side so the people who had been walking behind us could go ahead. “Listen, Megan … I want to ask you a favor.”

“Sure … what’s up?”

“I want to find out what writers group Charlie belonged to and talk to someone there that she might have been close with. I know that Adam wants us to focus on finding things out at the plaza and stalking her social media pages, but I have a feeling we could get some good info from one of the other members.”

“Say no more.” She pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket. “Let’s head to Shanghai Donuts, grab a doughnut to cheer you up, and I’ll do some digging.”

I smiled. “You know, I think that’s the best idea you’ve had all day.”






CHAPTER 18


Megan and I hardly made it past the entrance of China Cinema and Song before Kimmy came catapulting toward us. “Hey! Miss Lee. We need to have words.” She stopped us before we could take another step forward. “You better not be going back on your promise. You swore to me that I could help you with whatever the heck is going on, and I know that something is going on. I saw Adam come in with that partner of his … they’re investigating something.”

I clenched my jaw. I’d completely forgotten about Kimmy.

“Sorry, Kimmy,” I said. “I’ve been so preoccupied with everything going on, I forgot to respond to your text. It was not an intentional slight.”

Her shoulders dropped. “Jeez Lee, make a gal feel bad why don’t ’cha?”

Megan remained silent, but I knew there was a smarmy remark in there somewhere.

I pointed to Shanghai Donuts. “We’re gonna grab some coffee and doughnuts before we do anything else. Can you join us or do you have to work?”

Kimmy glanced at the entertainment shop over her shoulder. “Nah, I can bail on them for a bit.”

We made our way into the doughnut shop—my second favorite place on earth after the bookstore. If they ever put a bookstore inside of a doughnut shop I’d probably have to move in and my loved ones and family members might never see me again—unless they came to visit me, of course.

I pulled open the glass door to the pastry shop and was immediately greeted by a wave of sugary sweet fragrances. The air was laced with the smell of powdered sugar, honey glaze, and warmed caramel. I began to feel at ease almost instantly, my senses overcome by the comfort that only pastries can bring.

“Hi Mama Wu,” I said to the elderly proprietor standing behind the counter.

Mama Wu tilted her head upward and looked at us through her trifocals. “Ah, hello there … so nice to see the three of you. What would you like today?”

Megan held up her index and middle finger. “Two coffees and two Boston creams, please.”

“Make that three of each, please, Mama Wu,” Kimmy added.

Mama Wu smiled. “Coming right up. Sit down and relax.”

The three of us moseyed over to the marble-top two-seater tables that lined the side walls and the front window next to the door. Kimmy pulled a table over so we had more room.

We sat in silence until Mama Wu brought over a tray with three coffees and a plate of Boston cream doughnuts. Scattered decoratively around the three full size pastries were a handful of complimentary doughnut holes.

Once we felt confident that Mama Wu was out of earshot, it was time to talk business.

Kimmy took the lead as I knew she would. She looked between the two of us. “Clearly I need to be caught up on something. I can tell by the looks on your faces that we have a doozy on our hands.”

I nodded. “There is quite a bit to go over.”

Kimmy took a sip of her coffee. “You have my attention.”

I held up a finger, took a large bite of my doughnut, and savored the rich taste of the homemade custard that Mama Wu filled her Boston creams with. And then I began from the beginning … again.



When I was finished, there was a brief silence at the table while Kimmy digested her doughnut and the information I shared. I took a long sip of my coffee, feeling parched from all the talking I’d done. Retelling these kinds of stories was my least favorite thing to do.

Finally, Kimmy said, “Well, hell … this is a lot more than I expected. And I can’t get over Detective Hottie Pants asking you to help out. He, like, never does that.”

Megan nodded. “I was equally shocked. But this could have a lot of benefits to it. Maybe we’ll actually have resources that we don’t normally have.”

Kimmy’s eyes widened. “Think of the possibilities. We won’t have to sneak into Charlie’s house by pretending we’re her long-lost cousins turned into executors of her estate. I wouldn’t even begin to know how to create realistic documents to back that up.”

Megan and I stared at Kimmy.

She blushed. “What? I was coming up with things we might have to do because I couldn’t sleep last night. I’m trying to pull my weight over here so I don’t get kicked out of the club.”

“We’re not a club,” I said. “Also, rule of thumb, we don’t want to get into the habit of forging fake documents. That’ll just lead to other problems.”

Kimmy shrugged her shoulders. “Hey, if times are desperate, us gals gotta do what we gotta do. But thankfully, we don’t have to worry about that. The question is … will Adam let all three of us go to Charlie’s home?”

Megan snorted. “Fat chance. If anyone could get in, it would only be Lana, I’m sure. Three people are too many to sneak in.”

I didn’t think Adam would take his request for help that far. But thinking about it reminded me that I had wanted to text him. I pulled out my phone and sent a quick message to let him know that I was at the plaza.

Kimmy snapped her fingers. “I got it. We go in disguised as cleaning people. We can get matching shirts and some accessories. A bucket, a vacuum cleaner … whatever, and then we can look as if we’re going in there to clean the place out.”

I looked up from my phone, Kimmy’s suggestion having caught my attention.

Megan tsked. “That’s absurd, Kimmy. Also, I don’t think it’s going to be necessary.”

“Let’s just take a beat,” I said, setting my phone down. “We don’t know if going to her place is even something that’s going to happen. Right now we have our assignments from Adam … and my strong urge to contact people in the writing group as soon as possible.”

Kimmy slumped in her chair. “I was looking forward to going undercover.” With a huff, she said, “Fine, I’ll play along … What should we do today?”

Megan pulled out her phone. “Let’s finish up our coffee while I do a little digging into this writers group. It should be fairly easy to find out. I have yet to look at Charlie’s website … I bet it will show what groups she’s affiliated with on there.”

“Good idea,” I said. “And I can finish my doughnut.”

My phone chimed. It was Adam responding. Do you think you can ditch the other two? Maybe meet me in the service hallway behind the bookshop? I need your help with the chain of events.

My heart thudded in my chest. I couldn’t believe what he was asking. I looked at my friends to see if they’d heard it as well because it felt as though the whole world could hear it, but they were both were preoccupied with their phones.

I typed a quick reply to Adam: Yes, give me a little bit of time. Text you soon.

He replied with Hurry. Higgins is already talking about lunch.

I knew both ladies would be disappointed, but I couldn’t pass this up.

Before I could share my news, Megan informed us that she found Charlie had belonged to a variety of writers groups: Sisters in Crime, Mystery Writers of America, and a local group called Burning River Writers Group. Call it a hunch, but I had a feeling that Tori Pembroke also belonged to the Burning River Writers Group.

There was a contact form, and Megan filled out a short request asking if we could speak with the chapter president. Since it was a Saturday, I didn’t know if they’d respond until after the weekend.

With Adam in mind, I suggested we leave Shanghai Donuts and get to our first order of business. We tidied up our table and Mama Wu wished us a happy weekend on our way out.

Our first stop was Asian Accents to find out what gossip was circulating around the plaza. Also to see if anyone had seen anything unusual that happened around the signing. It would be helpful to go there first and then take any information that might be relevant to the case straight to Adam.

I sent a quick text to update him on my plan of action.

Kimmy tugged on my arm, and I wondered if she had been reading over my shoulder. It took a moment to realize that she was really pulling me away from Megan. In my ear she whispered, “Hey, if you wanna do that cleaning crew thing, I’ll totally spring for the outfits.”






CHAPTER 19


Asian Accents was in full swing when we got there. All the chairs were filled with women of all ages getting highlights, full dye jobs, straightening treatments, blow-outs, and fresh cuts. The nail stations were also packed with customers and the smell of the nail glue carried toward the waiting area.

Yuna, the young receptionist that the owner and my stylist—Jasmine Ming—employed, was a spunky late teen who loved to dye her hair every shade of the rainbow. I have been known to take some of my inspiration from her fashion cues.

Her current hairstyle was a shaggy bob, and it was raven black with smoky blue highlights. Her eye shadow matched the blue in her hair and her dusty mauve ombre lips accented the colors nicely.

With a bubbly smile that carried to her eyes, she greeted us with the zest that only comes with being in your teens. “Good morning, ladies! What brings you in today? Lana, did you have an appointment that I missed somehow?”

I had to drink maybe five cups of coffee to get to her level of exuberance. “No, no appointment today. I’m actually here for something else.”

“Oh?” Her voice raised an octave as she studied the three of us flanking her receptionist station. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with that author lady who was here yesterday and was…” She turned around to see who was nearby. Then turning back around, she leaned forward and hissed, “… murdered.”

Kimmy snorted. “Ah the young … so easily entertained.”

I raised a brow at my childhood friend. “Seriously? You weren’t exactly refraining from chomping on the bit yourself.”

Kimmy batted her hand in my direction. “Shush.” She leaned casually against the counter, one hand on her hip. “Youngblood, tell us what you know. What have you heard traveling through this vineyard?”

“Vineyard?” Yuna parroted. She paused for a minute. “Oh, right … the grapevine … got it.”

Kimmy rolled her eyes. “On with it.”

Megan shifted closer to the counter. “Yeah, tell us whatever you think is relevant.”

Yuna giggled with excitement. “Wait, Lana, are you conducting one of your investigations? I had a feeling you might. Jasmine and I were talking about it this morning as we were opening the shop. I said to her, I said, Lana is going to be knee deep in this one, you can bet money on that. And then Jasmine told me to keep my mouth shut about it because sometimes your process can get stopped up from everyone asking you too many questions and—”

“Yuna.” I held up a hand, interrupting her tangent.

“Huh?”

The expression on her face was so innocent and quizzical it softened me up. “Listen, don’t worry about all that. Just tell us anything that you think you might know. And yes, please keep it under your hat if you don’t mind. The less people that are involved, the better.”

“Got it,” she said with a nod. “Okay, so the biggest thing everyone is talking about is that someone said the details are just like in that lady’s book. Then someone else said that there was this guy there who was dressed up like one of the characters. And then another woman came in today and said there was a blonde woman who caused this major scene and that most likely she was the murderer. I think she was a writer too or something.”

I sighed. We already knew all of that and it didn’t sound like there was anything we were going to gain from the salon.

Then, Yuna said, “There’s something else too. Well, two things actually.”

Kimmy, Megan, and I all leaned in closer, and I could swear that Kimmy was standing on her tiptoes.

Yuna took another look behind her back and then in a hushed tone said, “One of the Matrons—okay, Helen, said some woman asked if there was another entrance to get in and out of the bookstore.”

“Really?” Kimmy elbowed me in the side of my rib cage. “That’s suspicious.”

Yuna nodded. “I thought so too. And the other thing was…” She cleared her throat. “Penny Cho from the Bamboo Lounge said she swore she saw that man dressed up as the book character outside of the Modern Scroll … taking pictures of the…” She squirmed. “… taking pictures of the body.”

Megan blanched. “That’s morbid.”

I felt a shiver run up my arms. “That’s an understatement.”

Megan turned to me. “Do we know who this guy is?”

I shook my head. “No, he really is our mysterious General Tso.”

Kimmy lifted off the counter, standing up straight. She narrowed her eyes. “Whoever this mystery man is … I think there’s a good chance that he’s the killer.”



When we left the salon, Kimmy suggested that we attempt to stop in the Bamboo Lounge and talk with Penny to hear her account firsthand. Even though Adam was waiting on me, I decided to entertain the idea. However, when we arrived, we found that she was beyond busy since it was a Saturday and someone was having a birthday karaoke party. It was only a little past noon and the entire group looked as if they were already three sheets to the wind.

As we were leaving, Kimmy halted and tugged on my arm. Megan noticed Kimmy’s standstill and also stopped walking.

Kimmy said to us, “Hey, isn’t that the Hallie woman who found Charlie? The nurse chick.”

We followed Kimmy’s line of sight and, sure enough, there was Hallie, again in scrubs, her brilliant red hair catching the sun from the skylights above.

Megan concurred. “Yeah, it is her. Wonder what she’s doing here.”

Hallie hadn’t noticed us, and I shimmied behind Megan, attempting to make myself invisible. I didn’t have the time to chat with her and I didn’t want to be rude.

Kimmy raised a brow at me. “What exactly are you doing right now?”

Megan turned while I kept an eye on Hallie, who looked to be heading into Ho-Lee Noodle House.

“I don’t exactly feel social right now. We’re on a mission, you know?”

“Good point,” Kimmy replied. “So what’s next since the Bamboo Lounge was a bust.”

Megan responded. “The Ivory Doll … for, you know, both investigating and makeup shopping purposes.”

I decided this was my chance to officially meet with Adam. While Megan got her cosmetic fix at the Ivory Doll, maybe she’d be too preoccupied to care about what I was doing. At least a gal can hope. Kimmy would be a bigger pain to contend with.

And sure enough, when I relayed to them both that I had plans to meet up with Adam in the service hallway, it was Kimmy who put up the bigger fight. “No fair. You get to do all the good stuff. Well, what about us? We all know Rina’s not going to know anything. That girl is the most un-nosy person I’ve ever met in my life.”

“Oh brother.” Megan rolled her eyes, tugging on Kimmy’s arm. “Let Lana have this one. Adam is entrusting her with something huge. This is a big step in their relationship.”

I hadn’t thought of it quite that way, but she was right. This was a big step for us.

Kimmy seemed to turn the idea over in her head. “Fine, fine,” she replied a few seconds later. “Let’s shop till we drop.”

I thanked both of them, promising to return with news. Then I set out to the employee doors that were on the other side of the public restrooms and accessed the service hallway while I texted Adam that I had arrived.

The back door to the bookstore opened a few minutes later. Adam held a finger up to his lips. Once I was inside, he shut the door and locked it behind me. “Okay, I didn’t want anyone to hear us talking in the hallway.”

I nodded. “I made sure no one saw me come back here.”

“Good thinking,” he replied. “Follow me.” He continued talking as he led me to the front of the store where Higgins was waiting for us. “I had to talk to Ian today … unfortunately.”

I laughed. “I know how much you love that.”

Adam glanced at me from over his shoulder. “Well, I needed the surveillance tapes for the time of Charlie’s murder, and sadly that means talking to my favorite person in the whole universe.”

“Did he tell you that some of the cameras are out? The outdoor ones work just fine, but the interior cameras are glitching.”

“Oh, so you know about that?”

“Yeah, I’ve been on his case about it for weeks.”

Adam grunted. “Is he still hitting on you?”

Ian had never overstepped any boundaries, but I knew he was like a tiger lying in wait. I had a feeling that if Adam and I ever split up, he’d be right there waiting to ask me on a date. I would never admit that to Adam though, so all I said was, “No, he behaves himself.”

“Good,” Adam replied. “Now, on to the matter at hand.”

“Wait,” I said, reaching for his arm. “I want to tell you something that Yuna from the salon told me that you’re really going to want to know.”

He turned to face me. “Okay, I’m listening.”

I felt my throat catch. “Yuna told me that our mysterious unidentified man was seen taking pictures of the crime scene.”

“Great, a real piece of work, this one. I swear I don’t get paid enough for this.” Adam clenched his jaw and closed his eyes.

“We really have to find out who this guy is. The thought of him out there free … He’s some kind of sicko.”

He opened his eyes. “I know, trust me, I don’t want him running loose any more than you do.” Adam shook his head. “Okay, I’ll update Higgins on this after we leave. Let’s try and just get through this piece of it. He and I need to get back to the station so we can review those tapes. There might be something on there that will help us.”

Adam gave my hand an encouraging squeeze, and I followed behind to the front of the store. We walked up to Higgins, who was standing near a small plastic numbered placard indicating the area where Charlie’s body had been found. A cold shot of ice traveled through my veins.

It was only the three of us in the bookstore, which made everything a tad more unsettling. It was so quiet you could hear the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead.

Higgins looked up. “It’s about time. I’m over here reviewing my notes and daydreaming about a trip to your restaurant. Adam never takes me out anymore.”

Adam snorted.

I put on a smile, but the joke that Higgins made barely registered with me. I was still thinking about our close proximity to the exact spot where we’d found Charlie. The fact that it was marked was too creepy a reminder for my taste.

Higgins sensed my discomfort. “It’s a little jarring, I know, but you get used to it.” Then he chuckled. “Well, only if you’re us, I guess.”

I inhaled. “I’ll be okay. What can I help you guys with?” My eyes searched the shelves because book spines were the easiest thing to look at.

Adam took a step toward the plastic placard. “Do you happen to know where Charlie was headed? We’re trying to get a timeline going.”

I pointed to the signing table. “That’s where she was stationed for a better part of her time here. But after that, she was walking around talking to random people.”

Higgins scribbled something in his notebook. “So there was a free-for-all where anyone could have had access to her?”

I nodded.

Higgins asked, “And you were her handler? How come you weren’t following her around during that time?”

My eyes started to tear. I began to speak, but no words came out.

Higgins winced. “I’m sorry, Lana. I didn’t mean it like that. I guess I’m not used to questioning people I know.”

Adam pinched his nose. “A little tact, Higgins, please.”

“Sorry,” Higgins repeated.

I blinked rapidly, forcing the tears to dissipate. “Charlie seemed comfortable and I had to help a few customers.” I thought about my need to acquire a doughnut when I should have been keeping tabs on our guest author. My cheeks warmed and I didn’t want to admit to either man that I’d snuck away to the dessert table. “I ended up getting stopped by Hallie, the nurse who helped us with the paramedics. She pointed out the man who was dressed like the character from Charlie’s book. Then, I got called away to help someone find a book they couldn’t locate…”

In a gentle voice, Adam asked, “So if Charlie was supposed to be out in this more open area that Cindy put together for the event, then what was she doing in the Mystery aisle and where was she headed?”

I shrugged, trying to keep my voice from quivering. “It’s anyone’s guess, but something that stuck out to me is that in the book, the author dies with their own book in their hands … just like Charlie did … and they were also in the Mystery aisle.”

Adam and Higgins shared a look. Then Higgins said, “So she was led here on purpose?”

Adam folded his arms across his chest. “Further evidence that this was well thought out and premeditated.”

Higgins raised an eyebrow. “Who would go to all this trouble to stage something like this? It’s unreal and overly elaborate.”

I was having trouble finding an answer to Higgins’ question, so I stayed quiet for the time being, thinking about the information we’d learned from Yuna about our mystery man who’d been seen taking photographs.

If someone went as far to dress like the character in a book, it was very possible he’d go to these extra lengths.

Adam filled the silence. “It’s someone who wants to send a specific message. And that message is that Charlie’s death is tied to her work. But is it really? Or is this person leading us along just as they led Charlie to her death?”

Higgins let out a discouraged sigh and jotted a few more notes on his pad. “I have to say, this is definitely one for the books.” He paused and looked up with a sheepish grin. “No pun intended.”






CHAPTER 20


I returned to the Ivory Doll where I found Megan wrapping up her shopping endeavors alone. Apparently, Kimmy had needed to get back to help her mom with something at their store and made Megan swear she would relay the message to me that she wanted full updates on everything that happened.

Before we could officially leave the store, I got a lecture from Rina cautioning me to be careful digging around. Megan suggested we head home and I agreed since I needed a nap like nobody’s business.

Megan pinched my arm. “You’re not napping until you tell me everything. Kimmy isn’t the only one who wants details about what went on at the bookstore with Adam and Higgins.”

“It’s probably not as exciting as either of you want it to be, but never fear, I will tell you every single detail.”

As we passed Eastern Enchantments, a newer store that specialized in the metaphysical, Megan and I were stopped by Talia Sun, the owner and newest member of the Asia Village family. She was also Mr. Zhang’s long-lost granddaughter, but that was a whole other story.

“Hello ladies,” Talia said in her customary wispy tone. She seemed to float over to us with a graceful walk that was perfected through her former life as a model. With her good fortune in the height department and clocking in at about five foot ten, she’d been privy to a couple of runways in her time.

“Hi Talia,” we said in unison.

Talia tucked loose strands of her long hair—which was the color of ravens’ feathers—behind her ears and studied my face. Before long, a frown formed on her own. “Lana, you seem deeply troubled today. Knowing your history, I imagine you’re looking into the death of Charlene Chan. Might I add, I was sorry to hear about the loss of such a creative mind. And I am equally sorry that you were there during the incident.”

“Thank you,” I replied solemnly. “And yeah, you’d be right about that. All of it actually.”

Talia had personal experience with my sleuthing ways as she’d been part of the last debacle I had to deal with including her estranged mother and a long list of secrets. Lydia Shepard, the PI whom I assisted recently, had brought me on to help with a baffling case involving a secret Asian society that operated out of view of Cleveland’s day-to-day hustle. And Talia had been right in the middle of all the excitement.

She also seemed to know a lot about me, and I wasn’t sure how. Both Megan and Kimmy had gone on about how Talia was really a fortune teller … a psychic … a mystic … whatever you wanted to call it. For me, the jury was still out on that.

She tapped the tip of her chin with a slender index finger bejeweled with a milky blue gemstone ring. “You know, I think I may have just the thing for that.” Spinning on her heel, she waved for us to come along. “This way, please.”

Megan looked at me with a curious glance and shrugged her shoulders.

As we followed behind Talia, I tried to imagine what this was about.

When I turned to Megan, looking for a way out of this conversation, I realized she had wandered off. I spotted her a few displays over plucking through a bowl of pink stones.

Talia smiled as we both observed Megan. She said, “Someone’s in love…”

I crinkled my brows. “What? Who?”

“Megan … it would appear as though she’s in love … Wait … no … she’s preparing for it.”

I thought about earlier that morning when Megan had asked Adam about the new chief of police and whether he was single. I hadn’t known how to respond because part of me thought she was just trying to razz Adam. But there’d been a gleam in her eye that I hadn’t seen since long before her ugly breakup with good old what’s-his-name.

Megan sensed us staring at her and looked up, her hand frozen in mid reach. “What?”

Talia chuckled. “Nothing, just admiring the beauty that you’re radiating. Why don’t you pick one of those rose quartz you’re thinking about getting? Consider it a gift from me to you.”

Megan’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Talia smiled. “Yes, really. Consider it a bright spot in an otherwise grim day.”

I hadn’t exactly said that the day had been grim, but Talia always seemed to know these things.



After we left Eastern Enchantments, I suggested to Megan that we stop at Ho-Lee Noodle House so I could find out if Hallie had left a message for me. I had almost forgotten that we’d seen her as we’d been leaving the Bamboo Lounge earlier.

Since it was a Saturday, our teenage helper, Vanessa Wen, was there working the hostess station. She popped a giant bubble of gum as we stepped into the restaurant. “Oh hey, boss lady,” she said, sliding off the stool. “You’re really popular today. Everybody’s been looking for you.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Who is ‘everybody’?”

“Some lady with real red hair came in and asked for you. She left you this slip of paper.” Vanessa stuck her hand under the counter in search of the note, a massive hoop earring swinging against her cheek as she leaned down. “Ah, here it is.”

When she handed the paper over, I saw that Hallie had written down a phone number along with her name. “Did she say why she wanted me to call her?”

Vanessa shook her head. “No, and I didn’t have time to ask because we had a party of six come in at the same time. I told her I’d be right back, but by the time I got our customers seated, the lady was gone. She did ask me if you seemed okay though. I’m guessing it had to do with that murder. I didn’t know you needed a nurse over it.”

“Huh?” I tucked the paper into my back pocket.

“The nurse, she was checking up on you. Are you okay?”

I smacked my forehead. “Oh, no, she wasn’t here for me in that way. She was at the crime scene and probably wanted to make sure I was okay. She was looking for me after everything happened.”

Megan whistled. “That’s some real nice bedside manner. So nice of her to stop by like that.”

“So,” I said to Vanessa. “Who else?”

“Oh, you mean who else was looking for you? Those two ladies … the one with the super dark hair and that short lady. Are they the book club people? Does that sound right?”

She was referring to Ally and Paige. “Yeah, I know who you mean. What did they say?”

Vanessa shrugged. “They came in for lunch and wanted you to serve them. I told them you don’t really work on Saturday, and the shorter one was disappointed. They’re kinda funny … almost like a sitcom.”

Megan laughed. “What on earth does that mean?”

Vanessa tilted her head side to side. “Oh, you know, like their banter is funny. The shorter one—”

“Ally,” I interjected.

Vanessa continued. “Right, Ally, thanks for reminding me. Anyways, she kept lecturing her dark-haired friend about having too many sugary things. She said something funny about—”

I’d stopped listening to Vanessa because I’d spotted Anna May coming out from the kitchen doors. I ducked. Crap. What was she doing here today? I didn’t remember her saying she was going to help out.

Megan shook her head. “Now who are you hiding from?”

“My sister,” I hissed. “If she sees me, she’s going to lecture me about something, I’m sure of it. Let’s get out of here before she accuses me of being up to something.”

Megan bent down next to me. “We are up to something.”

“Exactly my point.”

Vanessa watched us with an amused grin. “You two are funny like them other ladies. Do you want me to go keep Anna May distracted? I know what it’s like to not want to be nagged.”

I looked up at her. “Would you mind?”

“Nope.” She turned to locate Anna May. “Okay, here I go. You two get out of here. See you later, boss lady.”

Megan and I watched as Vanessa went and turned my sister in the opposite direction of where we were. Rising up, we made a mad dash for the door and I urged Megan to keep it moving until we made our way out of the plaza. I didn’t want to get stopped by anybody on our way out. I was still thinking about my nap.

Once in the car, Megan inspected the stones she’d selected from Talia’s shop before stuffing them back into her purse. She turned the key in the ignition.

“You know,” she said, looking at me from her peripheral, “that woman fascinates me. She must be so connected to her intuition or something. Every time I see her, it’s like she knows exactly what that person needs.”

“Huh?” I said, turning to her. I’d still been thinking about my dodging of Anna May and wondering if we’d ever regain some sense of normalcy between us.

Megan clucked her tongue. “I’m talking about Talia.”

“Oh, yeah. She’s weird like that,” I said half-heartedly, still lingering on thoughts of my sister. I thought Megan would comment on what had happened at the restaurant because she knew my history with Anna May pretty well, but if she was thinking anything about it, she wasn’t sharing it with me.

“Are you still worried about the amateur sleuth thing?” She backed out of the parking spot and maneuvered around another car before making her way toward the exit.

“How can I not be?” I decided to tell her about what Adam, Higgins, and I talked about at the bookshop. I even confided about the feelings I’d had seeing the placard that marked where Charlie’s body had been found.

Megan shivered. “As badly as I wanted to be a fly on the wall in that store, I’m kinda glad I spent my time shopping for mascara.”

I kept trying to let go of the parallels, but then things like that conversation made it pop back into my head. “It can’t be a complete coincidence. And I really wanted to talk to that writers group to find out where exactly Charlie got her idea from. What if it was from the Plain Dealer?”

“Lana, that story dynamic is so … commonplace … an amateur working with a detective. And PIs always seem to find a way into the story, don’t they? I can see why you’re shaken by this whole thing, but you need to keep your wits about you. You are safe and we have Adam around basically all of the time. If this person is trying to orchestrate some kind of weird alternate reality, Adam’s not going to let them get away with it.”

“Well, I hope you’re right.” I stared out the window watching the crossing traffic move with ease. With a little sarcasm, I mumbled, “Just a regular spring day in Fairview Park. Nothing to see here, folks.”






CHAPTER 21


I fell asleep on the couch almost immediately after returning from a short walk with Kikko. And, I would have slept the rest of the afternoon away too had Megan not woken me up.

She was standing over me, shaking my arm and whispering my name. “Lana. Lana, wake up.”

“Hmm?” I turned on my side so that my back was to her. I finally felt peaceful and didn’t want to wake up to reality.

“Lana Lee, get up now.” Her voice became stern. “This is important. We’ve made contact.”

I stretched out my legs and heard a tiny grumble coming from the end of the couch. Kikko had been disturbed by my movement. “What time is it?”

“It’s already five p.m., and I need to leave for my shift soon. I got a message from the writers group president.”

That got my attention. I tugged on the back cushion of the couch to help me sit up. Kikko yipped and hopped off the couch with a snort. I wasn’t the only one who didn’t like to be woken from a nap. “What does it say?”

“I’ll read it to you,” she said, holding up her phone. “‘Dear Ms. Riley, thank you for your email and your condolences. The group was very saddened to hear of the passing of Charlene Chan and it is a great loss to our community of authors. I’m not sure if I can provide any help to you and your cause but if you’d be available to meet with me on Monday we could meet at the Starbucks inside the Barnes and Noble at Crocker Park. Let me know if that works for you and your friend. Preferably we could meet late afternoon or evening. Sincerely, Rosalind Jennings.’”

“Well that’s promising,” I said, still trying to wake up. “Are you free on Monday?”

Megan nodded. “I can make myself free for this. Wanna say that we’ll meet her around six o’clock? That way you don’t have to miss work and make up another fake doctor’s appointment.”

I snorted. “It’s a miracle that my mom hasn’t questioned why I have so many appointments when I’m never sick.”

“Don’t jinx yourself.” She shook her phone at me. “What do you want me to say? Six?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I replied. “Six will give me plenty of time to get there and not rush.”

Megan got to typing out her reply as I ambled into the kitchen looking for coffee. I reminded myself to check my cell phone to see if Adam had messaged me. We hadn’t talked all day, and I had thought that would be the case considering what he had to get into. It also made me wonder if that meant they’d found something of worth to keep him detained for so long.

There wasn’t any coffee made so I prepared a fresh pot. Megan would be leaving for work soon, but she liked to take a to-go mug with her, so I brewed extra.

“I’m going to get ready,” she yelled from the living room. “Message sent. I’ll let you know when she responds.”

“Okay,” I yelled back. Not that our apartment was all that big that we needed to yell. But both of us had been exposed to a lot of club speakers back in our heyday so we didn’t hear as good as we probably should for our age bracket.

While the coffee brewed, I checked my phone and found that Adam had indeed messaged me a few times. One was to let me know they had spent part of the afternoon looking over the surveillance footage from outside the plaza entrance that they’d obtained from Ian.

The second one let me know he was leaving the station, and the final one was to tell me he’d made it home and was showering before he planned to come over.

We’d gotten past the stage of wondering whether or not we were going to see each other. It was just kind of a given at this point. He spent more time over here than I did at his place because half the time the man would forget to restock his toilet paper supply. And with me around, he went through a lot more of it than he was used to.

I didn’t mind us staying at my place more often for obvious reasons. I didn’t have to transport Kikko back and forth all the time or make Megan feel like she’d been abandoned. Plus, I’d need luggage to bring over all my cosmetics and hair tools. If anyone ever wondered if I was high maintenance all they would have to do is take one look at my vanity and they’d be able to decide for themselves.

Comparing the time of Adam’s message and the time that had passed, I guesstimated that I had about thirty minutes before he showed up. I decided to update my notebook and write down the developments that had happened over the course of the day.

It was important to note that the mysterious General Tso character had taken a photo of the crime scene. I wondered what he had specifically captured in the pictures he took. I cringed thinking about the weird guy Hallie had pointed out to me before the murder occurred. I envisioned him lurking outside the bookstore window taking pictures of—… I shuddered. I didn’t want to think about it anymore.

And the second piece of info being that some unknown woman had inquired with the Mahjong Matrons about the location of an additional exit from the bookstore.

I wrote a note reminding myself that I would need to talk with Helen on Monday to ask who exactly had inquired about a secondary entrance to the bookstore. Why would anyone need to know that information? Seemed odd considering how things had played out.

I wondered if Helen would know who the woman was or if we’d have the same problem we were having with General Tso and who he might happen to be.

How did you find someone when you didn’t know their name or anything about their identity? Could I even pick General Tso out of a lineup if I was called to do so?

And what about Helen? She was elderly and always talking about how her memory was not what it used to be. Which I had really never seen evidence of because, in my opinion, she appeared to have a steel trap in that head of hers. But still, she said it enough it had put the idea in my head. Would she even remember the exchange or any details of the woman that would make her distinguishable from anyone else? Would any of the other Matrons remember?

Megan reappeared in the hallway, making her way into the dining area. She wore her hair wrapped up in a neat ponytail, smoky shadow accentuating the emerald green of her eyes, and a glossy lip that always got her compliments. I can’t even imagine how much Tarte gloss she had recommended to her female customers on a daily basis. “Whatcha doin’?”

I tapped my notebook with the tip of my pen. “Just filling in some details from earlier today before it gets jumbled in my head. Adam is on his way over and I want to make sure I capture the details of what we learned.”

“You guys wanna come up and have a few drinks tonight? We have that wing special that Adam is so very fond of.”

“I’ll see what he’s feeling like getting into tonight. He put in a full day and apparently spent a lot of time reviewing those tapes that Ian gave him from the video cameras.”

“Did he tell you anything about them?”

“Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “Just that he’d watched all the outdoor video cam footage from yesterday.”

“Well, if he tells you anything earth-shattering, text me right away. I can hardly stand the anticipation.”

“Roger that.”

She placed both of her hands on the table, palms down, and hoisted herself out of the chair. “I gotta get ready to leave. She padded into the kitchen to fill her travel mug. She paused in mid-step and twisted back around to face me. “Oh, and Lana, don’t mention that whole detective, sleuth, and PI angle to Adam … We don’t want to worry him unnecessarily. At least not until we have something more concrete.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” I told her. The truth of it was, the fewer people I told, the less real it would feel to me.



After Megan left, the apartment had that empty feeling I’m not very fond of. It’s as if the energy had become stagnant and things felt desolate. Even with Kikko there, I felt uneasy. And normally all I needed was my dog to help my mind relax. Though she was small, she was a sounding bell for anyone who even stepped near the apartment.

Granted, I had no real weapons outside of a rolling pin and that large purse I carried from time to time. My grandmother—the one from my father’s side—had told me once to carry a roll of quarters in my bag to add some weight to it. And if I had time I could pull it out and hold it in my fist to really pack a punch. Thankfully, it had never come to that, but it was cute how my grandmother always shared those tidbits with me. She was a very independent woman who thought women shouldn’t depend on men to defend them. It was a smart way to be, especially in this day and age.

I’d finished updating my notebook and was on my second cup of coffee when Kikko let out a rumbling growl. My eyes darted to the door and I had a feeling that Adam was coming up the walkway.

Sure enough, a few moments later there was a light rap on the front door and Kikko plopped down from the couch and scuttered over to see who dared approach her home. Her pushed-in nose found the crack beneath the door, and she sniffed and snorted. Her tail began to wag as she picked up Adam’s scent.

“Just a minute,” I yelled, abandoning my notebook and coffee at the dining room table.

I double-checked the peephole just in case Kikko’s sense of smell was on the fritz. I saw Adam standing on the other side waiting patiently, and I breathed a sigh of relief before unlocking the dead bolt.

“Hey there, dollface,” he said as he entered the apartment. He stopped as he passed and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You’re sure a sight for sore eyes.”

Kikko yipped and pawed at his ankles. Adam knelt down and gave Kikko some scratches behind her floppy ears.

I shut the door and re-engaged the dead bolt. “I just made a fresh pot of coffee; would you like any?”

He rose from his kneeling position. “Do bears hibernate?”

“One coffee coming right up.”

“Megan leave for work already?”

“Yeah, she asked if we wanted to come up and have some wings and drinks. I wasn’t sure if you’d want to do that or not. How was your day?” I busied myself in the kitchen preparing his coffee.

“Too long.” I heard him pull out one of the dining room chairs and sit down. “I hope you don’t mind if we stay in tonight. I’m completely exhausted from the day. I’d love to just veg in front of the TV and watch something nonsensical. Nothing to do with murder though.”

I finished up in the kitchen and brought his coffee out, placing it in front of him. I kissed him on the top of his head. “No problem. I figured you’d want to stay in and relax. We could watch that cake competition thingy.”

He laughed. “I can never guess which one is actually cake.”

I sat in my chair, smoothing the cover of my notebook. “So, you want to get the business part out of the way before we melt into the couch?”

He sipped his coffee and sighed. “Yeah, let’s get it over with.”

“Do you wanna go first? Or should I?”

“How about I do the honors?”

“You have the floor,” I said with a sweep of my hand.

“We got some footage of the guy that you mentioned with the fedora.”

“You did?”

“We sure did. But there’s something interesting about how we were able to identify him so easily.”

“Oh?”

He took another sip of his coffee. “Yeah, turns out that this fedora guy knows the blonde woman. They were arguing outside the plaza doors for a few minutes before they caught sight of someone coming their way. Then they left—”

“How do you know they were arguing?”

“I could tell by their hand gestures. At first I wasn’t even sure we had the right blonde woman, but when she turned her face toward the camera I could tell she had a lot of eye makeup on. I’m ninety-eight percent sure it was Tori Pembroke.”

“Wow, so she could probably tell us who that guy is then.”

“I would think so…” he said, gauging my response.

“Why do you say it like that?”

He inhaled. “As far as Higgins and I can tell, looks like the two of them left together. And in quite a hurry too.”






CHAPTER 22


I couldn’t hide my surprise at the news that Adam shared. Tori Pembroke was somehow associated with our mysterious General Tso. It felt safe to assume that they had teamed up to take down Charlie. But, per usual, Adam is not one to jump all the way to a conclusion. That was usually Megan’s and my territory. Still, the evidence was damning.

It also made me consider whether Tori’s blowup was staged to create a diversion. But what kind of diversion? If the coroner said the medicine would have been administered a decent amount of time beforehand, why would they need to create a distraction? Unless of course it was to throw us off the real chain of events.

Also, why would they want to incriminate Tori willingly? They would have to know that a scene like that would draw attention to her, especially since Charlie had died shortly after their encounter. But again, it could be to intentionally lead us in the wrong direction.

Once I had collected myself, I filled Adam in on Megan and me potentially meeting with the president of the writers group. I didn’t know if he would want to tag along, or even if he should. I didn’t want to risk this woman getting spooked by a police presence. It had happened before, and the fact that I wasn’t law enforcement put a lot of people at ease.

He didn’t press me on the issue, and I was relieved because I didn’t want to seem ungrateful that we were working together. Plus, it would give me time to decide whether it would be a good idea to have him there.

Adam gave me puppy dog eyes, tilting his head, and leaning it on my shoulder for extra effect. “Can we corrupt our minds with television now?”

“Just one more thing,” I said. “Are you planning on digging around at Charlie’s home?”

He sat up. “Where did that question come from?”

I shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. It was something that crossed my mind. That maybe since you let me come to the crime scene, you’d let me tag along to other places you’re planning to investigate.”

Adam gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry, babe, no can do. I let you into the crime scene because your fingerprints and DNA are already present there, so no one would really be the wiser. But something like Charlie’s home—well heaven forbid you lose a strand of hair there. Then we have a whole other problem. Besides, the chief’s already had someone else go there with a forensics team to see if there’s anything to be found.”

I couldn’t hide my disappointment and felt a pout forming on my lips. I’d thought if I could find something to show that Charlie’s story came from a specific source that had nothing to do with me, I could put my mind at ease. “Well, have they found anything yet?” I asked.

He shook his head. “As of now, no. And truthfully, I don’t know that they’ll find anything significant to catching her killer.”

After that, I decided to let the topic rest and ordered us a pizza with extra mushrooms so it felt like I was eating vegetables of some kind.

We watched the cake show, stuffed our faces, and lounged on the couch trying to put our worries behind us. Like Megan and I had discussed, I didn’t bring up the similarities in the book that had to do with an amateur sleuth or said sleuth’s outcome.

It’s funny, because I’d never really thought of myself as having any kind of title. None of this was ever meant to be a “thing” I did, but it just sort of fell into my lap. I suppose once you start crime solving, it’s hard to stop.

The rest of the evening passed quietly and we went to sleep early, talking about random things unrelated to acts of crime until we both fell asleep.

Tomorrow was dim sum Sunday with my family, and more often than not I dragged Adam along with me. Sometimes I dreaded the whole thing because my family always seemed to want to talk about things I didn’t want to discuss, but with everything going on … well, I was really happy to be spending the better part of the morning with them.



I shot out of bed the following morning realizing I’d forgotten to set an alarm. It was ten o’clock when I checked the digital clock next to my bed. “Shoot!” I yelled.

Kikko rumbled under the covers and Adam groaned. “Five more minutes,” he bellowed, throwing a pillow over his head.

“You don’t have to get up right this minute,” I said, throwing the covers off me. “But I do…” I started digging through my closet for something suitable to wear. I settled on a black and white floral blouse with ruffled cap sleeves and some black leggings.

Forty-five minutes later we were on our way to Li Wah’s on the east side of Cleveland. Naturally, we were going to be late. I was more often than not running behind, and my sister would not be able to help but comment on my tardiness.

When we arrived, Adam found a parking spot near the entrance and I rushed out of the car, leaving him behind.

“Hey, Miss Speedy, wait for me,” he said from the lot. He activated the car alarm and I heard his footsteps as he jogged to catch up. “They’re not going anywhere.”

I paused near the entrance to Asia Plaza, a sort of competitor to Asia Village. We were on opposite sides of the city, so we didn’t directly compete with each other, and most Clevelanders gravitated to their own sides of town anyway.

When Adam met me at the door, I pulled it open and we went inside, heading for the entrance to Li Wah’s. The hostess greeted us with a smile and pointed toward the back of the restaurant. Everyone knew us here because we’d been going every week for years. It was our parents’ way of making sure that we spent quality time with them more than just on holidays and sporadic weekends.

My grandmother spotted us first and shot her arm up in the air, waving, her gold front teeth shining as she smiled. “Lana! Lana!”

The rest of the table—including the surrounding patrons—turned to acknowledge our arrival. I blushed and waved back. “Hi A-ma!” I used to wonder where my mother got her propensity to yell across restaurants, and when my grandmother came to the United States, I started to realize that it was hereditary.

My mom had two empty chairs to her right. My dad was on her left and my grandmother was on the other side of him. Next to her was Anna May’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, Henry. They were currently on, despite a huge kerfuffle with him not being one hundred percent legally divorced. His current marital status could be described as “estranged.” The whole thing had caused a rift between my sister and me, mostly because I was weary about the circumstances surrounding his ex-wife. But my sister had professed her love for him, so I was trying to keep my lecturing down to a minimum. We were still working through our last spat and hadn’t spoken much in the past month.

I opted to make Adam sit next to Anna May so I didn’t get stuck in some sidebar conversation with her. I’d rather take my chances with my mother.

As I sat down next to her, she scolded me. “Ai-ya, Lana, why are you always late? We have been waiting for you for fifteen minutes. A-ma is hungry.”

I could feel heat traveling up my neck into my cheeks. “Sorry, Mom, I forgot to set an alarm last night.”

Her eyes slid in Adam’s direction. “Ah-dam, are you keeping my daughter up too late? Sleep is important for health.”

Adam was more good-natured than I was, and he gave my mother his most charming smile. “Oh, Mrs. Lee, you know it’s your daughter that’s the bad influence on me.” He ended the sentence with a wink.

My father chuckled from behind my mother’s back. “Betty, ease up on the kids, they’re young.”

My mother grunted and, instead of openly agreeing with my father, she decided to flag down the server toting around the dim sum cart.

The server caught sight of my mom trying to wave her down and strolled over, greeting us with a toothy grin.

My mother was always in charge of making the selections. After all this time she had memorized everything that we liked.

For me she always knew we needed a plate of shrimp noodle rolls, steamed dumplings, spring rolls, and sticky rice wrapped in lotus leaves. For my father and Adam, barbeque spareribs were a must. My sister couldn’t live without her scallion pancakes, and Henry had really taken a liking to the sesame balls and pork buns. Both my mother and grandmother had to order chicken feet every time. Sometimes two steamer baskets of them. When everyone was busy stuffing their faces, I’d scoot the chicken feet away from me as far as possible.

The table filled up quickly, and I could swear that Adam’s stomach growled at the same time as mine. It felt like an eternity since we’d eaten the night before.

The seven of us busied ourselves with filling up our plates. There were a lot of “pleases” and “thank yous” as we traded baskets and plates.

Just as I was pulling my chopsticks out of the wrapper, I heard my cell phone go off in my purse. It chimed three times and I cringed with each sound.

My mother lowered her chopsticks and glared at me. “Lana, no cell phone at the table. This is family time.”

“Sorry,” I said, digging through my purse. It dinged once more. “It’s probably Megan letting me know what her schedule is for the next few days.” That was a lie and I suspected that maybe Megan was texting me details about our upcoming coffee meeting with Rosalind Jennings, the president of the writers group.

Finally locating my phone, I pulled it out and nearly dropped it on the table when I saw who had been texting me. Gasping, I caught it just before it fell right on top of my shrimp noodle roll.

Adam furrowed his brows. “Everything okay?”

“Uh … yeah.” My voice sounded shaky and everyone at the table stopped what they were doing to look at me. “It’s just … um … Megan really needs to talk to me.”

My mother frowned. “Is she sick?”

“I’m going to call her back. Would you excuse me?” I pushed my chair out and rushed off before anyone could stop me or ask any other questions. I knew that Adam would want to follow but I also knew that he wouldn’t because he wouldn’t want to alarm my parents.

While I walked out of the restaurant, I read over the texts that had come in.

We have a problem. We need to talk ASAP.

Are you there? This is important.

Lana?

I’m giving you five minutes to call me back before I start ringing your phone into oblivion.

As I stepped outside the main doors, I pressed a few buttons to call back the number.

After two rings, a female voice answered. “I see you got my messages. You made it by about thirty seconds.”

I sighed. “Hi, Lydia … what’s the emergency?”






CHAPTER 23


While Lydia Shepard, PI, and I have only worked together twice, we’d worked together well. But spending time with her sometimes made me realize that I was in fact an amateur. I’m not saying that to undercut myself, but she had way more resources at her fingertips than I did. And she got paid to occasionally put her life in danger. Usually all I got was an article in the newspaper that ended up making my life more difficult. But, at the end of the day, I didn’t do what I did in hopes of financial gain; it was more about the need to seek justice for the wronged parties. We couldn’t very well let all these bad guys just roam around unscathed, now could we?

“Lana,” she began, “I’d like to say that it’s great to hear your voice and I’d like to think you’d return the compliment. But, girl, I have to be honest, I don’t think you’re going to appreciate this call very much.”

That damn pit in my stomach had returned. All the worries I had about the similarities of the case and Charlie’s latest book came spiraling forward. I leaned against the brick wall for support. “I would have to concur.”

“Got the strangest anonymous phone call today. A woman who told me to look into the mystery of General Tso.”

The pit grew larger.

Lydia cleared her throat. “When I asked her what the hell that’s supposed to mean, she told me to ask you. So here I am.”

Before I could ask anything, the door to the plaza swung open and Adam stepped out, his eyes scanning the area until they landed on me. He rushed over and mouthed, Are you okay?

My mouth felt like sandpaper. I cleared my throat before attempting to speak. “Lydia,” I said into the phone, “Adam is here with me now. I’m going to put you on speaker, and I’d like you to repeat what you just told me.”

Adam and Lydia exchanged quick pleasantries as I set the audio setting on my phone to speaker. Then Lydia repeated the exact thing she’d told me only moments ago.

Adam’s nostrils flared. “Is that all this person said?”

“Yeah,” Lydia replied. “Really put a crimp in my Sunday. She called early—that’s blasphemy in my book. You don’t dare call my cell phone on a Sunday before noon and expect there not to be consequences.”

“Do you know who it was?” I asked.

“Nope, no caller ID. I have ways to find out, but it might take a hot minute. And that’s if it’s even traceable. Trudeau, you know the drill … Too many wackos running around with burner phones these days.”

He grimaced. “Makes our jobs that much more difficult.”

“Is that something you’d be able to find out before the end of today?” I asked.

“Lana … what’s this about? Are you guys in some kind of danger? And does this have anything to do with the Eight Immortals?”

The Eight Immortals had been part of the last case we’d worked together and involved a secret underground Asian society. “No,” I replied. “This is a whole different animal.”

“Well, chickadee, lay it on me.”

I slid down the side of the brick wall so I was squatting on the ground. I felt dizzy and I wasn’t sure if it was because I was so hungry or because my mind was doing roller-coaster loops around speculations.

Adam knelt down next to me, placing a supportive hand on my shoulder.

I told Lydia the story of what had been happening since Friday, including the similarities between reality and the fictional story that Charlie had published. I left out the part where I thought the killer was specifically trying to recreate our previous case.

Lydia let out a long whistle. “Sounds like things have been busy over there. You need any help?”

I blew a raspberry. “I don’t know, Lydia. I mean, if we work together, that could potentially be giving the killer exactly what they want…” I stopped myself before I exposed my real feelings.

Lydia clucked her tongue. “Listen, girlie, there’s not a chance in the nine circles of Hell that I would let anything happen to you. Or me, for that matter. Plus. we have Trudeau on our side, don’t we?”

Adam nodded, though Lydia couldn’t see it. Then for her benefit, he said, “Damn straight. But I don’t know if the three of us teaming up is the right thing to do at this stage in the game.”

Lydia replied, “Suit yourself, you’re the badge. And speaking of badges, if you want, I can try and get your old pal Detective Fox on board. I know it’s not his jurisdiction, but he could do some off-duty surveillance at Lana’s place when you’re not around.”

Cleveland homicide detective Fox aka Jason Fox was her Adam Trudeau … except those two hadn’t yet reached the point where they’d proclaimed their love for each other.

Adam inhaled deeply, rising from his crouched position. I rose with him. He shook his head. “As much as I’d enjoy seeing Jason again, these might not be the right circumstances. Let me think it over a bit.”

Adam and Jason went way back to their days at the police academy and had inadvertently run into each other while Lydia and I had been working together. I knew Lydia had purposely mentioned his name to entice Adam into cooperating. I didn’t know if he was being serious about thinking any of it over, but I didn’t want to ask while we still had Lydia on the phone.

Lydia continued, “I’m telling you, if we made a show of it, we could potentially draw the killer out. It would make this whole thing go a lot faster and then you could both get back to romance land or whatever it is that you two do.”

Adam groaned but made no comment.

“Listen, I’m just trying to give you guys some out-of-the-box options. Seeing as we’re not entirely sure who we’re dealing with here, and we all know that does not look good in the Plain Dealer. Especially with this new chief you have on deck. He’s going to want fast results.”

Adam smirked. “You’re right about that. He may have something to prove being new to the department, but I don’t want to get careless just to impress him.”

“Like I said, suit yourself, but I’ll still do a little low-key digging while you two sweethearts talk things over. Marinate on the idea a little bit.”

Before Adam could protest or counterargue, I opted to placate Lydia for the time being. In the times that I worked with her, I’d witnessed her relentlessness at driving a point home. “Okay,” I said, giving Adam a pointed look. “We’ll think it over and let you know what we decide. I’m at dim sum with the fam right now, so we won’t get back to you until later today.”

“Ah, I almost forgot about dim sum … How is your mother anyways?”

“The same as always.”

“Love to hear it.” Lydia chuckled. “Talk soon, my friends.”

After she hung up, I stared at my cell phone and then turned to Adam. I could tell that he was beginning to enter “detective mode” by the sharp plunge of his eyebrows.

I wanted to pick his brain, but when he got like this—in deep contemplation—I knew it was best to let him go through the paces. I stayed silent for a few minutes, watching traffic stream by on Payne Avenue, everybody just going about their business.

Adam finally spoke, the determination clear in his tone. “I need to get back to your place and make a few phone calls.”

“What is going through your head right now?”

He reached for my hand, lacing our fingers together. I could feel the heat radiating off him. “I’m going to speculate that the person who contacted Lydia is Tori Pembroke. She obviously has a firm grip on the plot of Miss Chan’s storyline, and I have a feeling she’s trying to recreate something. She’s trying to move the chess pieces to create some kind of outcome.”

“What did you think of Lydia’s idea to use us working together as bait?”

He squeezed my hand. “Not a chance in hell. I won’t risk your safety to lure out the guilty party—Tori Pembroke or not. Lydia isn’t wrong, it’s a good idea, and if we could work it out with undercover cops that would be a whole different ball game.” He turned his head, his eyes scanning Payne Avenue. “We need to get back inside, we’ve been gone too long.”

I checked the time on my cell phone. We’d been gone for about twenty minutes, and I knew Adam was right. I was also almost one hundred percent sure that my mother had steam coming out of her ears at this very moment. She didn’t like for either me or Anna May to disrupt family time with personal business unless it was an absolute emergency.

On the way back in, Adam and I concocted a story that I would feed to the table as the reason why we were gone for so long. I thought about how all my food was probably cold and that made me a little sad. However, I didn’t know how hungry I was anymore after my conversation with Lydia.

I couldn’t wait to tell Megan about this whole thing. She was not going to believe it.

As I approached the table, my mother turned to give me another disapproving glare. This one more intense than the one she’d given me twenty minutes earlier.

“Sorry,” I said, apologizing to the table and diverting my eyes from my mom. “It was Megan calling about Kikko. Little stinker got into some chocolate and Megan was panicking so I had to walk her through what to do to make Kikko … well, I won’t tell you the rest since we’re eating.”

Adam took his seat next to me. “Little rascal.”

Anna May regarded both of us with a skeptical glance. “Is everything okay with Kikko then?”

“Yeah, she’s fine now,” I said. “We may have to watch her later when Megan goes to work to make sure she doesn’t need a trip to the vet.” I added that “vet” bit in there just in case I’d need an out during work tomorrow for some unknown reason. Seemed like there were a lot of unknowns popping up.

My parents made no comment on the subject, and my sister eyeballed me for a considerable amount of time but didn’t dare rock the boat. Especially with Henry around. She acted a little different when he was around. Sometimes it came in handy.

The rest of dim sum passed with mild chatter between everybody else but me. I was preoccupied, replaying the conversation with Lydia and wondering what call Adam wanted to make. When someone asked me if I was all right, I used the Kikko thing as an excuse. I think everybody bought it except for Anna May … and of course, Adam.

Every so often, he would give my thigh a gentle squeeze and I tried my best to give him a reassuring smile, but even I could tell it was fake.

We left close to noon and said our goodbyes in the parking lot. My dad seemed especially worried about me, but I told him that I was just tired and wanted nothing more than to get home to my dog. My dad being a dog lover himself, totally understood.

As we parted ways with my family, Adam wrapped a protective arm around my waist. “Well, that didn’t go too bad. I expected more of an inquisition from your mother.”

We walked slowly and silently the rest of the way to his car. When the doors were shut and the engine on, he turned to me, placing a hand on top of mine. “Babe, don’t worry, okay? We’re going to get this worked out. I promise.”

I looked into his eyes and saw the worry there. His mouth was turned downward, and I could only guess at what he was imagining in that detective mind of his. I sighed. “I know you’re right. It just worries me that this person … whoever it ends up being, is toying with us in a very peculiar way.”

“I know. I don’t think I’ve ever dealt with anything like it before.”

“Do you think that means they’re more dangerous?”

He smirked. “Any killer is more dangerous than the average criminal. However, I do have to say, this person may not have a good grasp on reality and has begun to blur the lines too much into fairytale land. And how they would know to contact Lydia at all is beyond me.”

My eyes drifted around the parking lot, taking note of our surroundings, almost as if I was searching for the right words. Or maybe part of me was checking to see if anyone was following us … watching us … waiting for us.

In a moment of weakness, I explained to Adam exactly why the conversation with Lydia had bothered me so much. The extent of the mimicry that was taking place and all the things that Megan and I had discussed the day prior. I also explained why I thought this person had reached out to Lydia specifically. If anyone was researching me, it would be very easy to find in the local newspapers that Lydia and I had paired up in the past.

He grunted, turning the ignition on. “It’s a little more nuanced than I thought, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’ll keep you safe. No matter what.”

Adam’s hand clutched mine tightly and I felt a small bit of comfort as we headed home.






CHAPTER 24


Back at my apartment, Adam asked to use my bedroom to make his calls to whomever he needed to talk with. I didn’t ask—I knew he’d tell me later. He shut the door behind him, and I could hear his deep voice talking in hurried spurts but couldn’t make out what he was saying.

Megan had stumbled out into the living room half-asleep wanting to know what the heck was going on and Kikko was pawing at my leg, surely wanting to get outside and take a tinkle break.

I asked Megan to join me, and she returned to her room to throw on a hoodie and sweep her hair up in an acceptable ponytail so she wouldn’t scare our neighbors.

A few minutes later we were standing out near our front door and Kikko’s first bush of choice.

“Sorry we disrupted your sleep,” I said, watching Kikko investigate the blossoming bush with care.

Megan yawned. “It’s okay, I should get up anyways.”

“You have a late night?”

“Yeah, but you didn’t ask me to come outside to discuss my work night. What is going on and who is Adam talking to? I couldn’t hear him, but by his tone, I’d say he’s not happy about something.” Kikko tired of the bush and we strolled on to the next. On the way there, I began relaying everything to Megan from the moment I’d gotten Lydia’s texts.

If I hadn’t been paying attention to her every reaction, I might have missed that her face had lost a little color. She chewed on her bottom lip. “Lana … this is bad. Like, yesterday when we talked about this whole thing, it seemed ridiculous. And far-fetched. And … well, the last person I expected you to hear from was Lydia herself. Do you really think it’s the killer trying to set the rest of the story in motion?”

“It sure feels like it,” I said. “It makes no sense though. What are the chances of this happening? Think about it. That means that the killer would have to know that I was helping with the signing. And then orchestrate everything based on that. If someone else would have been involved, then it wouldn’t have worked.”

Megan nodded. “Right. I feel like you’d have a better chance of getting struck by lightning.”

“And then include the fact that the story itself seems to have parallels to real life. That would take a lot of planning and be riding on chance,” I added.

Megan folded her arms over her chest as a gust of wind blew past. The trees around us rustled with the spring breeze, and Kikko gave a snort before pulling me to the next flowering shrub.

“Unless you’re part of it intentionally. Who knows, maybe this is more about you than it is about Charlie. If that was the case, this would make a lot more sense.” Megan’s eyebrows knitted together as she regarded my presence in what seemed to be a new light. “Well, I think, anyways. Did anybody help you decide on having Charlene Chan at The Modern Scroll? You know how sometimes people turn things so that you think it was your idea, but it was really theirs?”

I thought about what Adam had said about Higgins making it his idea to have me on the case. “Yes, I know exactly what you mean. And I don’t know…”

“Well, think back to when you came up with the idea. Did you have any other local authors in mind before deciding on Charlie? And did you say that to anyone and then maybe they steered you in another direction?”

I took a moment to think back to the time I’d concluded that Charlene Chan would be the perfect author to kick off the local signing series that Cindy wanted to create. “Actually, there is one person that I mulled things over with that kinda maybe had a bit of influence.”

“‘Kinda maybe’? Who?”

“Tara Han.”

“Who is that?” Megan asked.

Kikko looked up at us and started tugging her leash in the direction of home.

“Tara. Tara … You know, Cindy’s star employee.”

Megan stopped walking. “Wait … do you mean the one who quit just before the event?”

“The very one.”



When Megan and I returned from our walk with Kikko, we found Adam at the dining room table with a cup of coffee and his cell phone. He was typing at a steady rate, and I could see the bones of his jawline flexing. I knew he was clenching his teeth. I hadn’t seen the man this tense in quite some time. And I had a feeling it had to do with the fact that Lydia’s call had complicated things even further. I couldn’t even blame the man. If the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t be all peaches and sunshine either.

He looked up from his phone. “There you guys are. I figured since Kikko was gone you were taking a walk, but I didn’t expect you to be gone this long.”

“We got to talking,” Megan said. “Lana, tell him about Tara Han.” She padded into the kitchen. Without saying anything, I knew she was preparing fresh coffee for the three of us.

Adam cocked his head. “Who is Tara Han?”

I told him all about what we discussed on our walk with Kikko. “And so,” I concluded, “I think it’s a good idea if we look into her and find out if there’s any potential that she might have been involved somehow. It is awfully suspicious that she helped promote the event, organized most of it, and then abruptly quit right before.”

Since we’d been out to dim sum, he didn’t have his steno pad handy. So he pulled up the Notes app in his phone and jotted down her name and association to the Modern Scroll. “Do you remember seeing her at the scene?”

“No, not that I can recall. But it doesn’t mean she wasn’t there or involved in planning it. I can ask around the plaza and see if any of the other ladies saw her. I didn’t think she’d dare step foot in Asia Village after leaving Cindy in the lurch.”

“‘In the lurch,’” Adam repeated. “Sounds like your dad talking.”

“Might be.” I laughed.

He finished typing whatever he felt necessary to notate then looked up at me. “I’ve got a surveillance detail coming to keep an eye on you ladies. A car should be here in about fifteen minutes.”

“So what now?” Megan asked from the kitchen. “Are we under house arrest?”

Adam set his phone down on the coffee table. “No, I want both of you to act like you normally do. I’ve requested an unmarked car to be put in place but I’m also going to have a police cruiser drive through every so often to let whoever it is know that there’s a law enforcement presence here. You know, in case anyone happens to be watching our movements.”

“Do we really need both?” Even though I was nervous about being watched or what was going to happen next, I didn’t know that both types of vehicles were necessary. I hated to be a burden on the Fairview Park Police Department … again.

Adam replied, “Yes and that’s final. The unmarked car is in case this wise guy tries to pull anything after he sees the cruiser leave. He might be waiting for his chance to strike.”

“Wait, are you assuming it’s a man?” I asked. “The person who called Lydia was a woman. I thought you felt strongly it was that Tori Pembroke chick.”

Megan interjected from the kitchen. “Or now potentially Tara Han.… Don’t forget her.”

Adam shook his head. “On the way home, I got to thinking. In the story … General Tso is a man, correct?”

“Yeah…”

“Well, it’s more likely that the actual killer is a man then. If we base it off the principle that this person is trying to recreate the storyline. Probably some psycho who thinks he is General Tso or at the very least identifies with the character in some twisted way. I still feel that Tori is involved somehow, but I think it’s less likely she’s the actual killer. I’m leaning toward the idea that she’s either the brains of the operation or just an accomplice. After seeing her on the tapes with our unknown man, there is some potential that they were working together. Since we haven’t identified him yet, I’m going after her first. She’s being brought into the station for questioning as we speak.”

Megan came scurrying into the living room. “Really? You can do that even though you don’t have any direct evidence against her? Can you call Tara Han down to the station too?”

Adam shook his head. “With Tara, we have nothing to go on besides the theory that you two just came up with. However, with Tori, we have reasonable cause to question her because she was seen arguing with the victim—Charlie—shortly before her death. And she threatened her on top of it.”

I huffed. “Well, threatened her legally … with a lawsuit.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Those types of situations can easily go south. Plus, we’re just bringing her in for questioning. We’re not trying to arrest her … yet.”

Megan nodded her head slowly, tapping her chin with her index finger. “You know, it might also be helpful to see how she acts. If she’s too argumentative that could be a sign she’s hiding something.”

Adam replied, “And if she wants to lawyer up right away, that’s usually a sign as well. We’ll get her if she’s responsible for any of this.”

The coffeepot crackled in the background as it finished its brew cycle. Megan skipped back into the kitchen, and I watched as she pulled two mugs out of the cupboard.

“You want some help?” I asked.

“Nah, you guys sit and relax. I don’t mind getting it.”

I turned to Adam. “So, I’m guessing because this is playing out the way it is, you want me off the case, huh?”

To my surprise, Adam said, “No, actually I’d like you to come down to the station with me and witness the interrogation with Tori. But as far as—”

Spoons clattered on the floor in the kitchen and Adam jerked in his chair. He whipped around to see if Megan was okay.

I understood her reaction because if I had been standing, I’d have done more than drop some silverware; I’d probably have fallen right over.

Megan bent down and picked up the spoons, throwing them in the sink. “Excuse me, I must have stepped into the fourth dimension because I could swear I just heard you say that you wanted Lana to come down to the station.”

Adam glanced between us. “What? You don’t think it’s a good idea?”

I snorted. “No it’s not that. We’re both just surprised is all.”

Adam continued without addressing my and Megan’s reaction. “I just thought it might be a good idea for you to see her response from behind the scenes. You might pick up on something that Higgins and I wouldn’t. I’ve been thinking of a way to sneak you into the precinct and I think we use the guise of you coming in to update your statement with the information you learned today. It’s kind of thin but I think it’ll work.”

I was speechless.

Adam finished with, “Aside from that, I don’t want you to do anything different. I don’t want to let on that we’re concerned enough to change our tactics. Now that we’ve got some security in place to keep you guys safe when I’m not around, we’ll proceed like normal for all outward appearances until something else happens.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Adam had always done his best to keep me out of harm’s way and been unwilling to take any chances or include me too much in his cases. Usually, he told me nothing of relevance and I’d have to sneak off and do these types of things behind his back. When I finally mustered up a fluid string of words to form a sentence, I said, “I’m beyond impressed with you right now, Adam Trudeau.”

He smirked. “Why do you say that?”

Megan returned with two mugs of steaming coffee in one hand, and the pot in the other. After she placed the mugs down, she refilled the one Adam already had and let out a sarcastic laugh. “Ha! You’re kidding, right? In previous instances, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you tried to put our gal here into the witness protection program. Now you’re offering to let her peek in on an interrogation? Where is Adam Trudeau and what have you done with him?”

He snorted. “Oh please, witness protection … give me a break. I’m not that bad.”

Megan and I both raised a brow.

He laughed in return, his cheeks reddening. “Okay, okay, fine. Maybe I am that bad. But can you blame me? Consider it a hazard of the trade. I see a lot of grim stuff and the last thing I want is for someone I love to be a story in the Metro section of the Plain Dealer.”

I sipped my coffee and took a moment to appreciate the scene in front of me. Which, if I’m being honest, was a weird thing to appreciate. We were talking about murder, protecting loved ones, and security details. Another person might wish they weren’t in this position at all. And it wasn’t that I wished that this was happening, but when I thought about how far we’d all come together, it made me feel grateful.

In the beginning of our relationship, things were rough when it came to these topics and there was a time when I wasn’t sure if Adam and I would last. I knew I couldn’t change for someone else, and if he had asked me to, I might have had to break things off. But it had turned out to be the exact opposite. He hadn’t asked me to change a thing … other than warning me to be more careful and discerning when it came to this area of my life.

At the end of the day, Adam loved me for who I was … baggage and all, and I loved him right back.

Here I sat with my best friend and the man I considered to be the love of my life, and if someone had been standing outside our window looking in, they would have seen a tender moment with three people laughing together who were close and genuinely cared about one another. Over time, Adam had turned into a big brother figure for Megan and I loved that they got along so well.

It was a nice, romanticized sliver of time and I wished more than anything that I could bottle it up and keep it with me always.

But the jaded part of me knew that if there was anyone watching us through a window right now, it would probably be the killer. And I certainly didn’t want that at all.






CHAPTER 25


Adam and I left about an hour later. He’d gotten the call from Higgins that Tori Pembroke was down at the station, ready and waiting in an interrogation room. We took our time leaving because he wanted Tori to sweat a little while she waited.

Normally he didn’t participate in speculation. That was my department. But he seemed pretty certain that Tori was a part of this somehow. I’m guessing it didn’t help her case any that she’d been seen with our mystery man on the Asia Village video footage. Plus, with the addition of Lydia’s mystery caller, there was room for a lot of assumptions.

Megan was actually off for the day, so in between doing laundry and cleaning up the kitchen—which she could never leave a mess—she was planning to do a deep dive of Charlie’s social media pages to see if she could find anything. So far she’d only had time to do some cursory searching because she’d been busy working extra shifts at the bar. She’d told me that trying to get through all the new comments that had been posted since Charlie’s death had been nearly impossible. But she hadn’t turned up anything weird yet.

“You know,” I’d said to her as Adam and I left the house, “I don’t know that you’re going to find anything on her social media at all. I’d hate for you to waste your time.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because there are no references to social media in the book. The killer leaves all their clues on pieces of paper. One piece of paper leads to the next and so on.”

“Well … the killer might have left cryptic comments before the murder happened … something … there has to be something. People screw up the details, Lana, they always do.”

“That’s a good point,” I replied. “There could be something leading up to it. I’ll leave you to it then.”

“Yeah, yeah, get out of here, you crazy kids. I’ll text if I find anything useful.”



The ride to the precinct was relatively quiet. Adam was shifting into detective mode, and I was taking a bunch of deep breaths in preparation for whatever unknowns lay before me. I never enjoyed lying to the cops—that’s not to say I didn’t do it from time to time—but sometimes I had to. But fibbing my way into a viewing room to watch an interrogation I shouldn’t be privy to from behind a two-way mirror is not something I’ve ever done before. And Adam sneaking me in there could get him into a whole world of trouble.

As we neared the station, Adam went over the plan. “Let me do a majority of the talking. When we walk in, just stand behind me and say as little as possible. I’ll let the guys know that you’re updating your original statement. I want you to include the stuff you learned at Asia Village. And add the part about Lydia calling you and everything she said, but leave out anything about her offers to help us out.”

I squirmed in my seat, tugging on the seat-belt strap above my shoulder. “She’s not going to like that—Lydia, I mean. Her name being added into an official statement.”

Adam chewed on his bottom lip. “That’s something she’s going to have to deal with. If she gives you any crap for it, tell her to talk to me about it.”

As we pulled into the parking lot, my cell phone chimed and I found a message from Megan: Pay dirt. Check this out.

A moment later, a screenshot from a social media post loaded onto my screen.

The post that Megan sent me had more than thirteen hundred comments. I admired Megan’s patience. Later she would tell me that she’d done a specific search for Tori’s name.

The next screenshot came through, highlighted with the phone’s marking tool specifically zoomed in on a comment left by Victoria Pembroke that read: You think you’re slick … but I’ve got you now. You’re done for Chan … DONE.

“Wow,” I said to Adam. “Megan actually found something, and it looks pretty damning to me.”

The comment had been attached to a link that Charlie had posted several weeks earlier announcing her signing event at the Modern Scroll. Tori must have seen Charlie debuting her new book and completely lost her mind over the attention she was getting. I’d never gotten thirteen hundred comments on anything I’d ever posted.

Adam parked the car and leaned toward me, studying my phone screen. “Can you forward those screenshots to me? I’d like to have them on my phone while I’m questioning Tori.”

“Sure,” I replied, selecting the necessary options to forward the photos to Adam. “I really didn’t think she’d find anything.”

“Well done, Detective Riley,” Adam said playfully. “Be sure to thank her for me.”

I did just that before turning my phone to silent.

Megan’s reply came back right away. I read it to Adam before we stepped out of the car: All in a day’s work. Now we just have to make the canary sing.



Inside the station, I walked closely behind Adam, keeping my head down and trying not to look guilty. I followed him to the front desk and as he’d instructed me, and allowed him to do all the talking. We passed through without so much as a casual glance. Adam was respected here and no one would even consider the idea that he was doing something he wasn’t supposed to.

He led me to a small room with no windows and cinder block walls painted the drabbest shade of beige they could find. From one of the corners of the room a video camera pointed right at the folding table that was the only other piece of furniture in the room.

Adam watched me as my eyes returned to the camera. “Don’t worry,” he said. “There’s no audio in this room. Since it’s just used for witness statements, the camera is only for observation. Half the time, the tape isn’t even reviewed. Not unless something major happens.”

I felt slight relief from knowing that it wasn’t picking up our conversation, but I still disliked being watched.

Adam told me to wait a few minutes—which felt like twelve years—until he returned with a statement form and a pen. On his way out the door, he said, “You’ve got about five minutes to fill out the new details about Lydia’s call and anything else you want to put down. The interrogation room we’re using is right across the hall. I’ll pretend to get a call on my cell and excuse myself. I’ll then take you into the viewing room. Got it?”

I nodded, gulping hard and feeling the walls closing in around me. “My hands are sweating,” I said.

Adam came back over and squeezed my arm. “It’s okay. I’ll be back before you know it. Now get busy.”

The door closed behind him and the lock snapped shut. I was beginning to feel like a prisoner myself. My eyes immediately flicked up toward the camera as I watched the red dot flash to signal it was working.

With no time to waste, I sat down in the folding chair and got to writing down what Adam and I had talked about. My penmanship wasn’t the best to begin with, and I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking or sweating. I worried about us getting caught and Adam getting suspended from his job, or worse yet, fired.

Pushing the thoughts away, I continued to write until I completed my statement. I checked my watch and noted that I had only about a minute to spare. The door would open soon.

I waited.

Finally, the door clicked open and Adam poked his head in. “Ready?”

I jumped up from the chair. “What should I do with my statement?”

“Leave it there,” he instructed. “I’ll grab it and turn it in on our way out. Now let’s go.”

I could feel myself trying to tiptoe across the hall—which was absolutely ridiculous, but I was worried about us being heard. Once we were inside the viewing room, I allowed myself to relax just a smidge.

The room reminded me of things I’d seen on TV except in reality the room was much smaller. There was just enough space for two people to stand next to each other, but forget about turning around. There was a small wooden table that appeared to be mounted to the wall. On top of it was a video screen showing a black-and-white image of the interrogation room.

The two-way mirror was on the wall in front of that, and even though I knew that no one could see me on the other side, I worried somehow I’d be found anyways.

“You’ll be good here,” Adam said. “And you’ll be able to hear everything pretty clear through this speaker. If you catch her lying about anything, text me. And don’t worry if I don’t react right away. I’m going to make this look as natural as possible.”

“Okay,” I said, wiping my hands on my pants.

He kissed me on my forehead. “Showtime. Take some deep breaths. This is going to go just fine.”

I watched him walk out and hoped that he was right. I felt there was a lot riding on this interrogation that he was preparing to conduct. It felt like the only way we were going to find out who the mystery guy was without taking forever to track him down. Adam could work his magic and at the very least get a name from Tori. I was also secretly hoping that she’d cave under interrogation and spill all the beans. It would be great to have the case solved and closed by tomorrow morning.

However, I knew better than that. Things like that didn’t generally happen. It usually wasn’t until someone was arraigned and ready to stand trial that they admitted to their actions. I’d learned that when I was summoned once for jury duty. The prosecuting attorney dismissed us as soon as the jury had been selected and told us that was typically the case. It became much more real to the defendant when a “jury of their peers” had been formed.

Turns out, not even criminals like to be judged.

As if on cue, I watched as Tori Pembroke was brought into the interrogation room. She looked much like she did the day I’d seen her at the signing: big blonde hair, bright blue eyeliner, permanent scowl on her face. She clacked into the room with stiletto heels, which I found an odd choice for a police station visit.

Higgins and Adam followed behind her. Higgins, I could tell, was playing good cop, offering her a seat and something to drink.

Tori wasted no time getting an attitude. “This isn’t a social call, detectives. I don’t want your meager offerings of whatever beverage you plan to take my prints or DNA from, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Adam shut the door behind them, his eyes flitting in the direction of the mirror. “You’ve seen one too many cop movies, Ms. Pembroke. My partner was just trying to extend you a courtesy.”

She pulled out her chair and sat down, crossing her legs. “Whatever, let’s get on with it. I have places to go, people to see, books to write.”

Adam whipped out his chair and sat down. It appeared aggressive because it was meant to. Higgins chuckled to himself and sat down next him. To my surprise, it was Higgins who began the interview. “So, tell us, for the record, what is your full name and relation to the now-deceased Ms. Charlene Chan.”

Tori flared her nostrils. “That reminds me. I’m a “Miss.” “Ms.” sounds a little older than I am and I don’t appreciate the insinuation. My full name is Miss Victoria Ann Pembroke and I was an acquaintance of Ms. Chan and a victim of her lack of imagination.”

Adam’s eyes flickered back to the mirror. I shook my head even though I knew he couldn’t see me.

Higgins kept the courteous smile firmly in place. “Okay then, Miss Victoria Pembroke.”

She pursed her lips. “You can call me Tori. That’s what everyone calls me.”

Higgins took a deep inhale. “Okay, Tori. So let’s go back to the day of Ms. Chan’s death. You were present at the signing? Yes or no.”

“Yes,” she returned flatly. “I couldn’t let her get away with stealing my story.”

Adam drummed his fingers on the metal table in front of him. “That probably made you really mad, didn’t it? You felt like she was stealing your glory?”

She snorted. “The hell it did. Anyone would be mad about it. But if you think for one minute—which I know you do—that I killed Charlene Chan, you have another thing coming. You can’t sue a dead person. What do I have to gain by her being dead? I get nothing. Meanwhile she gets away scot-free.”

Adam’s eyebrows lowered. He leaned forward, folding his hands together. “I’ll remind you, Miss Pembroke, that Ms. Chan didn’t get away with anything. She is the victim in all of this. Not you.”

Tori turned away. “Please. Yeah, she was murdered, but have you even thought how this affects me? Her death is the whole reason why I’m even here. Even in the afterlife she is screwing me over. And does anyone even care that I have not been able to write a single word since this whole thing has happened? And that is so like her. Not only has she stolen my story and ruined my ability to write, she’s sullying my good name.”

Higgins cleared his throat. “We’d like to work on clearing your name. That’s exactly why you’re here. We just need a bit of detail if you don’t mind.”

Tori settled her attention on Higgins. “At least someone in this room is rational.”

It was brief, but I saw the corner of Adam’s mouth curve upward.

Tori rested her elbows on the table. “What else do you want to know? My whereabouts or whatever? Because I left shortly after and went to the bathroom to cool down. I wasn’t anywhere near the store when she dropped dead or whatever I heard on the news.”

Adam and Higgins exchanged a glance but their facial expressions didn’t betray their thoughts. Megan and I had similar unspoken moments.

Higgins pressed his pen down on the notepad he’d been writing on. “Can you tell me about your altercation with the deceased prior to the signing? Another witness mentioned that they saw you run into the victim in the bathroom about thirty minutes before the event.”

Tori clucked her tongue. “Ugh, that dirty tattletale. Your girlfriend told you that, didn’t she?”

I gasped.

Adam leaned forward. “Excuse me?”

Tori batted a hand at him. “Oh, quit the innocent act. I know all about your girlfriend, the waitress or whoever she is. I know how to google things, and when you’re a writer and know what to look for … well I had no problem making all the associations. If you don’t watch yourself, I could have your badge over this.”

Adam said nothing but continued to glare. Higgins took over. “Let’s not make those types of threats, okay? It’s not necessary. Instead, would you mind clarifying the relevance of that last statement?”

Tori puffed up her chest. “I’m no fool, okay?” She addressed Adam as she spoke. “I wanted to know who this girl was that was supposedly handling Charlie. I’d never seen her before, and she seemed chummy-chummy with the bookstore owner and that other short girl who has a chihuahua complex.”

I groaned. She was talking about Kimmy, and if I was allowed in that room, I would have smacked her on sight.

Higgins replied, “Let’s keep the juvenile barbs at the door, shall we? This is a murder investigation, after all.”

Tori pursed her lips. “Fine. The shorter girl with the bun on top of her head who tried to attack me and threatened me with physical violence. There, is that better?”

Adam pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just tell us what happened when you ran into Ms. Chan outside of the bathroom before the event.”

Tori replied, “Charlene … Charlie … whatever you want to call her at this point, well, she shoved me on my way into the bathroom. Completely caught me off guard. All I was doing was going into the bathroom to refresh my makeup.”

Adam leaned forward again. “But that’s not all you were there to do, was it? You wanted to embarrass her in front of everyone.”

Now Tori leaned forward, attempting to match his energy. “Yeah. Embarrass her. Not kill her. I don’t know how you can be a detective when you are this clueless. I mean really.”

Adam inhaled deeply and rose from his seat. “Higgins, will you excuse me a moment?”

Tori lifted her chin, a smile forming on her lips. “Take your time. Me and Higgins will be just fine.”

Adam disappeared from the room and a moment later, the door to the viewing room opened. He slipped inside, shutting the door carefully behind him. “That woman is infuriating.”

I huffed. “You’re telling me. I’d like to smack her around for forty-seven minutes.”

He snorted. “Just forty-seven?”

“I can’t believe she’s turning all of this around like she’s the victim.”

Adam stuck his hands in his pants pockets and turned his attention to the other room. “Let’s see if Higgins can deal with her better than I can.”

Higgins and Tori had continued talking, but I gathered that we hadn’t missed much. We caught Higgins at the tail end of consoling her. “I know, this can be extremely difficult, Miss Pembroke. But let’s try to continue on. I’d like to ask you about something my partner and I found on the security footage from Asia Village.”

Tori’s arm relaxed on the table and with a bit of a smile she said, “You can call me Tori. I really don’t mind.”

Higgins blushed. “Um, Tori, then. Can you tell us about the man we see you leaving with in this photo?” Higgins plucked out a black-and-white photo from a folder he’d been keeping underneath his notepad. “We’re trying to find out exactly who he is and what your association is with him.”

Tori used her index finger to move the photo closer. She leaned forward and studied it for a few minutes. “This lunatic? I didn’t get his name.” Then she leaned back in her seat and held up her hand to inspect her nails. “Does that satisfy your question, Mr. Higgins?”

“You didn’t get his name?” Higgins asked. “But you’re seen talking with him for several minutes, and it does appear that the two of you left together.”

Tori burst into laughter. “I’m sorry, you think I left with that man? Don’t tell me you’re as daft as your partner.”

There was a knock at the interrogation room door and Higgins jerked in his chair.

Adam whispered. “Uh-oh, what’s this now?”

Higgins stood up and went to answer the door. A moment later a man in a dark blue suit carrying a honey brown briefcase entered the room.

Adam groaned. “That’s a lawyer. I can spot them a mile away.”

A few seconds later, Tori confirmed Adam’s assessment. “Ah, my lawyer is here. Sal, so nice of you to show up.”

“I do apologize,” Sal the lawyer said, not sounding apologetic at all. “I was in the middle of my cousin’s fiftieth birthday party.”

Tori sat up in her seat, recrossing her legs. “Well, we all have things to do.”

Sal looked at Higgins and then down at the photo. “If you don’t have anything concrete to detain my client—What is this photo taken from?”

Higgins replied, “This is a photo that was taken around the time of Charlene Chan’s death, showing your client with a potential murder suspect who we’re currently trying to bring in. It would help us greatly if your client would tell us who this man is and how we can locate him.”

Tori answered before Sal could object. “Look, I said I didn’t know him, okay? He’s probably some crazy fan. He asked me if I could help him get some face time with Charlie and thought our little argument was some kind of publicity stunt. I assured him my words were very real. But all the same, I didn’t kill anyone. After that, we left in separate cars and I didn’t give him another thought. Why would I?”

Sal held up a hand. “Ms. Pembroke, I would advise you to say nothing further at this time.” Then to Higgins, “If there’s nothing else, I’d like to remove my client from saying anything that might be used against her.”

“Dammit,” Adam said through clenched teeth.

“Now what?” I asked.

Adam placed his hands on his hips. “Now we have to let her go … for now. I didn’t even get to bring up the screenshots Megan found on social media.” He reached out to squeeze my arm. “I gotta get back out there. Stay put and I’ll get you when the coast is clear.”

When he left the room, I felt my entire body slump forward. I looked on as the interrogation room emptied. There went the only solid lead we’d manage to pin down.






CHAPTER 26


We made a pit stop at Adam’s place so he could take a shower and pack a few things for my place. While I waited, I spent some time reviewing Tori’s social media. I was still reeling from the interview, and I hadn’t let go of the intensity that I’d experienced in the viewing room. Not being able to defend myself or Kimmy was not sitting well with me, and I needed to do something that felt like action.

Tori didn’t have much of an audience and a lot of her posts showed the contempt she had for her fellow writers—including the people in her own group. I saw a lot of her posts that started out with “Must be nice…”

And even though she hadn’t confessed to knowing him, I decided to check for any evidence of our mysterious General Tso anyway. While she did allow others to view people she was friends with, there wasn’t anyone who stuck out as being the costumed man with no identity. There were a few people on her list that had generic pictures and usernames that didn’t tell you a thing about who that person was. The ones I did click on had private pages, so that ended my snooping capabilities. I set my phone down and let my eyes rest while Adam finished getting ready. I had to let this go for the time being or I was going to drive my own self crazy.

Forty-five minutes later he was freshly shaven and dressed. His reddish-brown hair was tousled and still slightly wet from his shower. And though he looked well put together, I could see in his eyes and the downturn of his lips that he wasn’t feeling as good as he looked.

On the way out the door, I asked him how he was feeling.

He simply answered, “Exhausted.”

When we got back to my place, Kikko greeted Adam at the door, snorting and wiggling her little curlicue tail.

After we got situated, Megan began her own interrogation. “Tell me everything that happened.”

Adam ran a hand through his hair. He was looking a little more present than he had just a half hour earlier. “Ugh, that woman is an absolute nightmare. I have no idea how anyone puts up with her at all. She turned the whole ordeal into how it was affecting her, and that the knowledge of Charlene’s death is causing her to have a case of writer’s block. The entire interview was absurd.”

Megan leaned forward, resting an elbow on her knee. “Do you think that was a tactic?”

Adam replied, “It’s a possibility. Hell, anything is a possibility right now.”

I let out a groan. “Talking with Tori Pembroke didn’t bring any clarity, in my opinion. The only thing I can say for certain is that I detest her with a fiery passion.”

Adam shook his head. “I have to agree on the whole detesting bit. And I don’t think her interview did much in propelling us forward in any way. I can’t trust anything she said.” Adam gave Megan a quick breakdown of the conversation with Tori. “When we let her know that her version of her brush with Charlie was skewed from another witness’s statement, she said she knew it was Lana and that she’d use that against me and, as she put it “have my badge.”

Megan snorted. “That’s rich.”

Adam cleared his throat. “It might be a problem if this gets back to the chief. He may take me off the case because I’m too closely connected, but I won’t lose my badge over it. Still, being off the case at this point could ruin the whole investigation.”

“Can he do that?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Adam said. “It could look bad for the department if she makes a public statement accusing us of twisting information to benefit our case.”

I didn’t like where this was going. “Do you think she’ll talk to the media?”

Adam tilted his head back and forth. “It’s difficult to say, she’s a loose cannon. But Higgins did tell me that he overheard her lawyer berating her in the hallway and suggesting she keep the whole thing under her hat so she doesn’t incriminate herself unwittingly. Apparently while they were leaving, she mentioned our affiliation”—Adam looked at me—“with her lawyer.”

Megan pursed her lips. “I feel like she’s already incriminated herself. If you ask my opinion, she stinks of guilt. Especially with throwing out accusations like that.”

I sighed. “And on top of all that mess, her claim that she didn’t know who the mystery man was. That was a huge letdown.”

Megan cocked her head. “What exactly happened with that?”

Adam explained Tori’s parting words before her lawyer had whisked her away and the mystery man supposedly thinking their argument was a publicity stunt.

Megan raised a brow. “That would be a weird publicity stunt. I mean, who wants to be embarrassed like that in front of their fans?”

Adam concurred. “That’s what I thought. It’s not even believable, in my opinion. But she swore that was the extent of their communication. Supposedly they both left after that in separate cars and she said she hadn’t given him another thought.”

I clucked my tongue. “Well, let’s hope that we produce more information tomorrow. I have some questions for Helen and the other Mahjong Matrons. Plus, Megan and I have our meeting with Rosalind Jennings.”

Adam placed a hand on my knee. “When is your meeting with her?”

Megan answered before I could. “We’re going to meet her around six tomorrow evening—and don’t get any ideas about showing up. She seemed on edge in her last message and I don’t want you to scare her out of talking. You can be kinda intimidating.”

Adam rolled his eyes. “Surely, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I laughed. “Okay, Captain Denial, you keep thinking that but”—I turned to Megan—“I’ve been thinking a lot about this, and I’ve concluded we should let him come with us anyways. It’s kind of a risk, I know, but he was kind enough to include me in something he doesn’t normally. So maybe we should do the same … right, Megan?”

Adam beamed. “Seeing as I have the two of you on my case lately, I think it would only be fair.”

Megan snickered. “Surely, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

We all laughed and for a split second, things seemed normal.

A moment later, I said, “All jokes aside, I think it’s only right we have Adam there. We don’t have to tell her he’s a cop right out of the gate.”

Megan groaned and rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine, Adam can come along.” Then to him, she said, “Just try and look like a regular person, would ya?”

Adam saluted Megan. “Yes ma’am.”

I shook my head at the two of them. “Well now that we’ve got that all squared away, let’s cross our fingers that Rosalind actually tells us something we don’t already know.”

Adam squeezed my knee. “Babe, for this one, you better cross your fingers and your toes.”



I woke up Monday morning lit up like a Christmas tree. I was more than ready to get my day started and ask the questions that had been rolling around in my head all weekend.

I went about my regular morning routine, but instead of giving myself a pep talk about how I would make it through the day if I just took everything step by step, I rehearsed and played out the conversations I intended to have with Helen and the other Matrons. Depending on what they said, I’d adjust the questions I had for Rosalind Jennings.

The drive to work was nothing special and I could feel myself running on autopilot, completely absorbed by my thoughts. I’d driven this route so many times I knew every bump on Center Ridge Road. Every pothole, every dip, and certainly every stoplight.

When Peter arrived, he regarded me as he always did—with a grunt and a head nod. Since Peter wasn’t a morning person either, we did pretty well getting our day started together, not expecting the other one to communicate too much. In this instance, it gave me a great opportunity not to worry about making small talk or to pretend like I was in a different mindset than I was.

While I waited for the restaurant to open, I sent a quick text to Cindy asking her to call me. I still hadn’t heard back from her after the voice mail I’d left her the other day and I was really beginning to worry if she was okay.

The Matrons showed up at nine o’clock on the dot and filed into their usual booth. I put on my customer-service smile, acting casual until I prepped their tea and placed their customary order with Peter.

Once I’d returned to the table and set their teakettle in the middle of their place settings, I tucked my tray under my arm and shifted my weight to one hip, again, acting casual. Just your regular Monday morning chat about murder suspects.

“So, ladies,” I said while Helen filled the other ladies’ teacups, “that was some crazy stuff on Friday, wasn’t it?”

Opal laughed. “Lana, you don’t have to pretend with us. We know what you’re up to. After all, if there is anyone who knows you in this plaza it is us four ladies.”

“This is true.” I smirked. So much for acting casual. “So, tell me, who was the woman who asked about whether or not The Modern Scroll had a secondary exit?”

Helen looked up in surprise. “That is what you wish to ask us?”

I crinkled my brows. “Yeah…”

Pearl and Opal looked at each other before Pearl spoke. “Well, it was those two young women who joined us that morning while you helped Ms. Kwan with setting up the bookstore. What were their names?”

Wendy answered, “Ally and Paige.”

I turned to Wendy. “Both of them asked?”

Helen responded for the group. “No, dear. Ally asked about it. She said she wanted to know if there was a way for them to get around the crowd of fans, seeing as there were so many people hanging around in the plaza. She said that Paige didn’t like large crowds and sometimes she would become nervous.”

Pearl nodded. “Yes, she waited until Paige went to the bathroom to ask us in private. She also told us not to mention it to anyone so as not to embarrass her friend. But we did find it most strange. If someone knew that a lot of people would be here, they would prepare for this situation.”

Opal nodded along with her sister. “I have to agree with Pearl. Why would you come to something with so many people if this situation made you uncomfortable?”

I hadn’t expected them to name the two ladies from the book club. I’d been hoping they were going to describe a blonde woman with electric blue eyeliner: Tori Pembroke.

I’d never heard Ally say anything about Paige having any type of anxieties, and if that was actually the case, why wouldn’t she have just asked me about a secondary entrance?

I tried to remember if I’d witnessed Paige even appearing remotely uncomfortable during the entirety of the signing. And now that I thought about it, where had she disappeared to once everyone had started socializing and circulating around the room? I couldn’t remember seeing her. And Ally had come around to pick out a doughnut for her. Once she’d gone off to deliver it, I hadn’t seen either of them again until the moment we’d found Charlie’s body.

Helen tilted her head to the side. “Lana? Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine but I guess I was expecting you to say something else.” I forced a smile, though I could feel that trusty old pit returning to the center of my belly. However, I needed to press on with my other questions. “Do you remember seeing Tara Han that day?”

The four ladies shared a look before Helen gave their official answer. “Perhaps we may have seen someone who looked like her. Opal mentioned it to me at the time, but when we went in search of the woman, she was nowhere to be found. None of us thought she would show up at Asia Village after quitting the bookshop so abruptly.”

I observed all four ladies as they nodded in unison to agree with Helen’s explanation.

Just above a whisper, Opal said, “It is very possible that I didn’t see correctly. My eyes are not what they used to be.”

So there was a possibility that Tara had been at Asia Village after all. I wonder if anyone else saw someone who resembled her that day. Instead of circling the drain on that one, I asked what I had really been wanting to know: “Did any of you see anything unusual happen with a blonde woman with blue eyeliner?”

Again, the ladies took turns looking at one another. They frequently had these unspoken dialogues that only they could understand. Finally, Helen answered—per usual—for the group. “No. We saw nothing with this woman. And believe me, we watched her like an eagle, but she did nothing unusual.”

I didn’t like to correct people when they used phrases wrong. Hawk. Eagle. The picture was clear enough, why mince words or make someone feel bad? “What about a man with a fedora?”

Helen crinkled her brows. “Ian?”

I laughed. “No, there was another man here in a fedora and a trench coat.”

“Oh!” Wendy said. “The reporter. Yes, we saw him taking pictures outside the bookstore. All of us found it alarming that he would take such gruesome photos, so we stopped and asked him what his business was here.”

Pearl continued. “He told us that he was a reporter with a Cleveland newspaper and was covering the story of Ms. Chan.”

He was a reporter? That would make sense, I thought. Maybe he thought if he dressed like a fan no one would know he was there covering a story. It would also make sense why he’d asked Tori Pembroke to get him an interview with Charlene Chan. And why he’d be likely to think that the whole thing was a publicity stunt. Maybe he’d seen that sort of thing in his line of work before.

The bell in the kitchen rang, signaling that the Matrons’ food was done.

I smiled down at them. “Thank you, ladies, for your thoroughness. I knew I could count on you to get me some solid information.”

Their faces beamed with pride. In their eyes, what I’d said had been an immense compliment.

Helen grinned and said, “Lana, it is always our pleasure to be the eyes and ears of Asia Village.”






CHAPTER 27


After the Mahjong Matrons left, the dining room was empty and I didn’t have much to do. Mondays were never really a busy time in the restaurant, so I broke out my phone and sent a group text to Adam, Kimmy, and Megan to let them know what the Matrons had told me about “General Tso” claiming to be a reporter.

Adam was the first to reply: Probably a cover story. I’ll ask McNeeley to see if they can find a local reporter who matches this guy’s description. Might be awhile.

Kimmy responded next: Well, it’s about time I’m included in something. Don’t think you’re off the hook, Lee. Also, reporter, my butt.

And finally, with a bit of a delay, Megan answered, A reporter for who? The Morbid Times?

To that, Kimmy replied with, LOL! Good one, Blondie.

I didn’t feel like getting into a texting battle and it was still too early in the day for me to deal with Kimmy’s passive aggressive comment, so I decided to leave well enough alone and occupy myself with menial tasks until Nancy arrived for the day.

Once she showed up for her shift I slipped into my office and stayed there for a good portion of the afternoon. It wasn’t until around four o’clock that Nancy knocked gently on my office door. I always knew it was her because, much like the rest of her actions, her tapping on the door was delicate.

“Come in!” I yelled.

Nancy poked her head in. “Lana, someone is here to see you. She said her name is Hallie.”

“Hallie?” I cocked my head. “Shoot! I forgot she came in the other day looking for me.” In all the excitement that had been going on, I’d forgotten that she’d left her contact information with Vanessa.

Nancy added. “She is waiting for you at the front table.”

“Okay, I’ll be right out.”

Nancy nodded and left, shutting the door behind her.

I passed Peter on my way to the front of the restaurant and found him jamming out to what sounded like Metallica coming out of his headphones. Honestly, at this point, I didn’t know how the guy wasn’t hard of hearing from all the music he blasted throughout his day.

Without disrupting his jam session, I slipped out into the dining area. I didn’t have any trouble spotting Hallie at a table near the front of the room, even with her back to me. Her vibrant red hair and the scrubs that she seemed to live in gave her away.

She must have heard me coming or sensed my presence because she turned around as I neared the table where she was seated. Nancy had provided her with some tea and a glass of water.

I smiled as we made eye contact and she returned the gesture. “Hallie, it’s so nice to see you again.”

“Hi Lana, nice to see you again as well.” She extended her hand in the direction of the empty chair across from her. “I hope you wouldn’t mind sitting with me for a few minutes and having a chat.”

“Not at all,” I said, reaching for the chairback. I pulled it out and sat down, resting my elbows on the table. “I also have to apologize for not getting back to you. One of my hostesses let me know that you’d stopped by over the weekend. She gave me the note but things have been a little crazy and it totally slipped my mind.”

“Don’t think another thing about it. I’m sure you have a lot on your plate. I was in the neighborhood that day and thought I’d come by to see how you were holding up. To be honest, I was happy to hear that you had the whole weekend off. You know, to give yourself some time to decompress.”

Seeing as she was such a nice person, I felt a little bad for dismissing her original visit. “What can I help you with? Is everything okay?”

“Oh yes, I’m fine,” she said, batting a hand. “Well, no, that’s not entirely true. I’m still a bit disturbed by what happened the other day. I’ve always wondered how I would respond to something like that while I was off duty. It was … unsettling.”

I reached a compassionate hand across the table but rested it just in front of her. I didn’t make a habit of touching people I didn’t know. I’d always found that weird. “I can understand that. I’m so sorry that it happened. Did you feel at all better equipped to handle it since you are a nurse? I never handle death well … like ever.” A nervous laugh escaped.

Hallie chewed on her bottom lip. “Honestly, no. It caught me off guard and it was almost like I’d forgotten everything I’d ever learned. I haven’t been a nurse for very long and the scenarios I’ve come across have all been in a medical setting where I feel like I have some support. That day … well, I felt like everybody was looking to me until the paramedics showed.”

I’d never given much thought to people in the medical profession and what they deal with on a day-to-day basis. I just knew that it wasn’t for me. I squirmed at the sight of blood, and forget about anything to do with vomiting. Half the things I’d witnessed in my past left me feeling ill for hours after. The smells, the sounds … the whole thing … well, despite not thinking about it in depth, I gave medical professionals a lot of kudos for the jobs they had to do.

Hallie blushed. “You must think this is odd … me coming to talk to you of all people.”

“No, not at all,” I reassured her. “I totally get it. I was there and kind of at the front of it. It makes sense. I’ve had people reach out to me in the past to do the same thing.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she replied. “I remember now that one of the girls at the signing said you’d dealt with situations like this before.”

I nodded. “Yeah, a time or two.”

“How does that make you feel?” She sipped her water. “Does it scare you?”

“Sometimes,” I said, a brief montage playing in my head of the times I’d dealt with finding a dead body. “It’s not something that gets easier over time … at least not for me.”

“Yeah, I can understand that. You’re not professionally trained. But if it at all makes you feel any better, it’s not always easy for us either. Nurses see a lot and we have to learn how to not take it home when our shift is over. Not always the easiest thing to do.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know how you guys do it.”

She gave a reluctant smile. “One day at a time, I suppose. But anyhow, out of curiosity, do they know exactly what happened to her? I checked the papers but it doesn’t look like they’re saying much about the details. Things like this tend to freak me out, you know? The uncertainty of it all. I’m not used to being on this side of things.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

Hallie let her gaze travel around the room. “Oh, well, as a nurse, I see things from a different vantage point. I usually know most—if not all—the details leading up to someone’s injuries or illnesses. And with this … I have no frame of reference and quite frankly, it’s unsettling. I don’t like it one bit.”

I knew I could trust Hallie for the simple fact that she was a nurse. She knew all about confidentiality, but at the same time, I had Adam in the back of my mind warning me not to share too much with someone who doesn’t need to know every single thing. But the more I thought about it, I realized I might be able to get her help in figuring out some of the details. I decided to be as vague as possible. At least for the time being. “They do think they figured out how she was killed, but they’re still doing some research into it.”

“Oh?” Hallie perked up. “What was it that killed her? She was so young.”

I hesitated, thinking out my reply. “Well, nothing they’re willing to share with me. Which is kind of annoying. You know how they are about that sort of thing. But the way it’s looking is that she was poisoned during the event.”

Hallie’s face went blank and then she shuddered. “You mean to say that the murderer did this in plain sight while we were all standing around?”

I nodded. “I think so. But what could have poisoned someone that fast?”

She sipped her tea, thinking it over. “You know, poisons aren’t really my specialty. But I could ask around at the hospital, see if one of the doctors might know.”

“Could you?” I asked. “If it’s not too much trouble.” I had to play it like I didn’t know so it would be convincing. I hated the thought of her wasting her time asking random doctors questions about poison.

Hallie tapped the edge of her teacup. “You know, I don’t like to accuse people wrongly, but I feel as if that one woman … the blonde with the horrid mascara had something to do with it. Do you know if they’re looking into her?”

I nodded. “They are, but unfortunately I don’t know what’s come of it. Adam isn’t very forthcoming with details.” If I were Pinocchio, my nose would be halfway across the restaurant by now.

“He’s a cop, after all,” she replied. “I imagine it’s tough for him to hide things from you, but just remember he has to.”

It was odd that it seemed to be her consoling me versus the other way around. It made me wonder if she’d really come to check up on me rather than needing to commiserate with someone who could relate to the matter at hand. Since she was a nurse, it might be an occupational hazard much like Adam’s need to be overprotective. “I’ve come to accept it,” I said.

“If I were him though,” she started. “If I were him, I’d definitely look into her. Or that weird man I pointed out to you after the signing. Where did he even come from? Was he there the whole time?”

“The first I saw him was when you mentioned him.”

“So he was there and didn’t even get a book signed?” she asked. “That’s pretty suspicious, don’t you think?”

“It is, yeah,” I replied with a nod. I didn’t share with her that there was a possibility that the mysterious man dressed as General Tso might actually be a reporter. Until I could confirm it with Adam’s help, I wasn’t going to rule the man out.

“Whoever it is, I do hope they find the right person though. I’d hate to see them get away with this.”

“You and me both,” I said.

Hallie picked up her teacup and drank the contents. She set the empty cup down on the table and pushed it away from her. “Lana, I should be going. I have a shift that starts in about thirty minutes and I don’t want to be late.”

I checked my own watch. It was a good thing she said something because I would have been late leaving for the bookstore if I didn’t get moving soon. I wanted to stop at home and change out of my work clothes on the way to Crocker Park. “We definitely don’t want that. It was nice chatting with you. I’m glad you stopped by.”

“Likewise. Thanks for giving me some of your time to chat. This whole thing has been making me sick since it happened. And I’ve been trying to avoid talking about it at the hospital because I don’t think I could stand all the speculation. You know, nurses love mysteries just as much as the next person.”

“I never thought of it that way before, but that makes complete sense,” I replied.

We both stood up and I extended my hand to shake hers but was surprised when she outstretched her arms for a hug.

We gave each other a light hug, the kind where you pat each other’s backs.

When we separated, she held both my hands in hers and gave a gentle squeeze. “Take care of yourself, Lana. I’ll be in touch.”

I said goodbye and watched her as she left. When she was gone, I collected her empty cup and water glass. Before I could make my way into the kitchen, someone called my name. “Lee, stop right there.”

That someone was Kimmy Tran.






CHAPTER 28


Kimmy had been in the back of my mind all weekend, but I hadn’t reached out since we’d last seen each other Saturday because I’d been too entirely overwhelmed to communicate with anyone outside of Megan and Adam. I’d hoped that by adding Kimmy to the group text earlier in the morning it would have helped pacify her, but by her tone, I was guessing that it hadn’t done the trick.

Still holding the cup and glass, I went to greet my friend. “Hey, you have great timing.”

Kimmy pursed her lips. “How convenient. I hope you didn’t think I’d just disappear into the background on this one. I told you from the beginning that I’m in this whether you like it or not. Charlie was a solid chick.”

I blew some stray bangs out of my eyes. I would be needing a cut and color soon—my hair was growing like a weed. “I know and I didn’t have any intention of leaving you behind. That’s why I included you in the group text this morning. And I was going to stop by the shop before heading out to ask if you wanted to come with Adam, Megan, and me to talk with the head of Charlie’s writers group, Rosalind. I got held up by that nurse, Hallie, the woman who found Charlie. She came in to see me today.”

“Oh,” Kimmy said in response. “Well, uh, yeah, I do wanna go with you guys … Does Blondie know? And how will Detective Hottie—uh, Adam feel about it?”

“Megan knows,” I told her. “She’s on board with it.” That wasn’t the whole truth, but Kimmy didn’t have to know that. “As for Adam, I’m happy to say he doesn’t have much choice in who comes along since it was Megan who made first contact.” I wanted to tell her about my experience at the police station over the weekend but for now, she didn’t have to know. She would probably want more detail than I was willing to give—or be mad that I hadn’t told her as soon as I’d left the precinct.

Kimmy puffed up her chest. “Okay, cool. I think you’ll all see having me along is the best choice for getting quick results. When do we leave?”

“I just have to put these in the kitchen, grab my purse, and say my goodbyes. I’ll stop by the shop and get you on my way out?”

Kimmy gave me a thumbs-up. “Great, I’ll be ready.”

She left the restaurant with an added pep in her step, and I imagined it felt validating for her that Megan and I wanted her to come along. I knew that sometimes she’d feel left out of things because Megan and I were always together. Though I’d known Kimmy for most of my life, Megan and I had bonded over tough life milestones that solidified our friendship and made it what it is today.

When I finished, I found Kimmy waiting at the entrance of China Cinema and Song, clinging to her crossbody purse strap and rocking back and forth on her heels. “Ready?” she asked.

I could tell by the excitement in her voice that she was raring to go. “Yup, ready as I’ll ever be. We just have to stop at my place on the way to meet up with the others. Plus, I wanna change out of these clothes. I smell like teriyaki sauce.”

As we walked toward the entrance, Kimmy turned to me. “Did you ever find out from the Matrons who the woman was who was asking about the second entrance into the bookstore? And what about Cindy? Have you talked to her at all?”

I pulled open the main door and gestured for Kimmy to step through. “After you, milady. I’ll tell you the deets on the way.”



The drive home was quick since I left a few minutes early and beat the onslaught of rush hour. I filled Kimmy in on everything that had transpired since we last talked.

To my surprise, Megan was ready to go by the time Kimmy and I walked into the apartment, and she offered to walk Kikko while I took a speedy shower and changed into some fresh clothes.

Adam had texted to inform me that he was on his way.

The four of us were on the road twenty minutes later, and I might have set a new record for how little time it took me to get ready. Adam commented on how impressed he was, but I warned him against getting used to it.

Traffic had picked up a little as we headed west toward Crocker Park. I’d opted to take Detroit Road the entire way so I could avoid the downtown commuters traveling on I-90. It might be safe to say that I-90 was no one’s friend during peak hours.

Kimmy complained about all the stop and go considering there were so many lights on Detroit, but I assured her that it was the fastest route to the outdoor shopping community.

I found a parking space near Nordstrom Rack, and both Megan and Adam had to keep me from cutting through the store—which had entrances on opposites sides—on our way to Barnes & Noble. Kimmy was no help because she also entertained the idea of us stopping for a quick shopping detour.

We made it to Barnes & Noble with about seven minutes to spare. We stepped into the two-story bookshop, and I inhaled the intoxicating smell of ink on paper before following behind my friends. Sometimes when no one was around, I’d pick up a book and give it a good sniff. Call me weird but I thought it was one of the best fragrances on earth.

In the attached Starbucks, we took a quick inventory of the seating, looking for a woman with strawberry blonde hair, a nose ring, and lots of freckles. No one fit that description, so Kimmy and Adam held down a table in a rear corner while Megan and I waited by the counter for our drinks to be done.

We sat together engaging in small talk for about fifteen minutes before Kimmy tapped the screen of her phone. “Homegirl is late. Do you think she’s going to show? Or did we get stood up like a bunch of suckers?”

I checked the time on my watch. Kimmy was right. It was just about 5:20 and there was no sign of Rosalind. “Let’s just give her a little more time. Maybe she couldn’t find parking or something. She could be right down the street from us.”

Kimmy drummed her fingernails on the tabletop. “How long are we going to wait for this chick? I’d like to go look for the new TJ Klune book if she’s not gonna show. A woman has things she wants to do.”

Megan and I exchanged a glance.

Adam snorted. “So this is what goes on when I’m not around. I have to say, I’m thoroughly amused. Maybe I should pal around with you ladies more often.”

I clucked my tongue at him before saying to Kimmy, “Maybe let’s give it five more minutes?”

Kimmy blew a raspberry. “Fine. But my coffee is almost gone and when the well runs dry, I’m going to shop.”

The time passed slowly as we watched the main entrance from our perch. The Starbucks area was lifted up a foot or two so you had a good vantage point of the whole store. There was a small part of me that was angry at this woman. I hadn’t done anything to get snubbed like this—not to mention that this was holding us up from looking into other potential leads.

Megan was looking a little on the peeved side herself, and just as I was about to suggest we all do a little book shopping, the side entrance door flung open. A gust of wind forced the door as wide as the hinges would allow and a short woman with strawberry blonde hair—who’d clearly worked up a sweat—stumbled in.

She regarded the door with an icy stare as if it were her mortal enemy. Running a hand through her windblown hair, she mumbled something indecipherable to herself. Finally, she turned her attention to the eatery area and scanned the tables. When she spotted us, her eyes spent an extra moment assessing Adam’s presence, but she appeared to catch herself staring, waved, and hurried over.

She had on a long skirt that was made of some type of gauzy material. It billowed around her as she skittered up the three steps leading to the section where we were seated.

“Are you Megan Riley?” she asked, making direct eye contact with Megan.

Megan nodded and rose to shake her hand. “Yes, you’re Rosalind?”

The woman nodded. A sweat bead trickled down her temple onto her cheek. “I’m so sorry that I’m this late. There was an accident on I-90 and at one point we were down to only one lane. I was trying to email you but couldn’t get a solid connection. Then I couldn’t find any place to park and had to wrap around to the other entrance with the overflow lot. I ran all the way here.”

I gave Kimmy a satisfied look as this proved my point about the highway. Kimmy pretended not to notice but I knew she saw me.

Rosalind inhaled deeply and looked at the rest of us. “Thank you for your patience, though I just thought someone named Lana was coming.” She searched our faces for an explanation.

I held up my hand. “I’m Lana, and not a problem on the time. We’re just glad you could meet with us. This is our friend, Kimmy, and my boyfriend, Adam. Can we get you something to drink?”

Adam smiled and offered his hand, which Rosalind did shake. Kimmy just gave a little wave and nod.

Rosalind released Adam’s hand. “Nice to meet you all. And no thank you to the drink. I’ll get it. Can I get any of you something? Maybe a cookie?”

Kimmy raised her hand. “If it’s all the same, I’ll take a scone.”

I nudged Kimmy under the table with my knee.

She scowled at me. “I’m hungry,” she hissed.

Rosalind didn’t seem to think anything of it. “Okay, I’ll be right back and then we can get right down to it.”

We smiled pleasantly, and after she turned away I glared at Kimmy more openly.

“What?” she said with a sheepish grin. “Payment for making us wait. Time is money, ladies.”

Adam chuckled. “This is way more entertaining than spending the day with Higgins.”

Megan shook her head. “Adam, don’t encourage her. Besides, we want information from this woman, not to make her feel bad for being a little late.”

Kimmy returned the statement with an exaggerated eye roll and dramatic snort. “Okay whatever, put me in time-out. Anyways, let’s get our roles straight. Which one of us is playing bad cop? I hope it’s me.”






CHAPTER 29


When Rosalind returned to the table with her coffee and Kimmy’s scone, we explained a little bit of why we wanted to meet with her. I left out the fact that Adam was a homicide detective for the time being. Both Megan and I felt it would make her less willing to talk.

As I finished the final details of our quest, she sat back in her chair and placed a hand on her forehead. “Unbelievable. I write about this kind of stuff all the time, but I’ve never met anyone in real life who is an actual amateur sleuth.” She regarded us with fresh interest.

With a mouth full of scone, Kimmy said, “Right? Pretty cool if you don’t mind me sayin’ so.”

Megan shook her head before turning her attention to Rosalind. “So you see why it was so important that we meet with you. We’ve got a pretty good track record and I’d like to see the person who did this to Charlie put behind bars.”

Rosalind rested her hand on the table. “I’ll do whatever I can. I don’t know if I’ll be much help though. I didn’t know as much about Charlie as some of the other ladies in the group. But I’ll try.”

Leaning forward, I asked the question I’d been dying to ask since the start of the weekend. “Where exactly did Charlie get the ideas for her books? Specifically The Mystery of General Tso.”

Rosalind traced an outline on the table with her index finger. The pattern was nonsensical, and I assumed she was just fidgeting. “A lot of times Charlie and others in the group take elements from true crime stories, you know, unsolved things. Then put their own spin on it, maybe creating a sense of closure where one didn’t exist in reality. Lots of ideas come from the newspaper too … local interest pieces … things that happen in the community that catch your attention. Other times, who knows? Writers are very curious people—myself included. We think up all kinds of crazy stuff out of nowhere.”

I thought about my own musings of random strangers and creating stories about what their lives were like, and I wondered what it would be like to write a book. The possibilities were endless. However, now was not the time to think about it. I refocused myself, having noted that Rosalind mentioned they took an interest in community stories. It would beg to reason that there was a possibility that Charlie had read about Lydia Shepard, Adam, and me at some point in time. “Do you happen to know if this particular story was based on true crime … perhaps something she read in the Plain Dealer?”

I could feel Adam’s eyes boring into me, but I pretended not to notice and kept my eyes focused on Rosalind. He knew exactly why I was asking.

Rosalind shook her head. “I can’t say for sure. She was very hush-hush about this one and I don’t know that she ever told anybody about where she’d gotten her idea from. I suppose her secrecy had something to do with another member in our group.”

Megan and I exchanged a glance. Then Megan asked, “It wouldn’t happen to be a woman by the name of Victoria Pembroke that you’re referencing, would it?”

Rosalind’s arched eyebrows shot up above her glasses. “Why yes, that is exactly who I was thinking of. How did you know that?”

Kimmy leaned forward. “We have our ways.”

Adam snorted.

I ignored them and explained, “Victoria—Tori was at the book signing and made quite a scene accusing Charlie of stealing her story ideas.”

Rosalind rolled her eyes. “Yep. That sounds like Tori. She was throwing accusations out left and right every time someone would publish a book or get a book deal. Every idea was hers. We lost a few members because they couldn’t stand her anymore. I can’t say that I blame them.”

Adam sipped his coffee. “Has an idea ever been stolen from her that you know of? Or has anyone else in your group had that type of problem?”

Rosalind shook her head. “No, most writers operate off a code—”

Kimmy perked up. “Oh! Like honor among thieves or whatever.”

Rosalind smiled politely. “Sort of, yes. Especially in tight-knit local groups, there is hardly ever any backstabbing. That kind of behavior would stain your career. If it was true, that is … and could be proved.”

That caused me to raise an eyebrow. “If it could be proved?”

“Well sure,” Rosalind replied. “You can say anything you want, but you’d have to be able to back up your claim that someone stole your intellectual property.”

“I see.” Rosalind’s response made me wonder if she had also been accused of something of that nature. I didn’t want to ask outright, so I kept my question general. “Who else in the group has been accused?”

Rosalind huffed. “Just about everyone, really. Victoria is real nice and friendly when you first meet her, and maybe talks a little too much. She’ll tend to overshare and include some things she’s thinking about doing and then if anything remotely resembles anything she said, she’ll terrorize that person.”

Kimmy grunted. “Lovely. So do you think she’d kill over a supposedly stolen idea?”

Rosalind closed her eyes and shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know. I mean she’s a loose cannon at times. Constantly arguing, everything is someone else’s fault. I think the world might implode if she took responsibility for something. But a killer? I really can’t say.”

Adam nodded. “Mmm. I’d have to say I agree with that assessment. I’m not sure I’d say she’s a cold-blooded killer either, but does she have it in her to team up with someone else to get the job done?”

Rosalind’s eyes widened. “Is that … rhetorical? Or is this something you’re really wondering?”

Kimmy waved her hand dismissively. “It’s not rhetorical, but let’s shake things up because would she or won’t she isn’t getting us to the meat of this predicament anytime this decade. Let’s cut to the juicy stuff. Did Charlie have enemies, overzealous fans … a crazy ex-boyfriend maybe? There’s always at least one of those laying around somewhere.”

Megan snorted. “For real.”

Adam raised a brow but said nothing.

Rosalind rested her elbow on the table and her head in her hand. “She had been dating someone not too long ago, but I think they broke things off. She didn’t talk about him much … I don’t think he was very supportive of her career. I think he thought her writing was ‘cute.’”

Megan, Kimmy, and I all groaned at that. At a certain age, no woman likes to be referred to as “cute,” and that goes for anything they may do or be interested in.

Rosalind nodded. “It wasn’t a very long relationship either. I heard rumblings that she’d already started to see someone new but I’m not entirely sure about that. I’d have to ask around. As far as enemies, I don’t know anyone who felt ill will toward her aside from Tori and her fantasy world of false narratives. Everybody else in the group loved Charlie. When it comes to fans … well, there’s always one or two that may try to push the boundaries, but if she had anyone like that she was dealing with, she didn’t mention it to any of us.”

It felt like the perfect time to ask about our mystery man. “There was a man at the signing who was dressed up like one of Charlie’s characters … the killer in the story actually, General Tso. Do you happen to know anything about that sort of thing or who it might be?”

Rosalind’s eyes bugged out. “He was dressed just like the killer in her book?”

“Yeah,” Megan replied. “Creepy, huh?”

“I’d say so.” Rosalind massaged her temple. “It’s a tad sinister, especially since … well, since things ended the way they did.”

I asked, “So that sort of thing hasn’t happened to her before? No one has ever shown up at one of her signings dressed as a character?”

Rosalind shook her head. “No, not that I’ve ever heard. As I mentioned before, if Charlie was having problems with anyone … or if someone was stalking her, it never got around to me.”

Kimmy scowled. “Well just great. We are exactly where we were before we got here.”

Megan blanched. “Don’t be rude, Kimmy. It was very nice of Rosalind to even meet with us at all.”

Rosalind’s face reddened. “It’s okay, I understand her frustration.”

Adam smirked. “You’ll have to excuse her, she’s been itching to do some book shopping and it’s making her cranky.”

“Don’t help me, Trudeau … and for all of your information, I know it was nice of her to meet with us,” Kimmy spat. “I’m just saying we have absolutely jack squat. That’s no offense to our gal Rosalind here, but how are we going to find whoever this psycho is if we don’t catch a bite?” She elbowed me in the ribs. “Lana? Right? You get it, right?”

I did get it, but I also understood the art of tact, and it might have been better if Kimmy hadn’t said what she said with so much disappointment. I could tell by the solemn look on Rosalind’s face that she felt as if she’d failed to provide anything useful. And really, when you came down to it, she had. But to be kind to everyone involved, I simply said, “I think we all just want to get to the bottom of this. For Charlie.”

Everyone else at the table seemed to find contentment with that statement and the mood visibly settled down. Sometimes you forget what you’re bickering about and things turn into something else. I had a feeling that my words made everyone remember exactly why we were there together.

Rosalind reached for her coffee cup but found it empty and set it back down. “Like I said before, I can ask some of the other group members if they knew anything different that I might not be clued in on.”

Megan nodded. “That would be helpful. And if they’d be willing to talk to us, we’d be more than happy to chat with them.”

I stuck a hand in my purse and dug out one of my business cards. Finding a pen in the side pocket, I flipped the card over and wrote my cell phone number on the back. “Here’s my info, you can reach me directly at either of these numbers. This is my family’s restaurant on the front here. You can call that number any time until about five o’clock.”

Rosalind took the card that I offered. “Thank you. And I apologize for wasting your time. I wish I could have given you something worth a damn.”

“No need to apologize,” I replied, giving her a reassuring smile. “If anything, you helped us potentially rule out one avenue of motive.”

Kimmy pursed her lips. “It could still be that Tori chick. I’m tellin’ you, something’s not right with that one.”

Megan finished off her coffee. “Lana is right though. Aside from Tori, we can rule out anything else to do with the writers group. At least for now. Who knows what Rosalind may find out when she asks around.”

Rosalind gave us a reluctant grin. “Let’s hope I can find at least one nugget to help.”

Kimmy waved a hand. “Don’t sweat it. We have other ways to get information.”

“We should let you go,” I said to Rosalind before Kimmy could make us sound any more like a mob movie. “If you think of anything, don’t hesitate to call or text me any time, day or night.”

She smiled, holding up my card. “I’ll do just that.”

We said our goodbyes to Rosalind and watched her exit the bookstore out the same side door she’d come in. Her shoulders appeared to slump as she walked away, and I wondered if she felt as discouraged as we did.

Kimmy crushed her cup dramatically. “Ugh. What a colossal waste of time. That woman knew nothing … and she knew she knew nothing. You’d think she’d call up one of her homies and ask them to come along … or ask for information before even showing up.”

Megan tsked. “Not everyone knows what to do in situations like these.”

“She’s a damn mystery writer!” Kimmy shouted.

A few groups at nearby tables turned to gawk at us.

I sunk a little in my seat, feeling my neck warm. “Okay guys, let’s not bicker. It’s fine. We all know this is part of it. Sometimes things fall through. But I still stand by what I said: if there’s no glaring evidence in the direction of her writers group then it’s safe to say we can move on to other avenues.”

Kimmy groaned. “Miss Positivity over here. Oy vey.” She grabbed her garbage and shimmied out of the half booth we’d been scrunched together in. “Let’s go get my book now, please. I need my TJ Klune fix. I’d bet he would have given a better interview than this Rosalind lady.”

I could tell Adam was biting his tongue.

I reached for my empty cup and followed after Kimmy, Adam following after me. Megan slid out from the other side of the booth, then asked, “So, what leads do we have left?”

Kimmy swung the lip open on the trash can and held it open while Megan, Adam, and I deposited our trash. “I guess we have just those gals from the book club … Ally and Paige. They’re not really much of a lead though.”

Megan cocked her head. “Come again?”

Adam reached for my arm, giving my bicep a gentle squeeze. “What is Kimmy talking about and why is this the first we’re hearing of it?”

“I didn’t tell you guys?” I tried to remember the car ride over and realized that no, I hadn’t in fact told them anything about what the Mahjong Matrons had told me earlier that morning. I’d only told Kimmy.

Megan’s eyes narrowed. “How could you fail to tell me this vital piece of information? This changes everything.”

Kimmy replied before I could. “Whoa, calm down, Blondie. What’s the big deal?”

Adam tossed his cup in the trash. “I have to agree with Blondie on this one.”

Kimmy glared at him. “You would.”

Adam lifted his chin. “Hey, I agreed with you earlier.”

Kimmy rolled her eyes.

Megan placed her hands on her hips and her voice rose to speak over their bickering. “It’s a big deal because this clearly had to do with Charlie’s book. And if it wasn’t someone from her writers community, the murderer is probably a reader. After all, who would know a book better than someone who actually read it?”






CHAPTER 30


After we got Kimmy’s book and did a little browsing ourselves, we headed back to the car while Megan lectured me on forgetting to mention the very important detail provided by the Matrons. I was so distracted by the conversation that I completely forgot about my hopes of stopping in Nordstrom Rack on our way home. Although Megan probably saved me about a hundred dollars.

Megan talked the entire way: “… it’s like so obvious to me. I know that you like those ladies and they’ve brought a lot of business to the restaurant with their book club meetings, but Lana, come on. It’s like … think about it. They would know the storyline better than most, especially if it was a discussion in their book club.”

Adam had stayed quiet during Megan’s tangent. I wasn’t even sure if he was listening or had tuned her out completely.

Kimmy had been nodding along. “And don’t forget they were among the first people to arrive that morning. Probably to case the joint.”

I rolled my eyes.

Megan continued, “Another detail you failed to mention, Lana. Despite Kimmy’s theatrics, she’s got a point. They probably got there early so they could stake things out. And they’ve inserted themselves as a regular fixture at the plaza by using your restaurant as a meeting place.”

Kimmy playfully jabbed Megan in the ribs. “Hey, theatrics is kinda dramatic, don’t you think?”

Megan snorted.

Then Kimmy said, “But since you mentioned their book club meetings, I’m thinking they’ve been casing the joint for a while.”

Adam finally threw in his two cents. “That could be plausible. When did you say they started showing up at the restaurant?”

“I don’t remember specifically.” I let out an exaggerated groan. If everyone else was going to be extra, then so was I. “Don’t any of you think it would have made more sense for them to collect all the information before Friday morning? I mean really, guys … especially you, Adam. If Ally and Paige have been plotting this the entire time, wouldn’t they want to know if there was a secondary entrance to the bookstore long before the signing?”

None of them had a response to that, though I guessed that Adam did but was unwilling to share lest he poke the proverbial bear who at the moment happened to be me.

We had just reached the car and I was standing near the driver’s side with my key fob ready.

Kimmy looked between Megan and Adam. “What say you, Blondie? Adam? I think Lana has a point on that one.”

Megan wagged her finger. “Give me some time to think that through. I’m sure there’s a reason it would make sense.”

Adam lifted his brows. “I’ll let you ladies sort this one out for yourselves … at least until I’m no longer in the hot seat.”

I clucked my tongue. “Unreal. Get in the car. Let’s go home.”



When we arrived back at our apartment, I noticed a black SUV with tinted windows. It had been the first unmarked vehicle that—to me—seemed obvious. I mentioned it to the group.

Adam agreed with my assessment. “Just a reminder to you ladies that you are to pay them no attention should anyone be watching from a different vantage point. We can’t be too careful.”

Kimmy, who was sitting in the back, leaned in between the two front seats and addressed Adam who was riding shotgun. “Do you really think this person would come to Lana’s house?”

I drummed the steering wheel with my thumbs. I didn’t like to think about it.

Adam replied, “It’s happened before. I want to take every precaution.”

To calm my own mind, I said, “But it doesn’t track with the storyline of the book. The killer never comes to the sleuth’s house.”

Kimmy sighed with relief. “Well, let’s all hope they don’t stray from the plot line then. It’s our playbook at this point.”

Megan perked up. “Hey, yeah … it is our playbook. We know how it ends, after all. Who is the killer of the author who is murdered in the book? I mean, what is their relation to the victim?”

I thought back to Charlie’s story and the moment that General Tso had been revealed. He turned out to be a scorned lover who was jealous of the author’s success. In the story, the author’s ex-boyfriend felt replaced by her passion for her career. The more fame the author achieved, the more enraged he became. Charlie had tried her best in the story to do that whole angle that’s become really popular—where the villain is humanized and perhaps a gentle and kind reader will summon up some compassion for that character’s backstory. It hadn’t worked for me, but I was a tougher sell. I relayed that information.

Adam tilted his head. “Are you implying that the man at the bookstore was actually Charlie’s ex?”

“Maybe?” I replied. “Telling the Matrons he’s a reporter would be a great cover story as to why he was there. How would they know the difference? No one would suspect a reporter. But there’s a prob—”

Kimmy gasped and cut me off before I could finish. “Ohmigod, what if that’s true? What if he was the guy she was seeing? Maybe she wrote that into the book because they broke up or something. Do you think? I mean, sure, she could have used inspiration from a true crime story, but what if some of it was mixed in with personal stuff. She did say that one time that she likes to do that on occasion.”

Megan nodded. “Kimmy’s right. She could have made him the villain of her story as a way to deal with her heartache. However, then him showing up at the Modern Scroll dressed as his fictional counterpart wouldn’t be the best idea in the Universe.”

Kimmy chuckled. “Well, we’re not saying the guy’s a total genius.”

I sighed. “As I was saying, there’s another problem with this theory.”

Adam turned to look at me. “Which is…?”

“The killer never gets caught and the story is left off in a suspenseful way that makes you question if you really know what happened,” I replied. “The way the book ends is that you never truly know if it’s one hundred percent certain that he did it. If she really wanted to make her ex into the villain, why wouldn’t she try to establish some type of justice like having his character arrested? That would be more fitting if you wanted to mend a broken heart. Or perhaps say to him what she couldn’t say in real life.”

Kimmy groaned. “I hate when authors do that leave-you-hanging thing. It’s like … I don’t know … say it plain for me. I don’t want to guess for the rest of my life if it really happened or not.”

I parked the car and stared out at my apartment windows. I wondered if Kikko knew we were back and was waiting patiently behind the other side of the door.

Megan unbuckled her seat belt. “Or it’s some kind of symbolism. Like how sometimes the villain gets away with hurting others … because that is truer to life … at least it seems that way. And technically, her ex—whoever he was—got away with breaking her heart and she was left … empty-handed and alone.”

I observed Megan in the rearview mirror. I felt like she was identifying with a story she hadn’t read and comparing it to her own love life. She’d been left behind by the only man she’d genuinely ever loved in her adult life. I was at a loss for words and knew that Megan wouldn’t want to get in too deep of a discussion with Kimmy and Adam around.

I was the only one in her life who knew the true story of what happened between her and her ex-jerk. I’d have to make a point and bring it up when it was just the two of us. Based on her recent ramblings and her sudden interest in the chief of police, I got the sense that she was going through something. I just couldn’t figure out what, and I also didn’t know what had triggered it.

Since Kimmy didn’t know the context of Megan’s statement, she continued on as if we were talking about what it sounded like: the book. She said, “Eh … symbolism. Who needs it? Just give it to me straight. The bad guy gets away sometimes. That’s true. No flowery words or euphemisms needed. But I’ll tell you right now, friends, whoever this creep is, they’re not getting away with it on my watch.”

Adam nodded as he removed his seat belt. “Now that, Miss Tran, is a statement I can get behind.”

Megan chimed in as well: “I couldn’t agree more.”

I didn’t say anything in response to Kimmy’s statement, but as I got out of the car, I felt her sentiment with every fiber of my being.






CHAPTER 31


Since Kimmy’s car was still at the plaza, she decided to hang out at my apartment for a little bit before calling Peter to come pick her up. I offered to drive her back but she declined, saying she just wanted to chill out at my place for a short while.

Adam and I went outside to let Kikko sniff all her favorite bushes.

When we returned, we found Megan and Kimmy huddling close together at the dining room table looking at something on Megan’s phone. It wasn’t a sight I was used to seeing.

Adam must have realized it was out of character too, because he was the one to ask, “Whatcha guys doin’?”

Kimmy glanced up at us. “We’re snooping on Charlie’s social media.”

“Again?” I asked as I removed Kikko’s leash. “Didn’t you look through everything already?”

Megan nodded. “Yeah, but before, I was searching for information related specifically to her writers group and Tori Pembroke. What you said about the mystery man got me thinking that there might be something else to be found in relation to her ex. She must have referenced him on her page at least once, or perhaps I can find him through comments. Does anyone remember what Rosalind said about when Charlie’s relationship ended?”

Kimmy chewed on her fingernail. “I don’t think she gave us any dates.”

“I don’t either,” I added. “I believe she just said that it ended recently.”

Megan scrolled in spurts, stopping to read through comments. “Maybe I can find a male name that’s repetitive,” she mused.

Meanwhile, I offered to make all of us some coffee. I didn’t know about everyone else, but I was in desperate need of caffeine.

Just as I was setting the pot to brew, my phone started ringing. The readout told me it was Lydia, so I answered before it could go to voice mail. “Hello?”

“Hey chickadee,” Lydia replied. “What’s shakin’?”

“Oh, you know, the usual.” I was staring at Megan, Kimmy, and Adam as I said it. Despite the addition of Adam in the mix, this act of investigating had actually become “the usual” around here.

She laughed. “I don’t know if you mean that in a good way or a bad one. Either way, I got some info for ya.”

That perked me up. “You do?”

Adam looked up from the table. He mouthed, Who is that?

Lydia, I mouthed back.

He rose from his seat at the table and came over to stand next to me in the kitchen.

“Adam is here with me,” I told her.

I held the phone out so he could hear what Lydia said next.

“Oh hey, Trudeau. So listen to this … My guy that helps with tracking down cell phones got a hit off that call I got the other day. Looks like the phone pinged off a tower just west of Rocky River. He said the person was likely to be somewhere along Lorain Road when they made the call. It’s not much to go on, I know, but at least now we know the person is local.”

Adam grunted.

I didn’t want to tell Lydia that I didn’t find that tidbit of information helpful. “Oh, okay. Well, that rules out some stuff.” My eyes shifted in Adam’s direction.

He shook his head as he looked at the ground.

Lydia asked, “Why do you sound less than enthused?”

I expected Adam to say he needed something more specific. When he didn’t, I let out a sigh and said, “It’s not that. We’re very appreciative of you looking into it, but personally, I’m feeling discouraged in general. We’ve hit a lot of dead ends and I have no idea how we’re going to get through this one.”

“Cheer up, buttercup,” Lydia said playfully. “You’ll get them, you always do one way or another. Are you sure you don’t want my help?”

“I don’t know…”

“No,” Adam said with firmness. “It’s a kind offer, but I don’t think it would be a good idea. Also, just so you’re aware, I had Lana adjust her official statement adding in the information you provided. Depending on how things play out, you may need to confirm the information with the police department.”

Lydia tsked. “Great, always a favorite activity of mine.”

Megan looked up from her phone. “Who are you talking to?”

“Lydia,” I said.

Megan narrowed her eyes and shook her head. Then she whispered, “Do not let her help.”

Lydia asked, “Who’s that talking in the background?”

“Megan’s home and Kimmy is also here,” I replied.

At the sound of her name, Kimmy glanced up, then yelled from across the room, “What’s up, Miss Private Eye Sassy Pants?”

“Now that I could hear, loud and clear.” Lydia chuckled. “Tell everyone I said hi. But for real, if you want my help at any point, just say the word.”

My eyes flitted up in Adam’s direction again. He returned my gaze but made no comment. “We’re okay for right now. Thank you for offering.”

Lydia was silent for a moment. Then she said, “Okay, if you’re sure. But don’t forget that I’m only a phone call away. You say the word and I’m there.”

I thanked her and we hung up.

The coffee had finished brewing, so I poured out four mugs and gave two of them to Adam to carry into the dining area.

When we were all seated, Megan set down her phone which was still open to Charlie’s social media page. She rested both elbows on the table. “You have my full attention. What was that about?”

“Lydia was able to trace that phone call to a cell tower near Rocky River.”

Kimmy said, “So the person is local then. Like very local.”

“Yeah” was all I said back.

Adam stared into his mug. “It helps and it doesn’t. We know the person was still in the area after the murder took place. But I’m afraid that’s all that it tells us.”

Without asking, Kimmy reached for Megan’s phone and continued scrolling through Charlie’s page. To the group, she said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right about that … like, it doesn’t even tell us if the person is an actual local. Anyone could make a call from the area…”

Megan released a sharp exhale. “I know we’re all feeling discouraged, but we’ll figure this out. We will. And we’ll do it without Lydia’s help.” She looked at me specifically. “You promised.”

“I know,” I said. “In some ways, I do feel like we’re wasting a resource though.”

Adam blew a raspberry. “You got me, ladies. The actual long arm of the law.”

Kimmy snorted. I had a feeling that she’d have had a quip to return if she hadn’t been scrolling through Megan’s phone so intently.

“Adam’s right.” Megan took a sip of her coffee. “Listen, I know you feel like Lydia could help us, but with the killer already mimicking parts of Charlie’s story, I don’t want to take any chances, and frankly, I’m surprised that you do.”

“It’s not that I do,” I replied. “I just … I don’t know. It’s like we’re … coming up dry this time around. She didn’t have any known enemies, we don’t know who the mystery man is … the weirdest instances involve people I don’t think are likely suspects. Cindy won’t call me back. We still have to look in on Tara … and again, her being guilty of anything is unlikely to me. You know how long I’ve known Tara? She eats at the restaurant every week. We talk about books and she tells me funny stories about how her dog tries to steal loaves of bread—”

“Hey guys,” Kimmy interjected.

Megan continued over her. “I know Lana. But let’s face it. We’ve known people who’ve lost their minds before. Sometimes people get desperate in their heads or something … I don’t know, I can’t claim to know the mindset of these unhinged people. But what I do know is that probably anybody can be pushed to their limits. I know you like Tara, but look how she screwed over Cindy without so much as a flinch. And then Ally and that Paige girl, do you really even know them? Who’s always telling me to be objective? You haven’t even brought up how they might be involved.”

Kimmy waved her hand. “Hey, I said hey guys…”

Adam said, “Ladies … Kimmy has something…”

I inhaled deeply, Adam’s comment barely registering because I was so lost in thought. “I know you’re right. I have to be objective. But those ladies, they can’t be … it just can’t be—”

Kimmy slapped the table with her palm. “I. Said. Hey. Guys!” she huffed. “Does no one listen to me?”

Adam snickered. “Hey, you’re not the only one. I’m like the invisible man over here tonight.”

Megan and I stopped talking and regarded the other two. With frustration, Megan snapped, “What is so important? Can’t you see we’re having a heart-to-heart?”

Kimmy pursed her lips. “Yeah, a real Hallmark moment. Forgive me. Meanwhile, I think I found something.”

Adam and I leaned forward. “You did?” I asked.

“Yeah, I think so. There’s this guy on here who makes a lot of mushy comments, and Charlie hearts everything he says but doesn’t heart anything else. Everyone else gets a thumbs-up. Then, abruptly, this guy is no longer on anything beginning about a month ago. I checked to see if he even follows Charlie, and he doesn’t. They’re not friends or have any connection whatsoever.”

Megan tapped her nails on the table. “That sure sounds like it could be something. What do you think, guys? I mean, especially if Charlie was ‘hearting’ everything he said, that seems relevant.”

“What’s his name?” Adam asked. “We should look into this guy. Nice work, Tran.”

Kimmy beamed. “I told you guys before, I get results. And based on his profile picture, I’m going to guess he’s a jerk-bag.” Kimmy turned the phone around to show us the screen she was looking at. “His name is Lawson Thorne.”

Lawson’s photo resembled a professional headshot, but it wasn’t the standard suit-and-tie, smile-respectably-and-look-responsible sort of picture you’d expect. It was more of a modeling headshot: his head tilted at an angle, and the collar of his navy-blue dress shirt was unbuttoned, perhaps meant to make him look more casual. He sneered at the camera, but I had a feeling he’d been trying for a seductive smile that ultimately fell flat. Call it a hunch.

Adam scoffed. “Looks like a real ladies’ man, this one. At least in his own mind.”

“Definitely in his own mind,” I agreed.

Kimmy had turned her phone back around so it was facing her and scrolled down. Her eyes bugged out and she covered her mouth. “Holy geez,” she mumbled through her fingers. “You guys, check this out.” She turned the phone so we could all see what she was looking at.

It was a picture of a printed photo of him smiling on the beach. He was clearly standing next to someone, but he’d torn the picture in half. The caption read: “When I move on, I move the hell on. RIP.”

“Wow…” I said. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “RIP?”

Kimmy pointed to the screen. “Not only that, look at the timestamp. He posted this on Thursday night, the day before Charlie’s murder.”

Adam let out a low whistle. “Well I’ll be damned.”

Megan nodded with satisfaction. “Damned indeed. Ladies and gentlemen, I think we’ve got our next potential suspect.”






CHAPTER 32


Kimmy left shortly after we’d discovered the potential identity of Charlie’s ex-boyfriend. Peter had come to pick her up and told her he was not in the mood to be social so he’d stay in the car. I almost went out there to ask what his problem was, but I had a feeling I didn’t actually want to know.

Peter got uncomfortable when it came to this portion of my life, and though we’d had several heart-to-hearts about it in the past ending with him usually coming around to understanding, he’d still remind me he didn’t want to know too much.

When it was just the three of us, we began searching through random things online hoping to find out more information about Lawson Thorne. So far there’d been nothing else exciting to uncover about Charlie’s ex, but Adam felt confident he could bring Lawson into the station for further questioning based on the timing of his ominous post.

About thirty minutes after Kimmy had gone, Adam received a call from Higgins. When he hung up, he rushed into the living room and reached for the TV remote. Kikko followed after him, sniffing and pawing at his ankles. She wasn’t the only one who wanted to know what all the excitement was about.

“What are you doing?” I asked, watching him as he hurriedly turned on the TV.

He flipped the channels until he got to channel 3, WKYC news, and turned up the volume. “The chief is making a statement about the guy we’re having a problem locating.”

Megan got up from her seat at the dining room table. “What’s he going to say? Did Higgins tell you?”

The three of us huddled around the TV and, since none of us had food, Kikko became occupied with her stuffed duck. She couldn’t care less what we were up to if it didn’t involve eating.

A few moments later, Chief Riceton was front and center on the screen.

He was quite handsome with his light green eyes and sandy blond hair, which was slicked back in a professional, no-nonsense sort of way. But despite his reserved demeanor, he was still a little more stylish than you’d imagine for a chief of police. The suit he wore was a light gray and formed to his body well. The soft blue tie was respectable and bland, perhaps to help give him a more authoritative appearance.

By my guess, I’d say he was in his late thirties which was on the younger side for someone in his position. Lydia’s previous comment on the new chief wanting to prove himself now made more sense to me. It wasn’t just about being new, it was about asserting that regardless of age he was capable and up for the task.

“Turn it up,” Megan said.

Adam complied.

The chief towered over the lectern he stood behind and cleared his throat, his pronounced Adam’s apple rising and falling with the movement. “Ladies and Gentlemen, I’ll make this brief and to the point. We’re searching for an unknown person who may have information relevant to the murder of local author Charlene Chan.”

While his deep voice spoke with a measured intensity, a still photo taken from the Asia Village video footage Ian had provided popped up in the right-hand corner of the screen. The resolution had been adjusted and the camera zoomed in, but the visual was still blurry and a little grainy. They’d managed to completely cut out Tori Pembroke though I knew she’d been mere inches away from our mystery man.

Chief Riceton continued, “If you happen to know this person or have any information connected to this individual, please contact our tip line as soon as possible.” A few camera flashes went off, lighting up his face. He kept his eyes firmly locked on the TV camera. “Please remember that this is an active investigation and we are handling it with the utmost care. And for that reason, I will not be taking any questions at this time.”

There was a bit of hurried chatter as the chief stepped off the podium, but the screen quickly changed back to the newsroom where an anchor wrapped up details and provided contact information for the tip line.

Adam turned the volume down. “That was his first press conference, he didn’t do too shabby.”

Megan had a sliver of a smile on her face. “I thought he did wonderfully. He speaks very well … commands respect.”

Adam playfully slapped his forehead. “Oh brother.”

“Do you think this will work?” I asked, ignoring their banter. I still didn’t know what was up with Megan and her sudden interest in the new police chief.

Adam abandoned the remote and made his way into the kitchen, opening the fridge and assessing the contents. “It’s the best we can do. Someone has got to know this guy or recognize him. I’m sure we’ll get hit with a lot of false tips, but it’s a small price to pay to get this guy into our interrogation room.”

I reminded him about what the Matrons had said. “Well, if he is a reporter, he’ll be easier to track down. Someone would definitely recognize him, if that’s the case. Or he might even come forward on his own.”

Adam pulled out a beer bottle and shut the fridge. “The more I think about it, the more I don’t know if I buy that story at all. If that were really the case, I feel like he might have pressed a little harder to get an interview. And why talk with that horrid woman and no one else? There had to be other ways to get closer to Charlie than Tori Pembroke, someone who doesn’t even like her.”

Megan nodded, returning to her seat at the dining room table. “He’s not wrong. I mean, if I wanted an interview with Charlie, I wouldn’t have stopped with Tori Pembroke and called it a day. I would have kept trying, and honestly, I’d come to you next, Lana.”

“Me?” I didn’t bother hiding the shock from my voice.

“Yes, you,” Megan replied. “You were by her side almost the entire time. If I could get you alone, you’d be the perfect way to get myself close to Charlie—if that’s what I really wanted.”

Adam popped the top off his beer. “Good point. If he was a journalist, he’s not a very good one. But either way, we’ve got this tip line active now and hopefully this will shake something loose.”

I sat down across from Megan. “It would be nice to make some headway with this case. I feel we’ve gotten a whole lot of nowhere.”

Adam stood over me, placing a hand on my shoulder. Giving it a gentle squeeze, he looked down and said, “Trust me, babe. We just need to have a little patience. These things usually take a little time.”

I tilted my head back so I could make eye contact with him. “Hello, I’m Lana, have we met? I’m not exactly the most patient person on the planet.”



Just before bed that night, I pulled out my notebook from beneath my mattress. I didn’t even know why I kept it under there anymore. It’s not like I needed to hide it from Adam at this point, and Megan knew my secret hiding place, so it wasn’t to keep it from her either. I suppose it had become a force of habit, or maybe even something that made me feel better—that the information I collected was safe from prying eyes. Like what if Anna May came over—though she never came over anymore—and found it? She’d probably have me shipped away to some type of camp for people who can’t mind their own business. If such a thing even existed.

While Adam prepared for bed, I filled in the information we’d collected since my last update. I added Lawson Thorne’s name to my running list of suspects. Though Adam hoped that we were on to something, after sitting with the information a bit, he’d begun to doubt his excitement. While Lawson’s post was something to consider, there hadn’t been any evidence to suggest that he’d been at the actual scene of the crime. Adam couldn’t remember seeing anyone remotely resembling Lawson in the Asia Village video footage. Regardless, he was adamant about checking the footage again just in case he missed something. After all, an ex who parted ways in an unsavory way was worth checking out simply to be on the safe side. It was always possible the man had an accomplice.

Adam had also told me earlier in the evening that they were relinquishing custody of the bookstore and Cindy had been notified that she could reopen the Modern Scroll tomorrow morning.

I’d asked him if he’d spoken with her directly because she’d still never gotten back to me. I would have liked to know how she was holding up. But he told me it had been Higgins who had made the call.

I set my alarm to wake up ten minutes early so I had some time to speak with Cindy first thing in the morning without anyone else around. I couldn’t help but feel slighted by her. I would think I’d be one of the people she’d keep in contact with since I had experience with this sort of thing.

But like I’m always saying, people process grief and traumatic events differently. I couldn’t really be mad at her for handling it in a way she felt comfortable with. Sometimes people retreat into isolation to cope. And my personal feelings were really just my own ego begging for attention. Or perhaps even validation that she didn’t blame this whole thing on me like I’d been apt to do right after Charlie’s death.

Adam crawled into bed smelling like Listerine, and I made a final note to dig into Tara, Cindy’s former employee. Maybe Cindy would have an opinion on whether considering Tara a suspect was completely absurd or not.

I also scribbled in Ally and Paige as people I’d need to question.

As I shut out the light and allowed Adam to wrap me in his arms, I reminded myself that the most important thing for me to do at this stage in the game was to remain objective.






CHAPTER 33


The following morning I got to Asia Village earlier than I had anticipated. Usually, I arrived around eight o’clock, which gave me a half hour to ease into the restaurant and my duties before Peter arrived at eight thirty.

But on this particular morning, I showed up twenty minutes to seven, just shy of Mr. Zhang’s usual arrival time. Mr. Zhang from Wild Sage had been my grandmother’s boyfriend for most of the time she’d been in the United States. I think they’d bonded over the “old country” and had taken a quick liking to one another.

In that time I’d gotten to know Mr. Zhang a lot better than I’d ever imagined possible. And I suppose the same could be said on his end about me.

And I also supposed that was why he noticed my early arrival time and found it curious. He greeted me as I passed his herbal shop: “Good morning, Lana, I see you are trying to beat the worms today.”

I smiled at his attempt to use the common phrase about early birds catching the worm. “Good morning, Mr. Zhang. Just wanted to get a head start today.” That’s another thing worth noting about him, everyone called him “Mr. Zhang.” I’d only heard my grandmother call him by his first name, which was Wei. His first name had gotten a little more use during my last case, but I’d never dare call him by it for fear of appearing disrespectful. No one knew exactly how old he was, but we all gathered he was “older than the hills.”

He shimmied a few steps closer to me, adjusting his bifocals and studying me through the different lens intensities. “I see. This is unusual for you, is it not? If I remember correctly, you do not like Monday mornings … or mornings in general.”

Laughing, I said, “You remember correctly.” I decided to be honest about my intentions and wondered if maybe he’d have some thoughts on the subject of Charlie’s death. After all, he did fit the description of a wise old man.

“If you want to know the truth … I’m worried about Cindy. I was thinking if I got here early enough, I could catch her before she opens the bookstore and check in to make sure she’s doing okay. You haven’t heard anything about her, have you?”

Mr. Zhang’s eyes shifted back and forth. “Now that you mention it, I have not heard any news about Ms. Kwan in the past few days. Which is perhaps as unusual as your early morning adventure. All that I have heard is that she would be able to open her store today. I am glad for this as I know she will want to get back to work … and to normal before too much time has passed.”

“Oh.” My shoulders sagged at the realization that I’d been hopeful Mr. Zhang would’ve known something more.

He sensed my dissatisfaction and lifted his chin. “Ah, Lana, you mustn’t be discouraged. The information that needs to present itself will most certainly be found.”

“You don’t happen to have any information that’s waiting to be found, do you?”

He chuckled. “Lana, I am an old man who sells herbal remedies. There are few who come to share gossip of this nature.”

“If you did hear anything, you’d tell me though, right?”

He patted my shoulder and nodded. “Of course. As they say, I will keep my ears open. In the meantime, take care of yourself and be careful. The enemy that cannot be seen is the most dangerous enemy of all.”

I thanked him and went on my way to the restaurant, taking a brief moment along the way to size up the Modern Scroll. It was still dark with the gate down and I hadn’t seen Cindy’s car in the parking lot anyhow, so that made sense. I’d get myself situated quicker than I normally did in the mornings, and then I’d station myself inside Ho-Lee Noodle House with a good view of the bookstore. It felt sort of like a stakeout, something I never enjoyed because of that low threshold of patience I struggle with. But I gathered if there was any one place I’d like to stake out, it would be a bookstore.



At 8:05, Cindy stepped into the plaza. She looked okay, but I could tell by her slumped shoulders and small steps that she was a little worse for wear. I watched her as she forced a smile in Mr. Zhang’s direction, waving at him with a delicate hand. It was not her usual boisterous wave that reminded a lot of people of a young child who got excited when they saw someone they knew.

I had about twenty-five minutes before Peter showed up, which I assumed would be plenty of time, but I didn’t want to waste another moment. Or for Cindy to disappear into the bookstore refusing to come out when she realized I was there to talk with her.

But as I had that thought, I realized I was being paranoid. Cindy would have no reason to avoid me. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Before I could overthink myself to death, I left the confines of the restaurant, quickly locked the door behind me, and scurried over the footbridge to meet Cindy at the entrance of the Modern Scroll.

She must have sensed me coming because she abruptly turned in my direction and gave a start, her hand flying up to her chest. “Oh, Lana, you startled me.”

“Sorry,” I said with an apologetic smile. “I was trying not to stampede across the bridge like an ox.”

She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “A little noise would be okay, silence is kinda difficult for me right now. Anyways, were you coming to see me or…?”

“Yeah actually,” I replied. “Mind if we talk for a few minutes? I tried calling you … I don’t know if you got my voice mails or my texts?”

Cindy turned away, busying herself with unlocking the gate. “Yeah, I did. I needed some time … I didn’t talk to anyone really.”

Didn’t talk to anyone really. I wondered what that meant and who she had talked to. “No worries.” I kept my tone light, as if it hadn’t mattered and I wasn’t hurt. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay is all.”

She lifted the gate and fiddled with her key ring searching for the right key to open the door. “I’ve been better. This whole thing has been a lot. I mean … my store is now a crime scene.” Finding the appropriate key, she stuck it into the dead bolt.

I followed behind her, maybe a little too closely. Her vibe was giving me the impression she might try to lock me out of the store—another absurd thought. “Was a crime scene. Was,” I repeated. “You’re on the other side of it now and before you know it, things will be back to normal.”

She shut the door behind me, engaging the lock, her hand lingering on it a little longer than necessary. “It’ll always be the scene of a crime, Lana. Always.”

Before I could give her some type of comforting statement, she walked away, heading for the back of the store and presumably her office, which was tucked inside the storage room.

I followed behind, trying to come up with the right thing to say. Part of me wanted to remind her that she wasn’t the only one who felt they had that specific stain on their establishment. But it felt a whole lot like toxic positivity, so I opted to keep that reference point to myself.

Instead, I stayed silent and allowed her to speak whatever was on her mind. If she truly hadn’t talked to anyone in the time she’d been away from the plaza, it made me wonder if she’d even processed the information out loud or if she’d been living solely in her head the last few days.

She’d made her way behind the sales counter and pushed open the door to the back room. It seemed to be stuck on a box or something and wouldn’t open completely. She shoved it a little harder. The door jerked back and forth but didn’t open any wider.

Cindy threw her purse on the ground and pushed into the door with her shoulder. It ricocheted back. “This damn door.”

“Cindy … do you want me to help? Maybe just sit down on the couch or—”

“No!” she yelled. “I’ll get it. It’s my problem to deal with.”

I raised a brow. Was she projecting her feelings onto the door?

She gave the door another shove and it flung open. I heard a stack of books fall over, hitting the floor in sharp thuds. They had to be hardbacks.

Cindy looked down at her feet and started sobbing. “Oh my god…”

I closed the distance between us and looked down as well. Staring back at us were copies of The Mystery of General Tso. “It’s okay, Cindy. I’m serious, sit down and I’ll take care of these.”

She turned to face me, then flung herself into my arms, resting her head on my shoulder. The frame of her glasses was jabbing me in the neck, but I could stand a few moments of discomfort. The sobbing was stronger and she sounded as if she might hyperventilate any moment. I wrapped her in a tight hug. “Shh … it’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. I promise. Take some deep breaths.”

“I can’t, Lana. I can’t.” She sobbed uncontrollably, murmuring things I couldn’t understand. I stroked her hair and tried to slowly adjust her position on my shoulder so her glasses would stop digging into my skin.

“You can,” I reassured her. “If there’s anyone who can, it’s you.”

More indecipherable murmuring.

“I know, I know,” I cooed. “Come on, let’s go sit on the couch.”

She’d become more pliable, so I started shimmying toward the couch in the middle of the bookstore, letting her continue on with her rambling. Whatever she was saying, it was the first time she was saying it. I could tell by how panicked everything sounded. Later on when she calmed down a bit, I’d ask her to repeat the things she was currently saying.

We finally made it to the couch and I got her to sit down. “There,” I said. “Don’t you feel better? We can just sit here and ride this out together.”

Through snuffles, she said, “Lana, what am I going to do? A big-time author was murdered in my store. No one will ever come here again. And not to mention that no one will ever want to sign books here … ever. I’m finished. And Charlie … if Charlie wouldn’t have accepted my offer, she wouldn’t have been murdered. She’d be alive still … out there … living. Signing books for millions of fans at a Barnes and Noble … someplace … safe.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “People will still come. Look at the salon … and the Bamboo Lounge…”

I hadn’t wanted to play that card, but I thought it might work in my favor in this context. At least I hoped it would. And for the time being, it seemed to have calmed her down a bit. Her sobs were lessening and she was now snuffling more instead. That was usually a good sign.

I let some silence fill the room so she could process her outburst. While I sat there trying to breathe steadily in hopes of encouraging her to regulate her own breathing, I thought how silly I’d been thinking that Cindy would blame me for what happened. I never would have guessed in a million years that she’d blame herself. But it was her store, after all. And she was the one to officially sign on Charlie.

But, just as it hadn’t been my fault, it wasn’t hers either. Neither one of us were to blame for this horrid ordeal. I decided to tell her so.

Gently I relayed to her what Adam had told me about this being planned out far in advance and that it would have happened anywhere Charlie had ended up doing her signing. I also let her know that I was working with Adam to figure out who did this to Charlie.

Cindy seemed to perk up and she looked into my eyes, her own covered in drips of mascara and smudged eyeshadow. Her glasses were streaked with dried tears and flakes of makeup. “You mean, you’ve been looking into the case this whole time?”

I nodded. “Yeah. You don’t think I’d leave you high and dry, do you?” I playfully nudged her with my elbow.

Cindy gave a sheepish smile. “Thanks, Lana. I didn’t think you’d break out your investigative practices just for me. I should have known I could count on you. And Adam, I know he’s just doing his job, but it means a lot that it’s not just another case for him.”

“Hey!” A familiar man’s voice called from outside the bookshop. “Dude. Lana. You in there?”

I shifted on the couch to see around a display rack of Chinese cookbooks—something that I did not own. “Yeah, Peter, is that you?”

“Um, yeah … what gives?”

Cindy yelled back. “Sorry, my fault.”

I tsked her. “No, not your fault.” Then to Peter, I said, “I’ll be right there.”

“Okay,” was all he said back.

I turned to Cindy. “Will you be okay for a few minutes while I let Peter into the restaurant? I’ll come back and sit with you after.”

She inhaled deeply, the sound jagged as she tried to steady her nerves. “You go on, I’ll be okay.”

“Uh, no. I’m not leaving you by yourself until you’ve had some time to recoup. Besides, I’m done with everything I need to do over there until we open.”

Cindy sniffled. “No, really, it’s okay, I should probably get cleaned up. I have makeup all over my face like an eighties hair band member.”

“That gives me an idea,” I said. “Sit right there … two seconds … maybe three.”

She wrinkled a brow. “Okay…”

I sprinted to the entrance of the bookstore and let myself out. Just as I suspected, I saw Kimmy and Peter sneaking in a few goodbye kisses before Kimmy went to open her parents’ shop. “Hey Tran!” I yelled across the footbridge.

Kimmy froze in mid-smooch, turning her head with a still-puckered mouth. When she saw it was me, she relaxed her lips. “Lee … what are you doing?”

I reached the kissing couple and stopped short of barreling over Kimmy. I took a second to try to catch my breath. “I need your help. Do you have your makeup bag with you?”

“Pft. You know I do.”

“Great, can you help Cindy? She just had a nervous breakdown and totally trashed her makeup. I’m going back to sit with her after I let Peter in and grab her something to drink.”

Kimmy held up her hand. “Say no more. Kimmy Tran to the rescue.”






CHAPTER 34


After I let Peter into the restaurant, I filled a teakettle with hot water, prepped it with some loose tea leaves, grabbed a tray and three cups, and headed back out the door to return to the Modern Scroll.

Peter hadn’t asked any questions and I assumed that was because Cindy had been crying and he felt no explanation was needed. He knew that all the women—okay, most of the women—in Asia Village were like family to one another and we were always there for whoever needed us at any given moment. Before I left, I let him know that I’d be back in time to greet the Mahjong Matrons.

Kimmy saw me standing outside the door to the bookshop and shuffled over to let me back in. When she unlocked the door, she said, “Cindy’s in the back room fixing her makeup. I told her I’d be lookout for you.” In a quieter voice, she said, “Man, is that chick a mess right now. I’ve never heard anyone hiccup cry that much in my life.”

“What do you expect, Kimmy? She’s probably been holding it in since Friday. When she walked in this morning, she looked like a zombie.”

“True,” she replied. “I hadn’t thought of that. Okay, let’s get back there before she has another fit. I only have so much mascara.”

We both hurried into the back room and stepped over the stack of Charlie’s books that had fallen over. Once I gave Cindy her tea, I’d make a point to pack up the books and place them somewhere less obtrusive. It probably wasn’t the first thing Cindy should have seen upon returning to her place of business. It made me wonder if I should take care of the display that had been near the entrance so she wouldn’t have to deal with that either. I contemplated having Kimmy greet the Matrons for me so I could spend more time at the bookshop. They already knew what I was up to, so it wasn’t like I had to keep any secrets from them this time around.

We found Cindy staring at herself in the handheld mirror that Kimmy had provided. She was sitting on an old swivel chair that had seen better days. When we entered the room, she appeared to snap out of her trance, looking up at us like a deer in headlights. I was beginning to wonder if she should even open the store today.

Kimmy clapped her hands together and in an overly cheerful voice said, “You’re looking better already!”

Cindy gave herself another glance in the mirror, most likely assessing that Kimmy’s claim was false. I gathered that by the quiver of her bottom lip.

Before she started crying again, I moved a few steps farther into the room and showed her the tray I’d brought along with me. “I have oolong tea. Fresh and hot,” I added.

She sniffled and set the mirror down on a stack of boxes. “Tea would be real nice right about now.” There was a small folding table with a few books scattered across it. I moved them off to the side and set the tray down.

Cindy took the cup I offered her and held the steaming liquid close to her face. She’d wrapped both of her hands around the tiny cup. “Thank you, Lana. And you too, Kimmy. It means a lot to me that you guys are so willing to support me during this—”

Kimmy batted a hand at her. “Think nothing of it. It’s what girlfriends do, right?”

Cindy nodded, taking a dainty sip of tea.

I didn’t want to rush things along but I did have tasks at hand, and the plaza would be opening soon. And I knew Kimmy still had to open the entertainment shop.

I found what I thought was a sturdy set of boxes to lean against. “So,” I started. “Cindy. I mentioned earlier that I was already looking into the situation with Charlie and I was wondering if you felt up to maybe helping me with some questions.”

She looked up at me. “Oh? Like what kind of questions?”

Kimmy took a few steps closer. “Yeah, what kind of questions, Lana?”

I set my cup down on the tray. “What can you tell me about Tara? The timing of her … departure is kind of interesting and I wondered if she mentioned anything suspicious to you.”

Cindy’s face went blank. “Tara? What’s any of this got to do with her?”

Kimmy clucked her tongue. “Lana thinks that Tara could be the murderer.”

Cindy gasped.

I pursed my lips. “Kimmy, a little tact.”

Kimmy tapped her watch. “Tact is for people who have time. We are rounding the nine o’clock hour and I have things to do yet.”

Cindy shook her head. “No, Kimmy is right. We all have businesses to think about it. It’s okay. I can handle this. Let me see.” She tapped the side of the teacup with her index finger. “Her leaving did seem like a snap decision. She wanted time off but didn’t say for what specifically, and I told her I really needed her for the event. When I asked her if there was any way she could hold off until after it was over, she lost it, started screaming at me and stormed out, telling me that she wouldn’t be back ever again.”

Kimmy’s eyes narrowed. “Hmmm … that seems like an overreaction. I can understand being upset that your boss doesn’t want to give you time off, but to start screaming and totally lose your mind? Sounds fishy to me.”

I had to agree with Kimmy. But still, it wasn’t enough to go on. I asked, “Do you remember anything else that happened before that? Something that may have seemed mundane at the time?”

Cindy tilted her head from side to side. “I’m not sure … Well, there was just one thing.”

“What?” both Kimmy and I asked.

Cindy exhaled. “Someone called her on the store phone. I didn’t think much of it at the time but now that I’m replaying it in my mind, she did start acting strangely after she hung up. When I asked her about it, she told me it was nothing, so I forgot all about it.”

A mysterious call, I thought. I wondered if it was similar to the one Lydia had gotten. Though Tara’s call was before the murder even took place, so I couldn’t imagine what it would be about. The only thing that surfaced in my mind is that maybe it was a threat of some sort? Or blackmail.

I reached for my teacup, letting the thought turn over. “Did she warn you against having the event? Or try to stop you from doing something … anything?”

“No,” Cindy replied. “All she said was that she needed to have the time off and she refused to do the event, that it wouldn’t work for her.”

I could feel Kimmy staring at me. A few moments later, she said, “You know … maybe she was working with someone else and got cold feet … tried to get outta Dodge before it was too late. It would make sense.”

Cindy and I looked at Kimmy. “How so?” I asked.

Kimmy shrugged. “Like a Throw Mama from the Train scenario … or something. I don’t know. Someone wants Charlie dead but doesn’t want to be connected to it. So they reach out to the bookstore, sniffin’ around to see if maybe someone can do them a favor … and then they’d do something in return.” To Cindy, Kimmy said, “What do you think? Do you think Tara wanted anybody dead?”

The scenario that Kimmy was presenting seemed like a further stretch than Megan’s and my thoughts on Lydia, Adam, and me being the characters in Charlie’s book. Still, I waited to say anything until Cindy answered the question.

She stared into her teacup. The room filled with an uncomfortable silence that seemed to drag on, and I cleared my throat to break up the absence of sound. It’s not an easy thing to accuse someone you know of being a murderer or having murderous thoughts. And even though I didn’t know Tara as well, I knew that Cindy did. Cindy had known her better than anyone, and I gathered they had developed a close bond over the time that Tara had worked for her.

And that probably made her walkout even worse than it might’ve been for someone who didn’t know their employee well.

Finally, Cindy spoke. “I don’t know that Tara could ever willingly hurt anyone. But I do know that she was upset about something for a couple weeks that she wouldn’t talk about with anyone—including me. And I did notice that she could be easily influenced by others at times.”

“In what ways?” Kimmy asked.

Cindy shrugged. “Like she’d really be in love with a book she read, but then maybe a customer would come in and talk badly about the book. All of a sudden, Tara didn’t care for the book very much anymore and would stop recommending it to others. It didn’t happen often, but I did catch it on occasion.”

I thought back to one of my last conversations with Tara and how she had tried influencing me to really push for Charlene Chan to do a signing at the store. I wondered for a moment if maybe Cindy had a blind spot for her ex-employee and didn’t realize that maybe Tara was the manipulator. Instead of pushing the idea, I decided to let the conversation play out.

Kimmy snapped her fingers. “See, there you have it. I bet my scenario is pretty spot on. I’ve learned a thing or two working with Lana on this and that.”

I groaned. “Kimmy, that is the biggest speculation that has ever come out of your mouth. It’s one thing for her to change her mind about a book recommendation and a whole other to collaborate with someone on murdering people.”

Kimmy flared her nostrils. “Oh, what, are you Detective Hottie Pants now? ‘No speculation allowed.’ Please, Detective Lee, we are speculation masters.”

Cindy finished her tea and set the cup on the tray. “I don’t know, Kimmy. I just don’t know. But what I do know is I should probably get ready to open the store. We only have ten minutes before the plaza opens to the public.”

I checked my watch and realized she was right. “Oh shoot,” I replied. “Before I go, do you want me to help take care of anything in the shop? I don’t mind.”

Cindy rose from her seat. “Thanks for offering, but I can manage. It’ll probably be better if I keep myself busy anyhow.”

I nodded. “If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask. I’m just across the pond. Come on, Kimmy, let’s go.”

We said our goodbyes to Cindy, each of us giving her a fierce hug before leaving her to her own devices. Later, after the Matrons had finished up, I’d make sure and stop by to check in on Cindy’s state of mind.

Once we exited the store, Kimmy turned to me. “Lana, I really think Tara had somethin’ to do with this. I’m not just blowin’ smoke. I didn’t know that chick very well, but every once in a while I’d get a glimpse of her when no one else was lookin’ and think she had a dark side none of us knew about. You know, she loved the true crime section just a little too much if you ask me. Plus, her weird timing with the rage quitting. I mean, come on.”

I held on to the tray with both hands as we walked, cups and kettle rattling with every step. “I won’t argue there is something bizarre about the situation with Tara, but I wish you woulda held back a little bit in front of Cindy. I can’t imagine this is easy for her. She spent a considerable amount of time with Tara, and on top of it, she might blame herself for not realizing that Tara was a closet murderer.”

Kimmy blew a raspberry. “Geez, Lana, I didn’t even think of that. Like … ugh. Now I feel terrible. Should I go back and apologize?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Let’s just leave her be for right now and not bring any further attention to it. But going forward, we should be careful about what we accuse Tara of in front of Cindy, okay?”

Kimmy gave me a salute. “You got it, boss.”

We were standing outside of Ho-Lee Noodle House. By my watch, I had five minutes to get situated before the Matrons arrived for their breakfast.

Kimmy’s attention wandered to the entertainment shop. “I better get going. Knowing my luck, today’s the day we have a customer waiting on me.”

“Yeah, I better scoot before the Matrons get here. You know they don’t like to be kept waiting.”

“See you later?”

“Yeah, I’ll check in around lunch.”

Before Kimmy left, she said, “Don’t worry, Lana. Tara or not, we’re gonna get this person. We always do.”

Everyone seemed to keep reminding me of that fact, but I felt no better about the situation. But instead of vocalizing that, I gave her a tight smile and prayed that she was right. We parted ways and I let myself back into the restaurant, my sanctuary.






CHAPTER 35


The Matrons did not disappoint as they filed in promptly at nine. I was there to greet them with a chipper smile and their tea service already in hand.

Helen smiled at my efficiency. “Why, Lana, to what do we owe this pleasure of tea already waiting for us?”

Opal nodded along. “This is movie star treatment, no?”

I laughed. “I got here a little earlier today and was able to get a head start on my day. Figured why not have this ready for you since I know you’ll be here.” Saying that out loud gave me the tiniest fear in the back of my mind, wondering about the day that they didn’t show. I pushed it away and set their teakettle down on their usual table.

Wendy shimmied into the booth. “I hope that you did not put in our order yet.”

“No,” I replied. “Why? Do you plan on ordering something different today? Is it finally happening?”

The four women regarded each other and then burst out into laughter.

Wendy answered, “No, silly girl, we only want to make sure it is as fresh as possible. We’d hate to think our scallion pancakes had been sitting under a heat lamp.”

I suspected by their playful demeanor that they were feeling extra saucy this morning. With a slight bow, I excused myself to go place their order with Peter.

When I gave Peter our usual hand signal that the Matrons were here—me holding up four fingers then giving him a thumbs-up—he took out one of his earbuds. “So, I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Like, when my mom gets here, I think you should go work at the bookstore today. You know, keep Cindy company or whatever. Me and Ma can handle the restaurant.”

“Really?” I asked. “That’s such a nice gesture for you to suggest.”

Peter smirked. “Just don’t go tellin’ anyone it was me who said it. People around here will start thinking I’m a nice guy or something.”

I pretended to zip my lips. “Your secret is safe with me.”

He popped his earbud back in and began preparing the Matrons’ breakfast.

When I headed back out into the dining area, I noticed two women standing at the head of the Matrons’ booth. It took me a minute to realize it was Ally and Paige. I was caught off guard by their presence, as they never came in this early. No one did except for the Matrons … and that one time when Talia Sun came over from Eastern Enchantments. What a day that had been.

All the theories about their potential involvement came flooding back to the forefront. I hadn’t expected to see them this soon, and if I was being honest with myself, I had hoped that I wouldn’t see them until I found someone else to be guilty of Charlie’s murder. I really didn’t want it to be them. Especially Ally. I had grown quite fond of her in the short time I’d known her. I even thought about inviting her out for my birthday in a few weeks. Thankfully I hadn’t mentioned the idea to her just yet. And now I wouldn’t until I could clear her name inarguably.

I hesitated to approach the table and thought about disappearing back into the kitchen, but Wendy had caught sight of me and waved me over. “Lana, look who has come to visit us.”

Ally and Paige turned around as Wendy said it, and I plastered on a smile that I prayed was convincing. If one of them was guilty of murder, I didn’t want them to know that I was onto them.

I did find it strange that they were here, and my curiosity grew while my apprehension lessened. This might be a great opportunity to clear them of any wrongdoing.

“Hi ladies,” I said, feigning excitement. “What brings you in so early this morning?”

Ally smiled bright, giving a wave. “Why, to visit with our favorite restaurant manager, of course.”

Paige rolled her eyes. “Oh brother. What she really wants to say is that she wants to know if you have any dirt on the Charlene Chan murder. We know that it copies the book.”

The Matrons passed glances between one another but said not a word.

I tried hiding my surprise, but I knew by the twitch of my lip that I’d failed. “Oh…”

Ally batted Paige on the arm. “Don’t say it like that, geez. You’re gonna scare the poor girl off.”

Paige shrugged. “I’m here for some dumplings, if truth be told.”

I forced a laugh. “Dumplings are always a good reason. Why don’t you guys sit down over here?” I pointed to a booth halfway across the restaurant, away from the Matrons.

Ally shook her head. “Oh no, we’d love to sit close to these classy ladies right here.” She pointed to a two-seater table just opposite the Matrons’ booth.

Helen stole a glance in my direction.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll get you some menus. Have a seat.”

The Matrons did not like to be disturbed during their breakfast unless it was their decision. They snooped every chance they got. But by the look Helen had given me, I could tell she wasn’t feeling it today with these two. Still, the Matrons were skilled at getting information out of people, so maybe they could do some of the heavy lifting for me while I dipped in and out of the kitchen.

The two book-club women knew the Matrons had more information than most, so I also suspected that Ally’s desire to sit close to the four seniors was strategic.

Ally and Paige sat down at the table Ally had selected as I jogged up to the hostess station to grab two menus.

When I returned to the table and gave the two ladies their menus, Ally perked up and leaned in my direction. Attempting to look angelic, she batted her lashes. “So … Lana, dearest, what’s new?”

In a flash, I ran through a variety of things I could say in response. I settled on “Oh, you know … the usual. Slingin’ spring rolls and dolin’ out shrimp lo mein.”

Paige snickered.

Ally pouted. “Oh come on. I know for a fact you have the inside scoop. How could you not?”

Trying to keep my expression as level as possible, I said, “I don’t know what would give you that idea.”

Ally tucked in her chin. “Lana … we both know about your … side profession.” She bobbed her head in Paige’s direction. “You can confide in us.”

I held in a groan. Again, I knew that the Plain Dealer was to blame for that. Our local newspaper had reported my activities on more than one occasion—one time even on the front page.

Unless the Matrons let it slip during their discussions, it was the only explanation as to how Paige and Ally would know what she was claiming they knew. I’d never mentioned to either woman my propensity for crime solving. It wasn’t generally something I spoke about with many … especially with people outside of my most inner circle.

I’d been hoping that any minute during this awkward exchange Peter would ring the bell signaling that the Matrons’ food was ready. But since he hadn’t, I decided to take it upon myself to buy a few minutes. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to grab their food.” After all, they wouldn’t know either way if I was waiting for him to ring a bell.

“Yes,” Helen said from across the aisle. “We must have our breakfast before it gets cold. All of us are very hungry today.”

I knew that this was Helen trying to assist me in getting away without further explanation. I’d have to thank her later for having my back.

Ally seemed deflated but put on a smile, turning to acknowledge Helen. “Absolutely, we wouldn’t want that either.”

Paige had busied herself with the menu and hadn’t said so much as two words the whole time. She’d hardly acknowledged me, and I wondered if that was because she was guilty of something. I took that thought with me all the way to the kitchen.

I gestured to Peter to take out his earbud. When he did, I could hear a heavy bass riff coming through the tiny speaker.

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Just wanted to give you a heads-up that we have more customers. Ally and Paige are here.”

Peter’s eyebrows furrowed. “The book-club chicks?”

“Yeah. I was surprised to see them.”

He mumbled, “Ambulance chasers…”

“What?”

“Nothin’, the Matrons’ food is done if you wanna take it.”

What perfect timing. I picked up the plates Peter had prepared and set them carefully on my tray. I’d gotten good at bringing everything out in one swoop. In the beginning I used to have to make two trips. “You don’t want to elaborate on your comment?” I nudged.

“Not so much, just an observation that they’re nosy.” He put his earbud back into place. “Let me know when they’re ready.”

With some reluctance, I went back out in the dining area, trying to keep my main focus on carrying the Matrons’ food. I feared if I was too distracted I might topple over.

Once the Matrons were served and seemed to be happy, I turned to take care of Paige and Ally. As if it were any other day, I used my customer-service smile and asked, “Do you know what you guys want?”

Paige pointed at the Matrons’ table. “What are those black egg–lookin’ thingies they have over there?”

“Those are century eggs,” I explained. “They’re preserved in a liquid concoction close to brining, and then they are aged over a few weeks.”

Paige stuck out her tongue. “Sounds terrible. Do you guys do all that here?”

“No, we order them from a vendor. My mom doesn’t have the patience to make them anymore. They look weird, but they’re actually really good.”

Ally pointed to the menu. “How come we don’t see them on here?”

It was a little-known fact that there were quite a few Asian restaurants that had off-menu items for customers who may want something more authentic. Most people didn’t realize that things like General Tso’s chicken and crab rangoons were not true Asian dishes. They’d been created in America. When my grandmother first came to live with us, she’d never seen General Tso’s chicken a day in her life. Instead of going into the added details, I simply said, “We have a few things off menu for people who know about it … kinda like Arby’s.”

Ally nodded. “Oh right, like how you can order that one sandwich but it’s not on the menu anymore. The Arby Melt, I think it’s called.”

“Exactly,” I said.

“Could we order one century egg?” she asked. “I’d like to try it.”

Paige shook her head. “You can try that on your own.”

Ally scoffed. “Oh come on, be adventurous with me.”

Paige sighed. “Fine. I’ll have a taste.”

Ally seemed satisfied with that. “Okay, so we’ll take one of those, and I think both of us would like some egg drop soup. That’s kinda breakfast-y, right? We’ve never come here this early.”

I should have used that as my chance to segue into a conversation about that specific topic, but I hadn’t had enough coffee and my brain was moving on the slow side. “Okay, what else?”

Paige finally spoke to me, but I noticed she wouldn’t make eye contact. She kept her eyes on the menu. “I did want dumplings, but can I just have some pork fried rice? With extra egg.”

“Okay,” I said, jotting it down on my order pad. “Ally?”

Ally chewed on her bottom lip. “Hmm … I don’t know what I’m feeling today. I guess let me have vegetable egg foo young. That’s egg stuff, right?”

“Yes,” I said, scribbling it in. I didn’t want to point out that “egg” was in the name. “Anything else?”

Both women shook their heads.

“Okay, I’ll get that put in for you.”

Just as I was about to walk away, Ally reached for my wrist. “One second. Don’t think I forgot what we were talking about earlier. Dish, woman. Paige and I have been wondering all weekend what you know. The news has been very cryptic.”

I felt my cheeks getting warm. “What makes you think I know anything?”

Ally widened her eyes momentarily, her grip on my wrist tightening. “Because I know that you know.”

A lump formed in my throat. “I don’t know…”

“Oh yes—”

“Ally,” Paige interjected. “Enough. Lana says she doesn’t know. I think you should drop it.”

Ally clenched her teeth but slowly released my wrist. “Fine, I’ll let it go. But, Lana, don’t think for a minute that I don’t know that you know.”






CHAPTER 36


I’d made a beeline for the kitchen. I hadn’t even said anything as I left their table and held my breath the entire way until I’d cleared the swinging doors. I slowed my pace just as Peter was looking up at me. Without a word, I handed him the order slip.

He removed his earbud again. “Dude, you good? You look freaked out.”

“Yeah, fine, I’m fine,” I lied. “I think I’m just a little dizzy. I haven’t eaten today.”

Peter pointed at the grill. “Want me to whip up something for ya real quick?”

“No, I’ll just have an almond cookie for now,” I said, turning my back to him. The almond cookies were thankfully on the top shelf facing the other direction. “I can wait to eat something more substantial until after our customers leave.”

“Okay, suit yourself. But if you change your mind…”

“Thanks.” I busied myself with pulling down the almond cookie box and noticed that my hands were shaking uncontrollably. I couldn’t quite determine what the look in Ally’s eye meant. She knew that I knew? What did she know I knew? That she killed Charlie? That it was she who asked the Matrons about a secondary exit? Or maybe that I knew Paige was guilty?

Paige had been quick to shut her up too. So was it Paige trying to protect her friend, or the other way around? Or perhaps Paige was trying to protect herself when she felt Ally was being too forward? I couldn’t make heads or tails of the whole thing. All I could figure out for certain is that I didn’t want to go back out there. But that wasn’t realistic.

I plucked out a cookie from the box and took a few bites. Despite the fact that my physical state had nothing to do with lack of food, I had been telling the truth—I was running on an empty stomach. With having to look after Cindy, I hadn’t made my usual stop into Shanghai Donuts for my morning treat. Mama Wu had gotten in the habit of having a to-go bag ready for me so I could pop in and out without missing more than a beat at the restaurant.

Checking on Peter’s progress with their meal, I knew I had a few moments to spare so I hurried into my office to retrieve my cell phone. I didn’t have a lot of time to waste, so I sent a group text to Megan, Kimmy, and Adam. Ally and Paige are here, Ally is acting real weird. Said she knows that I know.

Before I could even set my phone back down on the desk, I got a reply text from Kimmy: Know about what?

I replied, Don’t know. She was being ambiguous.

Kimmy responded immediately: I’m coming over.

Crap. I typed as fast as I could. Not necessary. Just wanted to FYI.

I knew Megan was probably still sleeping. It was too early for her to be awake and I knew she had a shift later that night. Adam was probably busy getting situated in his office. Usually, he and Higgins had a meeting of the minds first thing in the morning, unless they had to be on site somewhere.

The cursor blinked on my phone screen, but there was no speech bubble and I assumed it was too late to keep Kimmy away. She was probably already outside the restaurant doors. I set my phone down on my desk, abandoning it for the time being. Now I had Kimmy to deal with. Great going, Lana.

I shut the door to my office, took a few deep breaths, and checked for cookie crumbs around my mouth. After I was satisfied, I walked back into the kitchen to find Peter placing food carefully on the plates he’d laid out.

He did a quick rendition of the “two bits” jingle with the spatulas against the grill and finished it with a jaunty ring on the bell.

“I’m right here,” I said.

Peter jumped. “Oh man, I thought you were out in the dining room. I must have really been jamming out. Metallica totally gets me hyped in the a.m. Anyways, soup’s done. The rest will be done soon.”

With much reluctance, I placed the bowls onto my tray, grabbed some soup spoons, and headed back out into the dining area. As I stepped out from the kitchen, I saw Kimmy standing over their table. The Matrons were quietly talking amongst themselves, but I could tell by the way Helen and Wendy were leaning that they were doing their best to eavesdrop. Though with Kimmy’s “outdoor” voice, it wasn’t hard to keep up with the conversation.

I hated to admit it, but I did find some relief seeing my childhood friend. It made me feel like I was less alone in this situation.

Kimmy made pointed eye contact with me. “Ah, Lana, just the woman I wanted to see.”

“Oh, hey Kimmy,” I replied, trying to add some surprise to my voice. “What brings you in this morning?”

“I thought I’d stop by and say hello to my boyfriend,” she said, nudging her chin in the direction of the kitchen. “And then I saw our two friends here.”

“Peter’s finishing up their food, but he should be done soon. You can go back if you want.”

“Swell,” Kimmy said, folding her arms over her chest.

I set the soup bowls down on the table. “Here you are, ladies.”

Ally looked up at me. “Thanks, Lana.” Then she turned to Kimmy, “So, back to what you were saying. You say the police had video cam footage of people leaving the bookshop?”

“Yup,” Kimmy replied. “Detective Hottie Pants … I mean, Adam … you know, Lana’s cop boyfriend … well, he got some hits from a camera that’s right outside the bookshop entrance. You know, the camera by the bathrooms.”

Kimmy was bluffing and I knew it, but they didn’t. No one knew that the cameras were out of service inside the plaza besides a handful of Asia Village employees. Well, and the surveillance company.

Ally and Paige exchanged a glance. Then Paige asked, “They got some hits? What does that mean, exactly?”

Kimmy waved her hand around with a flippant air. “Ya know, like they saw some potential suspects that they’re currently investigating.”

Ally coughed. “Ooh, excuse me, I think I got some soup down the wrong pipe.”

The Matrons all stopped and stared.

Kimmy leaned in closer. “They’re probably going to catch the killer real soon from what I’m guessing.” Then she stood up straight, looking down her nose at them. “But that’s just me. What do I know?”

Ally reached for her teacup, took a sip, and patted her chest. “Ooh, that’s really in there.” She cleared her throat again.

Paige ignored her friend and, raising an eyebrow, asked, “Do you really think it’ll be that soon? It would be nice to know the killer was off the streets. I mean, that person is still out there … maybe even closer than we think.”

Kimmy narrowed her eyes, redirecting her attention from Ally onto Paige. “Yes, they could be right under our very noses. But the cops will be able to find them no problem. Especially with the footage they have.”

Paige froze for a minute, their eyes locked on each other. She seemed rattled by Kimmy’s statement and the tone of authority she’d said it with. Without so much as acknowledging the last thing Kimmy had remarked, Paige abruptly grabbed her spoon, turning her gaze to the bowl in front of her. “Better eat this before it gets too cold.”

I found it odd, but I also felt that Kimmy was getting a little carried away. “Kimmy,” I said, “why don’t we let these ladies enjoy their soup. Come with me into the kitchen and you can help bring out their food when it’s done. Afterward, you can have Peter to yourself.”

Kimmy kept her eye on Paige. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

I extended my hand, signaling for Kimmy to go first. I followed behind her to make sure she wouldn’t linger at Ally and Paige’s table.

When we were in the kitchen and the swinging doors were closed, I said, “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

“What?” Kimmy attempted her version of what I call “Precious Moments eyes” and said, “We needed to shake things up a bit. Put a little fear into ’em. You know you’re glad I did it. And did you see the look of fear in that Paige chick’s eyes? Another minute and I probably could have gotten a full confession.”

I was glad that she’d pushed the envelope. But I didn’t want to admit it, and also I felt slightly embarrassed because it felt awfully blatant that she was up to something. When I realized that Peter was watching us, I became even more embarrassed. For a split second, I’d forgotten he was there.

At first, the expression on his face was blank, but then his lips scrunched up into a scowl. “What are the two of you up to now?”

“Hi, honey,” Kimmy sang.

“Hey,” he replied.

Kimmy shuffled over to the other side of the grill where Peter stood gripping his metal spatula. “Oh, babe, don’t be mad,” she cooed. “We’re only trying to help find Charlie’s killer. That’s not so bad, right? Besides, you know we’re good at this sort of thing.” She stood on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

Peter’s shoulders relaxed and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Babe, we’ve talked about this and you know I don’t like you gettin’ mixed up in this stuff. It’s dangerous.”

“I can handle myself,” she replied. “Plus, if them two girls had anything to do with it, I could eat them both for breakfast.”

I snorted. “Please.”

Kimmy whipped around. “Don’t test me. You know I’m trained in martial arts.”

She was, in fact, trained, and I was proud to say that she was a black belt. But I still didn’t want her to take on anyone we thought may be a potential killer.

Peter returned to his cooking duties, and I got the sense it was because he didn’t want to argue with her about the topic at hand. I didn’t blame him.

Kimmy came back over to stand by me. “Anyways, my point is, we could take them if we had to. We’ve been up against much more scary individuals.”

“Don’t remind me,” Peter threw in.

Then I said, “If they’re even the guilty party … or parties. I still don’t know what to think, honestly.”

Kimmy folded her arms over her chest. “Let me take care of round two. We’ll make ’em talk … or at least make them slip up. I just know if you gave me some time alone with them we’d have everything we need to know before the morning is over.”

From over his shoulder, Peter said, “Nope, not alone. If you do this, then you have to do it with Lana present.”

Kimmy groaned. “Fine. That will be our compromise then. I will have a chaperone and you can get the stick outta your bottom.”

Peter sighed.

A few minutes later, Peter was done preparing Ally and Paige’s order. I put Ally’s on one tray and Paige’s on another. Kimmy would carry one so it looked as if it made sense that she was following me around. With Kimmy’s penchant for being less than subtle, I didn’t want it to be too obvious that we were interrogating them.

The plan was for Kimmy to ask questions about the signing to see if one of them said something different than the other. The best way for us to do that was for me to engage with one of them so the other couldn’t pay attention to what was being said.

Kimmy and I agreed that since I had taken a fonder liking to Ally that I would have a better chance of keeping her occupied while Kimmy talked to Paige. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to say, but I had until we got back to the table to think about it.

However, when we re-entered the dining area, we found that Paige’s seat was empty.

As we reached the table with our trays of food, I gave Ally my most innocently quizzical look with just a dash of eyebrow raise. “Where’d Paige run off to?”

Ally frowned. “I’m afraid she had to go. We both got called into work just a few minutes ago.”

“You guys work together? What do you do?” Kimmy asked. She was holding Paige’s tray of food and set it down gingerly on the table.

“We’re leasing consultants. There were some people who called in sick today and there’s no one else to cover but the two of us. Figures this would happen when we finally have the same day off.”

Kimmy tsked. “Well that’s too bad.”

“I know,” Ally replied. “She didn’t get to eat hardly anything.”

I knew that’s not what Kimmy meant, but Ally didn’t. I contemplated if this was a good time to corner Ally, but before I could say anything, she turned to me and said, “Do you mind packing everything up? I should get going too. I agreed to stay behind so I could handle the food and the bill.”

“Lana,” Helen called from behind me. “We are ready to go. Can we please have our check? We must get to a mahjong meetup.”

“Sure, ladies,” I said. “Be right there.”

Kimmy stared at me. “Well what do you want me to do?”

“Can you pack up Ally and Paige’s food while I get the Matrons wrapped up?”

Kimmy continued to stare at me. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”

Ally tilted her head to the side, watching Kimmy’s every move.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Could you please?”

Kimmy huffed. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”

Ally’s eyes narrowed and she glanced between the two of us. I could sense that she knew something was up.

“Lana,” Helen repeated. “We really must be going. We don’t want to be late.”

“Right, sorry.”

I tallied their check as a formality. I knew exactly what the amount was going to be. And as I closed out their bill I had to wonder if Ally and Paige had really been called in to work or something that Kimmy said had spooked them into rushing out.






CHAPTER 37


“Called into work, my butt,” Kimmy scoffed after the restaurant had cleared out.

I was grateful that no other customers had come in after the Matrons and Ally had left. I needed a few moments to think and process the information. I sat perched on my stool behind the hostess station while Kimmy leaned against the counter, staring out into the plaza through the glass windows of the door.

“It is odd timing,” I said. “Also I don’t remember them ever saying that they worked together.”

Kimmy turned to face me. “Do you know Ally’s last name?”

“No, it’s never come out.”

Kimmy sucked in her cheeks. “We need to find a way to confirm their story one way or another. Who knows when they’re going to come in again. When’s their next book club meeting?” Then her eyebrows shot up. “Wait a second, didn’t Ally pay with a credit card?”

I gasped. “She did. Why didn’t I think of that?”

Kimmy grinned. “That’s what you have me for.”

I unlocked the cash register and reached for the credit card receipts. As I was pulling it out, the restaurant phone rang. “Thank you for calling Ho-Lee Noodle House. This is Lana speaking, how can I help you today?”

“Lana, it’s me,” Adam said into the phone.

“Oh hey.” I was distracted by the receipt and reading Ally’s last name, which turned out to be Wilcox.

“I tried calling your cell phone three times. You got a mad rush over there or what?”

“Oops, I left my phone in my office. Sorry. If you’re calling about Ally, she already left, but I got her last name and you’re not going to believe—”

“I didn’t call about that.”

I froze. “Oh?” Placing the receipt on the counter—which Kimmy promptly picked up to review for herself—I turned all my attention to Adam. “Go on.”

“We found our mystery man today.”

“You did?”

“Yeah … he turned himself in.”

“He what?”

“He turned himself in this morning. I guess the call for action on the news last night scared the hell out of him. His name is Parker Zong and he runs a mystery book lovers blog where he interviews popular authors who write mysteries and thrillers. Apparently, one of his big things that makes him stand out is that he dresses like someone from the books. Usually the murderer.”

“You’re kidding me. And it tracks? You’ve confirmed it?”

Adam grunted. “Is it odd that I’m disappointed? It’s all true. We checked out his website and everything he said is true.”

“But what about the creepy picture taking?”

“Higgins and I asked him about that and told him quite a few patrons saw him snapping photos. He said he did it for a handful of his more enthusiastic followers. Apparently a small subgroup of his is extremely into it—more so than a typical ‘armchair sleuth’—and they review the nitty gritty details of a murder case, trying to catch what they think law enforcement might miss. A few of them have even helped with disappearances, connecting clues that might have gotten skipped by the police. Parker thought they’d be interested in this one, especially because Charlie was an actual mystery author.”

I let out a long sigh. “Wow. I would have never guessed any of that. I didn’t know people actually did that … I mean, aside from me, of course.”

“Me either,” he replied. “But the big difference that stood out to me is that these people have no connections to the deceased or missing.”

“True,” I said.

“Anyhow, we also asked him about his connection to Tori Pembroke and he basically confirmed everything she said. He really did think the whole thing between Tori and Charlie was made up as a stunt. He couldn’t believe that someone would act how she did in real life. I assured him that she is the real deal. The poor man actually shivered.”

“Wow, so he must have told people around the plaza that he was a reporter so they wouldn’t give him a hard time or something?”

“You actually hit that nail right on the head,” Adam replied. “He didn’t think people would take him seriously if he said he ran an independent blog, and figured saying he was a reporter would work better since the media was actually at Asia Village that day.”

I shook my head in disappointment.

Kimmy mouthed, Is that Adam? What are you guys talking about?

I held up my index finger.

“So now what?” I asked Adam. “Does that mean they’re both in the clear?”

Kimmy crinkled her brows. “Both in the clear?” she hissed. “This can’t be good.”

Adam cleared his throat. “Parker is for sure. Tori could go either way, but so far, outside of her outburst, we don’t have anything else to connect her to the murder. She’s not completely off the table though.”

I quickly gave him a run-through of what happened with Ally and Paige. Now that our mysterious General Tso had a name and was in the clear, we would have to look elsewhere. After I filled him in on the women from the book club, I reminded him about Tara and Charlie’s ex, Lawson Thorne.

“That reminds me,” he said. “Lawson Thorne is on vacation in Turks and Caicos. He’s been gone for the past month. I verified it and it tracks.”

“But what about his post and the whole RIP bit?” I asked.

“When we spoke, he was very forthcoming about it and said he’d lost his temper because he and Charlie had done a lot of back-and-forth before officially breaking things off. He claims he posted it as a way to completely cut ties with her. So between his admission and the timeline of him being gone, well, it just doesn’t pan out, Lana. I’m sorry.”

“Could he have been working with someone else? I mean, we considered that too…”

He sighed. “We haven’t found anything to support that theory. Higgins did a thorough background check on the guy and he’s got a clean slate and no other mutual ties to Charlie that we can find. No history of violence, no domestic disputes. Unless something else comes to light involving him, I have to drop it.”

“Ugh, okay.” I was starting to feel sick again. I dreaded telling Kimmy and Megan about this development. The direction the case was heading made Ally and Paige more of a possibility. Megan had already reminded me once that I needed to put my personal feelings aside and be open to the idea that they were involved.

“Don’t lose hope,” Adam reassured me. “We’re eliminating potential suspects, which is a good thing. We’re not at a total stalemate. I’ll see if I can get a background check done on this Ally Wilcox person. If you can find out Paige’s last name, that would be great.”

“Okay, I’ll see what I can do. I’m going to head over to the Modern Scroll as soon as Nancy gets here and spend the remainder of my workday with Cindy. She probably needs help … and company.”

Kimmy perked up at the sound of that. She’d gone back to scrolling on her phone while I’d continued chatting with Adam.

“Keep your cell phone on you, please,” Adam said. “Just in case I need to get in touch with you.”

“I will,” I replied. “If anything comes up, don’t hesitate to call me.”

“Same goes for you. Oh, and babe?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

I smiled into the phone. “I love you too.”

When we hung up, Kimmy made smooching noises. “You guys are so in love, it grosses me out.”

I smirked. “You’re one to talk.”

She laughed. “That’s fair. Anyways, while you were on the phone, I found Ally’s LinkedIn profile and it does say that she is a leasing consultant for City Limit Enterprises … we should check it out.”

“Okay, at least we can find out if they were actually called into work. At least she’s not lying about what she does for a living.”

Kimmy nodded. “Truth. But for all we know, they are halfway to Mexico by now.”

I smacked my forehead. “Ugh, let’s hope not. Being honest about her profession is a step in the right direction.”

She set her phone down on the counter. “Fine, fine. Moving on … what did Adam call about? I heard you say something about our mystery man and that Lawson creep. Come on, girl, dish. I haven’t got all day.”



Kimmy had to get back to work because she’d put up the “Be back in an hour” sign and her hour was up. She told me she’d continue to look into Ally and put in a call to the property where Ally worked to find out if she was there. I really hoped that she was. At the same time, I didn’t know where else to turn for a viable suspect.

My mind cycled back to the idea of Tara. I didn’t like that my mind went there, but alas. When I headed back to the bookstore, I’d make sure to ask Cindy more questions about her ex-employee. Maybe the more we talked about it, the more it would jog her memory. I wondered if Cindy would be willing to reach out to Tara. If we could get her to come in and talk in person, we might be able to come to a conclusion more quickly.

But with Tara’s adamant statement about never returning to Asia Village, I didn’t know if that would be a likely scenario. Especially because if you burn one of us, you burn all of us, and she wouldn’t have many friends left in the enclosed shopping plaza.

Maybe Mr. Zhang would be kind to her.

Although I hadn’t forgotten that the Matrons had thought they’d seen someone who matched Tara’s description. So while on one hand she said she’d never show her face again, it’s possible she’d said that performatively to take attention away from the possibility.

In the meantime, not a single customer came into the restaurant until after it was time for me to head on over to the Modern Scroll. Peter’s mom, Nancy, came in a few minutes before eleven, and when Peter and I told her about me going to help Cindy for the rest of the day, she was more than happy to oblige.

When I arrived at the bookstore, Cindy was surprised to see me.

“Just for the afternoon,” I told her. “So you’re not here all by your lonesome.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Oh, Lana, that is so incredibly kind of you.”

“Don’t think anything of it. It’s what friends do.”

She sniffled. “I don’t like to admit it, but it has been kinda lonely in here all day. There were a few regulars who came in, but business has been sparse. I really hope this situation with Charlie hasn’t ruined my business.” She covered her face with her hands. “God, is that awful of me to say?”

“No, I get it, this is your livelihood. If you lose business, this is going to affect you on a deeper scale.”

She uncovered her face, inhaling deeply to calm herself. “I don’t know what I’d do without this place, Lana. It is everything to me. The book community is a wonderful place to immerse yourself. People bond over loving the same book, even if they have nothing else in common. It bridges so many gaps. Not to mention it sparks intellectual conversations about all sorts of stuff. The people who come in love it here and I’ve watched customers become friends. I would hate to think all of that was jeopardized. Not just for me, but for them.”

“Hey, who you tellin’?” I pointed at myself. “I’m one of those book lovers. I practically live here.”

Cindy smiled. “You’re one of my best customers.”

“Well, support local, right?”

We both chuckled.

There were a few brief moments of normalcy. I wish they could have lasted longer for Cindy’s sake. She needed a reprieve from the heaviness she’d been carrying around with her. But reality set in and the smile she’d had on her face disappeared. “Do you really think it could be Tara?”

I told her a shortened version of what Adam had told me about the other suspects and that Tara would be a possibility until she wasn’t. That didn’t make her very happy, but she seemed to understand that it was the nature of the game.

I promised I would do everything in my ability to find out the truth, but that I’d need some information from her first.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Could you give me Tara’s number? Originally I thought maybe you should call her up and ask her to come in here … she forgot a sweater or something. But the more I’ve thought about it, I think it might be a good idea if I meet with her alone. That way she won’t feel ganged up on.”

Cindy nodded. “She can be defensive at times. I have her contact info and I’m willing to give it to you, but don’t tell her you got it from me.”

“I swear I won’t,” I said. “I’ll just say she gave it to me in passing a long time ago. She probably wouldn’t remember anyhow.”

Cindy gestured for me to follow her into the back room. “Are you going to call her right now?”

I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

“Is it weird that I’m nervous?”

“No, not at all,” I said, following her into her office where she began sifting through the top drawer of her desk. It was filled with random odds and ends, slips of paper, pencils, and a calculator. Finally she pulled out a tiny black book and flipped through the pages. “I’m nervous too,” I admitted. “I never like this part. I’m always worried my voice is going to give me away.”

“I bet,” Cindy replied. “Here it is.”

I got out my phone and typed the number in. “Here goes nothing.”

The phone rang at least seven times and with each ring, my stomach dropped. I had no idea what I was going to say as to why I was contacting her out of nowhere. But it didn’t matter because she didn’t answer and on the eighth ring, her voice mail picked up.

I left a message that said: “Hey Tara, this is Lana Lee from Asia Village. I was wondering how you were doing and wanted to reach out. Give me a call when you have a chance. Let’s catch up.” I ended by giving her my cell phone number.

When I hung up, Cindy sighed. “And now we wait.”

“Yup. Story of my life.”






CHAPTER 38


At five o’clock, I left the bookstore and headed back to Ho-Lee Noodle House to wrap up some loose ends before going home. Cindy and I had spent the afternoon chatting about random topics, occasionally circling back to the whole business with Charlie. We waited in anticipation for Tara to call me back, which never happened.

Around two, I had forced Cindy to take an hour lunch at Ho-Noodle House, free of charge. She deserved it after everything she’d been through and I knew it would make Peter happy to cook for her. While Cindy thought the way to happiness was through books, Peter felt it was through food. And if you asked me, I needed both—and a bag of doughnuts—to achieve perfect bliss.

Business at the restaurant had been slow and there wasn’t much for me to do when I got back. I wasn’t complaining about it because I felt completely wiped from being at the bookstore. Something I never thought I’d say.

I left about fifteen minutes later, taking the overnight deposit bag with me. I’d stop at the bank on the way home. I hadn’t heard from Megan all day and wondered what she’d been up to. It wasn’t like her to not text me back. If I was lucky, I could catch her before she went to work. Otherwise I’d need to make a trip to the Zodiac later that evening.

Adam hadn’t texted or called me anymore during the workday and I gathered he got caught up in other business. I was really wondering how the chief was feeling about the lack of movement on the case and if Adam was being given a hard time to produce some type of result. It had been five days and we weren’t any closer to finding an answer, at least not in my book.

Kimmy was waiting for me outside China Cinema and Song, leaning casually against the wall just next to the entrance. She pushed off it with her foot as I made my way over.

“Hey, Lee. I called those apartments and pretended like I was looking to rent. I had to pinch my nose so Ally wouldn’t recognize my voice. But I did talk with her. I made up some story about speaking with someone named Samantha and was she in, blah blah. She bought it and said I must have meant Stephanie so-and-so who called in sick earlier today.”

“So they really went to work,” I concluded.

We began walking toward the main doors.

Kimmy nodded. “Looks like. At the very least, Ally was there. I didn’t know how to factor Paige into it. I did try and ask if there was someone else I could talk to, but she insisted on helping me. Either way, that doesn’t mean they aren’t still guilty of something. It just means that today they were telling the truth.”

“Hmmm,” I said, pushing open the doors. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

When we stepped out into the cool spring afternoon, I could smell the fragrance of budding flowers on the nearby trees ready to bloom for the warmer season.

Kimmy dug around in her handbag, producing a set of car keys. “If you ask my opinion, one of them is covering up for the other. Maybe. I don’t know now. She seemed so nice on the phone, it’s hard to imagine that she’s guilty of anything. Ya know?”

“I do,” I said, beginning the search for my own keys. “That’s why this has been so hard for me. I really like her. And Paige too, I just don’t know her that well.”

“I can keep digging if you want. I’m off from the Black Garter tonight so I have some free time.”

I huffed. “Yeah, maybe see if you can find out more about Paige. Did you check the apartment website to see if there was a directory of their employees?”

Kimmy snapped her fingers. “No, and that’s a mighty fine idea. I’ll do that when I get home and see if I can do some internet snooping. What about Blondie? What’s she been up to? She’s been kinda quiet, no?”

“Yeah, she’s going through something … I just don’t know what. She hasn’t been very forthcoming lately.”

We stepped out into the parking lot and walked over to our designated employee area. Kimmy stopped as we reached her car. “Want me to drag it out of her? You know I’m good at that sort of thing.”

“Nah, thanks for offering … I think,” I replied. “Depends on if you’re trying to be helpful or just want to give Megan a hard time.”

She laughed. “Well, Miss Lee, my intentions are honorable … this time. And as you know, I’m always on call if you need my services.”

“I’ll get it figured out with her.”

“We’ll get it figured out with everything. Don’t you worry your pretty little head off, my friend.”

I said goodbye and walked the rest of the way to my car. Again, I really wished everybody would stop telling me not to worry. It was kinda hard not to when your favorite author had been murdered, you couldn’t figure out the “whodunit,” and your best friend was going through something she wouldn’t talk about.

Yeah, Lana … don’t worry, what ever were you thinking?



If I thought I’d been disappointed at the top of my day, I’d soon learn that my evening would be all the more frustrating.

Megan was gone for work already and left a sticky note on my bedroom door telling me that her mid-shift server, Robin—who was fickle as they come—had called in sick so she needed to go in earlier.

I felt extremely irritated by the fact that everyone seemed to be calling off from work. What is with today?

Kikko was oblivious to my developing sour mood and sniffed all her favorite bushes as if it were any other day. I tried to take my mind off everything by focusing on the changes in foliage, but I was stirred back to the present by the giant black SUV that sat in the parking lot of the next building.

Getting back to my current gripes, I realized I’d have to go up to the Zodiac later after all and I wasn’t feeling it. But I needed to talk to Megan. Why had she left me a note and not texted me? I was beginning to think that maybe she was avoiding me, but I couldn’t come up with a logical reason as to why.

After I got myself situated, showered, and re-dressed, I’d head up to the bar and have dinner there. Megan was going to talk to me whether she wanted to or not.

Back inside, I located my cell phone to make sure I wasn’t falsely accusing Megan of not contacting me. Maybe she had texted me on my drive home or while I was out with Kikko. But instead I found two missed calls from numbers I didn’t know.

The first one looked vaguely familiar and when I listened to the voice mail, I realized it was because the call had come from Tara. All her message said was, Hey Lana, Tara here, returning your call. I’m hanging in. Hit me back if you feel like it. Hope you’re good.

The second message was from Hallie the nurse. I’d nearly forgotten about her and that I’d given her my number in case she came up with some kind of relevant information about potential poisons—a fruitless endeavor since I already knew the method. Hey Lana, this is Hallie, I managed to talk with some doctors about different ways that someone could do what they did to Charlie. But I can’t really be on my phone. I get a break around eleven tonight. Could you meet me at Common Grounds? It’s a coffee shop right down the street from the hospital. Don’t know if you’re familiar. Otherwise I can come up to the restaurant after my shift is over in the morning. Let me know. Just shoot me a text.

I disconnected and set my phone down to think for a minute. I wondered how important it would be for me to actually get back to Hallie in a timely manner. Of course, she had no idea that I already knew everything I needed, and there was a small part of me that felt guilty since she’d actually delivered on her promise of asking the doctors at the hospital about poisons. She’d gone out of her way just to help.

However, it might come in handy for her to help me with some scenarios on how the act of poisoning Charlie could have really happened. I’d have to pretend that I didn’t know the substance that was used, but maybe I could ask about how easy it was to access things like insulin without a prescription. I began to wonder whether or not Ally or Paige might be diabetic.

That’s when I remembered Ally making a reference to Paige needing to watch her sugar intake. So maybe she was a diabetic. I wished I had thought to ask at some point, but it hadn’t crossed my mind at the time. If Paige was, and she had access to insulin, well then she had it at the ready … and she would most certainly know details about its usage.

My stomach was cramping again, but this time I knew it was really from lack of food. I’d hardly eaten anything all day.

Quickly I texted Hallie back and let her know that I’d meet her at Common Grounds. The anxious part of me that wanted this over couldn’t wait until tomorrow. I’d have to remember to give her something in exchange for her kindness throughout this whole process. Maybe a free meal or two at the restaurant would suffice.

I sent the text, then immediately called back Tara. My stomach was growling and I wanted to leave as soon as possible. At this point, I contemplated skipping my shower and just going straight to the Zodiac.

“Hello?” Tara said after the third ring.

“Hey, it’s Lana.”

“Long time, no see.”

I didn’t know what to say. In my haste, I hadn’t even thought it through. “Sure has been. I was sorry to hear that you’re not working for Cindy anymore.”

“I’m not,” she said.

I blanked on something to say back. That was a pretty blunt statement, and I thought she’d at least dance around the subject a little bit for my benefit.

When I didn’t respond, she coughed, then added, “Well, I should say I’m not now that I heard what happened to Charlene Chan. What an absolute nightmare. How is Cindy holding up? I wanted to reach out to her, but I felt like I done burned that bridge to a crisp.”

Again, relief because of what happened to Charlie wasn’t the answer I’d thought she’d give. But at least she acknowledged that she burned a bridge. I said, “She’s … a little worse for wear, but we’re getting her through it. Me and Kimmy, that is.”

“That’s good. I know she doesn’t have any family in the area and not many friends outside of the bookstore regulars. She’s gotten awfully reclusive in the past year.”

“Yeah, being a business owner will eventually do that to you.” I thought about my own duties as business manager and how I hadn’t really made any new friends outside of Lydia and the book club gals—who might be murderers. “But maybe meeting new people isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“Yeah, well, you win some, you lose some,” she replied dryly. “Anyways, not to be short, but I have to ask, why did you call? We’ve always been friendly but we were never close or anything. I think the last time we talked is when we decided on having Charlene come sign books at the shop.”

So she remembered. I made a mental note that she brought it up first. “Really, I wanted to see how you are. It was very … abrupt of you to walk out on Cindy like that. Seems out of character.”

Tara groaned. “Is this going to be a lecture of some kind? Did Cindy put you up to this? I should have known she might try something like this.”

“No,” I said, actually meaning it. “She did not put me up to this. I swear. This is all me. You loved working there. You were Cindy’s favorite employee. It makes no sense.”

Tara was silent.

“Are you still there?” I asked.

In a flat tone, she replied, “Yeah … I’m here. Trying to think of how I want to explain this…”

I realized I was holding my breath, in anticipation of her answer. “You can tell me anything. I swear I’ll keep it between us.”

More silence.

“Cross my heart…” I added.

“Ugh, okay fine, I’ll tell you. But you cannot tell Cindy or else I’ll know it’s you. Because nobody knows.”

“I already crossed my heart, Tara,” I said. “I don’t know what else to say to reassure you.”

Tara blurted out, “My cousin has cancer.”

I paused. “I’m sorry, what?”

“My cousin … she has cancer … breast cancer if you want to get specific. And I wanted time off to take care of her. You know, while she goes through treatment.”

I raised a brow though she couldn’t see it through the phone. “And so you quit? Why didn’t you just tell Cindy the truth? She would have understood.”

Tara sniffed, but I couldn’t tell if she was crying. “I don’t know. Cindy hates her family … like, almost all of them. And one time when I brought up how my cousin and I grew up more like sisters than cousins, she told me that was an over-inflated sense of family or something. That cousins could never be that close. So, I figured she wouldn’t give me time off if she knew what it was for. But I didn’t want to lie to her and say it was about something else, so I felt backed into a corner. Before I knew it, I was yelling at her that the bookstore isn’t the only thing that matters in life and that I never wanted to see her or it again.”

“Oh, wow,” I said. Cindy hadn’t told me how personal the argument had gotten and that Tara had specifically said she didn’t want to see her again. Now I understood why Cindy had been exceptionally upset the day of the book signing. It wasn’t about not having the help, it was about Tara rejecting her friendship.

“Yeah, so you can see why I’d think the bridge was burnt. Truth is, I love Cindy. She’s like a sister to me. Even if she doesn’t see me that way. And I’ve just been sick with worry this whole time wondering if she totally despises me. I feel awful, but what was I supposed to do?”

I wasn’t going to tell Tara that we’d been sitting around earlier that day contemplating whether or not she was a murderer. Instead I said, “I’m sure Cindy does not despise you. Personally I think you should come clean with the whole thing and tell her about your cousin. I’m sure that Cindy will be more than understanding. She probably said that stuff about family in the heat of the moment. Maybe she’d just gotten in a fight with someone in her own family.”

“True,” she replied. “Do you really think I should try to talk to her? Do you think she’d give me my job back? I don’t want to come across like I’m begging though. I don’t need pity.”

“I think she would definitely give you your job back, and I don’t think it would be because of pity,” I said.

I was unsure if Cindy giving Tara her job back was a hundred percent factual. But I was a firm believer that people should always air out their dirty laundry and try to make things work if the stakes were high enough. And their friendship seemed pretty important to me. Life was too short not to make the effort with people you care about. As was evidenced by Tara’s cousin’s current health diagnosis.

“Thanks, Lana. I think I’ll call her tomorrow morning. Or heck, maybe I’ll go up to the shop and surprise her. I don’t know if she’ll be happy to see me, but it’s worth a shot, right?”

“Right.”

“Wow, Lana, I’m really glad you called. Thank you for helping me with this problem I’ve been struggling with. I know you did it unknowingly, but it is definitely appreciated.”

“No problem.”

“Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow? I can stop by the restaurant too.”

“Sure. You know I’ll be there.”

“Great. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Oh, Tara, before you go…”

“Yeah.”

“Sorry to hear about your cousin. Please send her love from me and let her know she has this little restaurant manager rooting for her. And tell her to kick that cancer’s butt.”

“Thanks, Lana. I will.”

We hung up and I had mixed emotions swimming around in my mind. Tara was in the clear and that was another person for the ‘no’ list, but unfortunately that meant that Ally and Paige were still major contenders.

I threw on some fresh clothes and left for the Zodiac. It was time to deal with my other problem.






CHAPTER 39


By the time I got to the Zodiac it was almost seven o’clock. I had a few hours before I’d have to meet with Hallie and I figured that I’d spend the rest of my free time up at the bar. Who knows how long it would take me to have a full conversation with Megan. If she got busy, I could be sitting around for quite some time.

When I entered the astrologically decorated local pub, I noted a handful of people seated at the bar and a couple of tables filled with people in a variety of work attire—some construction workers in neon yellow shirts and dusty khakis, and another table of men in business suits sans ties.

Megan was behind the bar chatting with none other than Robin. Immediately, alarm bells went off in my head. It wasn’t like Megan to lie to me about anything. We knew all the secrets there were to know about each other, so seeing her standing there talking to the employee she said had called off of work for the day was like a punch to the gut.

Robin noticed me first and must have told Megan I was standing there because Megan whipped around, her mouth gaping open. She rushed over. “Lana, what are you doing here?”

“What. Are. You. Doing?” I asked, folding my hands across my chest. “I’d like an explanation that will make all of this … reasonable.”

“It’s not what you think,” she said, looking over her shoulder.

“What is it that I think?”

“Hold on a sec.” She scurried back over to Robin and whispered something in her ear. Robin nodded and then Megan came back over, grabbing my wrist. “Come with me.”

I allowed her to drag me through the bar, into the back room, and then out the back door into the alleyway. We stood next to the dumpster as she took a few deep inhales trying to catch her breath.

“Megan, what the hell is going on? Why are you acting so bizarre lately?”

“Did you see the group of men in suits sitting inside?”

“Yeah, but don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not.” She held up her hand, palm facing forward. “I swear. You will understand everything in a minute.”

“Okay, fine, then yes. I noticed them when I walked in. What’s the big deal?”

“One of those men is the Fairview Park chief of police, Tom.”

“Tom?” I repeated. “Since when are you calling Chief Riceton ‘Tom’?”

“Since he’s started being a regular here.”

“Oh my god,” I said, the pieces finally clicking together. All the extra shifts, all the longer hours, Robin supposedly calling off from work. “That’s why you want to be here all the time lately. And that’s why you keep asking Adam about the chief, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said, letting out a deep exhale. “I wanted to tell you, but I was embarrassed and thought you might be pissed at me because I wanted to date Adam’s boss. That’s why I kept bringing him up in front of you two. I wanted to see how you guys would react.”

“So … you’re going to break your own cardinal rule and date a regular?” I asked, finding myself astonished by the news.

She huffed. “Well … yes. Tom asked me out. I didn’t even know who he was when he first did. I thought he was just some business guy.”

“He asked you out already?”

“Casually,” she replied. “He mentioned us getting drinks when I was off the clock, but didn’t call it a date officially or anything.”

“Does he know who you are? Who I am?”

“Kinda … sorta … okay, yes he knows.”

“Megan!”

“What? Sorry. I figured out who he was after—he never talks about his work, but later he gave me his business card with his personal cell phone number on the back. I thought it might be a problem, so I didn’t pursue anything. But when he asked me out again, I came clean and told him that I was your best friend and that you were Adam’s girlfriend.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“He still wants to go out with you? I mean he asked you more than once, casually or not.”

She nodded. “He told me he doesn’t care and has been in hairier situations. I didn’t ask him what that meant, but I figured it had something to do with being in law enforcement. Anyways, he told me he would wait until I was ready to tell you and Adam before he’d make another move. I’ve been trying to come up with a way to say something, but with this Charlie thing going on, it didn’t seem like the right time. I’ve been very careful not to spill anything about that, by the way.”

I hadn’t considered that if Megan dated the chief of police, it would put a crimp in our investigative practices. Not that I ever hoped for another one of these situations, but what would happen if the occasion arose? We’d be back to hiding all our scandalous ways. But this was the first time she’d shown interest in anyone, and I wasn’t going to stop her from pursuing what she clearly wanted, which just so happened to be going on a date with the chief of police. “I want you to go for it. Tell him tonight you wanna go on a date as soon as possible.”

“Really?” she asked, clasping her hands together. “And you’re not mad? I promise I’ll never spill the beans or let it get in the way of what we have going on. Besides, who knows if it’ll work out with him anyways, right? It’s just a date.”

“I trust you,” I replied, remembering a time when I’d said something similar about taking a chance with Adam. “And I want to see you happy. The chief seems like a solid guy and it’ll be good for you to get back out there.”

Megan stretched out her arms and hugged me tight. “Oh Lana, thank you so much for being supportive. I should have known that I could tell you anything.”

“Um yeah. Duh.”

She giggled in my ear before taking a step back. “But what about Adam. Isn’t he going to be mad? That’s his boss…”

“You let me worry about Detective Trudeau,” I said playfully. “I’ll take care of everything.”

Megan’s cheeks reddened. “Oh my god, Lana, I’m gonna go on my first date in like a bazillion years.”

I squeezed her wrist. “I’m excited for you. And while I don’t want to undercut that, I have some things I need to tell you about. It’s been a busy day.”

She leaned against the brick wall next to the back door. “Oh really? I did see your text about Ally. Sorry I never got to reply. Robin texted me and told me that Tom was up here, and I lost my head. I got ready and came up straightaway.”

“Forget about that. I totally get it now. You’re head over heels.”

Megan shook her head. “Eesh, that sounds weird. It’s been awhile. Anyways, back to what you were saying.”

I leaned against the wall next to her. “Well … it goes a little like this…”



“In my gut, I think it’s Paige,” Megan said when I’d concluded my updates to what seemed like our never-ending saga. “With Tara off the table, and Lawson completely out of the country, I just don’t know where else we can turn. I know you don’t want it to be your new friends, but think about it—it all makes perfect sense. We have the fact that Ally has made passing remarks about Paige watching her sugar … implying that she’s a diabetic, giving her access to insulin at the ready. Of course she doesn’t realize she could have accidentally outed her friend. Then add in the fact that Ally asked about a secondary exit because Paige supposedly has a problem with crowds yet wanted to go to a book signing. Then the strange way Paige acted when Kimmy went Columbo on her. For all we know, she’s the one who told Paige to leave the restaurant before Kimmy could interrogate her further. She’s probably doing what she thinks will help her friend. They’re us … but the evil version. The only thing we don’t have for either of them is a solid motive.”

I tsked. “Oh come on, all of that stuff could be circumstantial. Plus, Kimmy verified that they did need to get to work. Well, Ally at least.”

“She could have been lying. Just because someone said they were called into work and then actually goes doesn’t mean they aren’t making something up. Hell, I’m proof of that. Besides, she probably knew it was Kimmy. I’ve heard Kimmy’s disguised voices before and they sound on the fake side.”

“You do have a point with the whole work scenario, but I still don’t know. We have no motive … also your point.” My stomach gurgled loud enough for Megan to hear.

“Geez, Lana, when is the last time you ate?”

“I don’t remember. I’ve only had a cookie and a spring roll all day.…”

She grabbed my hand. “Come on, let’s go back inside. Mushroom burgers are the special of the day and I know you love them. I ordered that Havarti cheese that you love so much.”

We went back inside and I sat down at my regular stool nearest the door. I let my eyes drift in the direction of the table of businessmen and realized that they did look like law enforcement now that I knew the chief was there. None of them were recognizable to me except for the chief, who I’d only seen on TV.

I watched him observe Megan from afar, smiling to himself as he admired her. It gave me a tingle of excitement down my spine. By the looks of it, he appeared to be truly smitten.

It reminded me of when Adam and I first met and the way we’d catch each other staring, hoping not to get caught with our emotions showing. It also reminded me that I’d have to break this news to Adam.

I knew deep down he’d be okay with it, but it would be uncomfortable and awkward at first. He’d also always held out that Megan would want to date Higgins at some point. Higgins had been single since Adam could remember, and he was constantly trying to set him up with someone, Megan included.

But Megan hadn’t been interested in Higgins and eventually Adam had stopped suggesting it. Now who knew what would happen? Would we go on double dates? Would my and Megan’s relationship dynamic change because of the men in our lives? It was too soon to get this ahead of myself, but I did wonder about what the future would bring.

I assumed that Adam would be meeting up with me at some point that evening. I’d be sure to tell him straightaway. Especially if Megan was going to tell the chief tonight that she was available to go on a date.

Megan had placed an order for me, and soon enough a plate heaping with fresh French fries and an oversized mushroom burger with Havarti cheese was placed in front of me. My stomach cheered as I took that first bite into the perfectly well-done burger. Man, I loved food.






CHAPTER 40


The time passed quickly, and I left with just enough time to make it to Common Grounds, which was about fifteen minutes away.

I turned onto Lorain Road and remembered what Lydia had told me during our last phone call—that the call to her from the unknown woman had come in from somewhere likely along this road. At the time, neither Adam nor I had found the information useful.

I thought about everything that had happened since I’d last spoken to her. I knew she was still waiting on standby for us to ask for help. I did feel like I needed it at this stage, but Adam was firm in his decision that she not get involved.

However, nothing was making sense anymore and I felt like I’d been staring at the problem for too long. A lot of times if you look at something too hard it all just becomes gibberish in your mind. But I didn’t feel I had the luxury to walk away and take a ten-day break, and I knew certainly that Adam couldn’t afford that either. Anything could happen if either of us slacked when our attention was needed most. The killer could have escaped … and in reality, that was true even now. It felt urgent that a break was made in the case.

While I was stopped at the red light, I thought about what I did know and maybe didn’t want to accept. If it wasn’t the people we’d already suspected, and Paige had been acting weird … then where else could I look? Right now, all roads were leading back to Paige.

I saw a sign for Fairview Hospital, which was right down the road.

Next I saw an entrance for Common Grounds, a twenty-four hour coffeehouse that Megan and I used to go to before the days of me having to wake up at seven in the morning. We’d go late and sometimes there’d be someone playing the guitar or a slam poetry session taking place. It felt like a distant memory even though it had only been a handful of years ago.

There was a parking lot behind the shopping strip that contained the coffeehouse. I did see an open spot on the street, but I always felt stupid parallel parking in front of other people and there’d been a small crowd milling outside the coffee shop’s entrance smoking cigarettes.

Thankfully, there was one spot left for me to squeeze into. I stared at the odometer. “Oh my god,” I said. “The hospital. The insulin … Nurses would have access to insulin.” When I stopped speaking, the radio seemed louder than it had been. Journey was playing. “Just a small-town girl…”

“And Hallie asked a lot of questions about what I knew…” I said aloud.

“Livin’ in a lonely world.”

“She played me. She wasn’t upset about what happened to Charlie. She wanted to know what I knew about the information the police had.”

“Just a city boy…”

Sirens went off in my mind. Hallie was the killer. It had to be her.

“He took the midnight train goin’ anywhere…”

I shut the radio off. I decided to call Hallie and tell her I couldn’t make it. Then I’d call Adam and tell him everything I knew and let him take over the rest of this nonsense to see if he could make heads or tails of it.

I pulled out my phone and found Hallie’s phone number in my list of recent calls. I selected the number and listened to it ring. It went to voice mail. Good. I wouldn’t have to actually talk with her. I’d leave a message and then decline her return call if she tried to reach me later.

I listened to her syrupy sweet voice explain that she was unavailable. What a fake. I’d totally fallen for the friendly and helpful nurse act. What a dummy, I thought. Then again, who wouldn’t fall for that?

Finally the beep sounded. I tried my best to keep my voice level. “Hi Hallie, this is Lana Lee. Listen, I’m not going to be able to make it to our coffee meet—”

BAM! BAM! BAM! I jumped as someone rapped aggressively on my driver’s side window.

With my hand frozen, I sat there, still staring at the odometer with my cell phone held up to my ear. When I turned my head, even though it was a dark parking lot, I saw clearly who it was. I’d known who it was before I even looked.

Hallie.



My heart was ready to pound right through my chest. She must have pulled in just before me and had seen me drive up into the parking lot.

Her lips were curved upward into a smile, but it didn’t appear altogether friendly. I didn’t know if that’s because she knew I had figured it out somehow, or it was my paranoia getting the best of me yet again. “Aren’t you getting out of the car?” she asked through my closed window.

I wasn’t sure that I was dealing with a full deck and was having trouble reading the situation before me. Her phone wasn’t in her hands, so maybe she hadn’t realized it was me calling her. Maybe she knew nothing. Maybe I should act casual, as if I didn’t suspect her of murder. Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

“Um, yeah,” I said, noticing a quiver in my voice. “Be right out.” I cleared my throat, trying to find my strength to handle this accordingly. If I didn’t show my hand, she would have no reason to think something was up with me.

My keys were still in the ignition but I’d turned the car off. I could turn the key and plummet into reverse, if necessary. But she was standing so close to my car, I didn’t know what would happen if I did that. So for the moment, I did nothing.

She continued to stare at me with minimal expression aside from a slight upturn of her mouth. After a few moments of awkwardness, she asked again, “Are you getting out of the car or not?”

Choose wisely, I thought. Then, I eyed the ignition again. If I could just lift my hand. Turn the key, Lana. Turn the key.

“Suit yourself,” she said.

I watched her walk to the back of my car and hop up onto the trunk, sitting squarely in the middle, blocking my view. If I pulled in reverse, she would go flying off the vehicle. I didn’t know if that was her tactic to force me into doing something she could turn around on me, or if she was just that laid back she didn’t care what happened next.

On the off chance she wasn’t guilty, this could go very badly for me. Especially if she were to press charges or claim that I lost my mind. And perhaps I had. I was arguing with myself inside a locked car, holding a cell phone. Why would I not call Adam?

I could have smacked myself in the head right then. I unlocked my phone and went to my list of favorites to call his cell. Fingers crossed that he answered in time.

My lack of movement must have irked her because she probably assumed her sitting on the trunk of my car like a psycho would make me react and force me to leave the safety of the vehicle.

She hopped off the trunk, causing the car to bob upward.

Adam’s cell phone rang.

Hallie started beating on my driver’s side window again. “Lana. What are you doing? Would you get out of the car already? You’re making a scene.”

“I’m making a scene?” I yelled through the window.

She sighed. “You leave me no choice.”

Adam’s phone went to voice mail. I let it play so he could hear what was happening. “Leave you no choice for what, Hallie … the nurse who found Charlie’s body.” I said it loud into my cell phone while she observed me.

She scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Lana, are you okay? You look like you’ve been doing drugs.” She shouted the words, and I had a feeling she was trying to make me look crazy to my own boyfriend. I’m sure that what she’d said was recorded onto the message I was leaving for Adam. She began digging through her purse. A moment later she pulled out a shiny pink gizmo and dangled it in front of my window. I recognized it immediately. It was from a safety kit I’d seen circulating online geared specifically toward women. It came with brass knuckles shaped like cat ears, a seat belt cutter, and a mini baton that was advertised as a window smasher to help you escape from a car should you be trapped inside.

Staring at the window smasher, my heart dropped into my stomach. “Adam,” I said, with a shaky voice, “she’s trying to break into my car with a window smasher. I’m currently in the back parking lot of Common—and no I’m not on drugs. You know that I wouldn’t—”

The automated voice began speaking over me. “I’m sorry, would you like to try your message again?”

“Dammit!” I yelled.

Hallie paused for a minute and I thought maybe she’d given up. That she was happy just threatening me. But as I turned to look back out the window, I saw the pink metallic smasher coming straight toward my face.






CHAPTER 41


I’d unbuckled my seat belt as soon as I’d parked, so I could freely lunge for the passenger seat and door. My legs were trailing behind me and stuck near the gear shift, but I tugged my foot free and flung open the passenger side door.

Hallie was too quick for me, however, and she managed to dash to my side of the car and yanked on my shirt, pulling me all the way out of the car. I dropped my cell phone as I fought to remove her hand from my shirt, but she had me at a disadvantage as she was standing over me and I was struggling to make it to my feet.

“Let go of me!” I yelled. “Help! Someone help!” I hoped that someone outside would hear me. I thought of the people standing out front smoking. Maybe they’d come to see what all the commotion was about. I regretted not honking my horn repeatedly or triggering the alarm system while still in the car.

Hallie pulled me toward her, helping me to my feet, and then slammed me against the back window on the passenger side. She had a good grip on my right wrist—which was my dominant hand—and held me in place. I tried to kick her but she kneed my thigh with her leg and then stepped on my foot.

“Ahhh!” I yelled.

“Oh quit being such a baby. This won’t hurt too long.”

I couldn’t see what she was doing because of the angle she was holding me at, but I knew she was searching for something in her pocket or perhaps her purse, which was a crossbody. It gave me an idea, but I knew if I was going to act, I’d have to move fast with sharp movements, no hesitation.

While I wiggled around to get my left arm at a better vantage point, she griped, “Stop squirming. This was so much easier with Charlie. Just a tiny pinch in the arm. She didn’t even notice. And here you are acting as if I have a needle ten feet long.”

“Oh god!” I cried. “Get away from me. Let go!”

“I should have planned this better. I could have done this a lot easier and quieter if I’d just jabbed you when I saw you last and we hugged.”

A flash ran through my mind of the book signing and the people who came in early to see Charlie. When we’d left the bathroom after running into Tori Pembroke, there’d been a ton of people waiting in line and Charlie had gone over to greet them. I remembered her hugging people and taking selfies. And as the montage played in my mind, I remembered Hallie’s interaction with Charlie. Getting the author to remember who she was, holding onto her hand for an extended amount of time, the two women hugging for a little longer than you’d hug a distant acquaintance.

I froze. “You … you really did do this to Charlie. You poisoned her. I thought maybe I was connecting the wrong dots, but no … you did do this.”

Hallie stopped searching for a split second then looked me dead in the eye. “Yeah. I did. And she deserved it.”

“Why? How?” I shuddered.

“How?” she glared. “With careful planning, that’s how. I had to cover my tracks, and what better way to do that then to create an elaborate show? Do you know how much time I invested into this whole damn thing? A lot, that’s how much. It all seemed to go so well too. Once I came up with the angle to make it look like some kind of super fan, I knew no one would ever suspect little ole me and everything just kind of fell into place. Renting the storage space and staging the crime scene just like the book … it was genius. Then planting the seed with you in the bookstore about the guy who was dressed up like the villain in her book. That … That, Lana, worked itself out. Total improv on my part. I had no idea that man would even be there. And that crazy blonde woman? It couldn’t have been more perfect.”

“But how did you know I would even care?”

She tapped her temple. “Careful planning, my dear. I made sure to check out Asia Village and who would be around to see what I was up against. I wasn’t just going to waltz in there and think I had it under control. That’s when I stumbled onto you. Do you really think it’s a coincidence that I came up to you right away as you were opening for the day? I knew who you were before I even stepped foot inside.”

I felt sick and my mind was reeling. “So you targeted me?”

“That piece about you and Lydia Shepard in the newspaper really came in handy. And that delicious detective of yours. I hadn’t planned on taking it that far, but I needed to make sure you were looking in all the wrong places, Lana. I knew it would only be a matter of time before the coroner figured out that Charlene had been injected with insulin. I’ve known him for years and I know he’s no dummy. And neither are you. I figured if you were smart enough, you’d guess that a nurse had access to that kind of thing, wouldn’t you?”

“Then why’d you use something so obvious?” I couldn’t help but ask.

Hallie clucked her tongue. “Well, I told you before, I’m not a poisons expert and the conditions were right. I had to factor in time, location, and then take a chance that it might get overlooked.”

“But if you did all that, why didn’t you just take off?”

Hallie shook her head. “That would have been a rookie move, don’t you think? The nurse that suddenly disappeared, now how do you think that would have looked? No, I wanted to be there and be the one to find her, to declare her deceased. I think I balanced my acting perfectly too. A little official and a little startled by the events.”

I’d begun to shiver. “I don’t understand why anyone would do all this. What in the world did she do to deserve this?”

Hallie returned to digging around for what I’d come to realize was going to be a syringe. “That story she told … that was based off of something that happened to one of my patients. In a foolish moment, I told Charlie about it when she was in the hospital for a procedure, to keep her mind occupied on something other than her physical pain. When the book released, I almost lost my job over it! Who would have thought my other patient would be a fan of Charlene’s? Since she’d confided in no one but me, well she knew where the information came from. She threatened to sue me and the hospital.”

“You killed her over that?” I asked. “Because you have a big mouth?”

Her hand raised up and she smacked me across the face.

“Ow!” I yelled as the sting lingered on my cheek.

“Watch what you say. You don’t exactly have an advantage over me. I have to lift patients that are twice your size on a daily basis.”

I inhaled deeply through my nose, remembering my escape plan. I had to keep it together just long enough to break free. I wouldn’t make the mistake of letting her catch me again.

She shook her hand. “Damn, that hurt.” Then stuck the same hand back in her bag.

I took my chance and prayed that it would be enough. Just as she seemed to ease up because she’d found what she was looking for, I used my left hand to pull on the strap of her crossbody bag. I yanked hard, pulling her neck down and her body forward.

I heard something clank against the pavement, but I didn’t stick around to find out what it was. As she lost her balance I pulled harder, and when she was bent down enough, I shoved her shoulder with my foot, pushing her into the car that was parked next to me.

She lost her balance and fell to the ground, swearing up a storm as she went down. I took my moment and sprinted in the opposite direction, making my way up to the front of the shopping strip.

There were still a gaggle of smokers hanging around outside the coffee shop. “Help!” I gasped. “Call nine-one-one! I’m being attacked!”

“Calm down,” a young girl with jet-black hair said, wrapping an arm around me. Her nose was pierced and the metal shone in the streetlight. “You okay?”

“She’s right in the parking lot,” I gasped, trying to regain composure. “Please, I dropped my phone. I need help.”

An older man with glasses and a goatee came to see what the commotion was about. “What’s going on here? Do you need an ambulance?”

“The police. I need the police.”

“Are you on something, sweetheart?” he asked, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder.

I twitched, moving away from him. “No, there’s someone after me. She’s—”

“Look, young lady, I don’t know what you’re on, but there’s no one else around.” He jutted his chin in the direction behind me.

I took a few apprehensive steps back the way I came. When I peeked around the corner and saw my car, I realized that the parking lot was now empty and Hallie was nowhere to be seen.



About fifteen minutes later, three squad cars and Adam’s unmarked car pulled up with their sirens and lights on full blast.

He wrapped me in his arms right there on the sidewalk despite the fact that he was on duty. Higgins and the other uniformed officers handled everything else. A paramedic’s van pulled up shortly after to check me out and make sure that I was okay.

I described everything in detail to anyone who would listen. Adam had to remind me to calm down more than once. “You’re going to pass out if you don’t get your heart rate back down to a normal level, babe,” he warned.

I nodded that I understood and attempted to take a few deep breaths to satisfy his worry.

“Let’s get you out of here, okay?” He whisked me away in their unmarked car and took me straight home where Megan was waiting for me. It turned out that he’d called her to find out if she knew where I’d gone and who I’d gone to meet. She’d left work immediately to make sure that she was home when he returned me safely. Now it was Robin’s turn to cover for her.

She thrust open the door and hugged me as I approached. “Ohmigod! Are you okay?” She was holding on so tight that I almost couldn’t breathe.

“I need to sit down,” I said, talking into her hair. “And coffee.”

“Well get in here,” she said, releasing me from her grasp and wrapping a protective arm around my shoulders.

Kikko skittered around, galloping in circles, unsure of what was going on.

Adam watched after us but stayed standing in the threshold of the apartment. To Megan he said, “Look after her, will ya? I have to head to the station and take care of a few things. I’ll be back in about an hour or so.”

“You got it,” Megan said.

Adam stepped into the apartment and hugged me before leaving. “Don’t worry, babe, we’ll get her.”

This time I didn’t complain about the reassurance, I welcomed it.



I took a hot shower while Megan brewed us a fresh pot of coffee. I was quick in the bathroom because, truth be told, I was afraid to be alone. There were no windows in our bathroom, but I felt most vulnerable—like most people—when I was naked. And Hallie was still out there somewhere. Who knew what shadow she was lurking behind.

Megan and I huddled on the couch together, Kikko at my feet, while sipping coffee. I ran through the entire chain of events for her despite the fact that telling it this soon after everything happened made me feel increasingly anxious.

When I was done, she blew a giant raspberry. “You know, I can’t believe it. How unreal,” she said.

“Tell me about it. I never thought in a million years it was Hallie who would be the one to kill Charlie. Or that the story involved someone else’s real-life circumstances.”

Megan stared off into the distance. “No, not that.” Turning to me, she said, “She did it. Just like in the book … she got away.”






EPILOGUE


What Kimmy said just a few days ago about the bad guy sometimes getting away is true to life. Things can’t always be cleaned up and wrapped in a tidy bow for the police department to handle. Justice can’t always be served. Not everyone gets what they deserve … or what we, the ones who judge, think they deserve. Alas, thus is the way of the world.

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it with my dying breath that I am an idealist at heart. I root for the underdog and I think that life should be fair. I think that everyone should say “please” and “thank you.” And I think that when someone asks you how your day is, they should genuinely want to know and you, in turn, should want to tell them.

Most of the time, as presented by the media, the harsh reality of things is that “good” falls short and we must fight our way—tooth and nail—to see better. And even if we do, it is most often a losing battle. This same discussion of good versus evil has gone on since the beginning of time.

But, as the aforementioned idealist, I can’t accept that grim fate. I won’t accept it. And I’ll keep on helping to make things better any way I can because I believe—at my core—in the goodness of people.

Except for Hallie, because clearly she was a murderer.

And though she eluded capture that night as the cops came blazing through to a darkened parking lot behind a twenty-four-hour coffeehouse, I am happy to say that she was apprehended at the border of Pennsylvania on the turnpike heading east.

After Adam had driven me home, he’d gone down to the station where they’d gotten APBs put out to all surrounding counties, alerting other jurisdictions of law enforcement that they had a murder suspect on the run.

Shortly after midnight, they’d caught up to Hallie as she was stopping to pay a toll. The booth attendant had just received a photo of her likeness only half an hour earlier.

I took some satisfaction in telling Kimmy about our triumphant victory the next day as we loitered inside the Modern Scroll. I had wanted to deliver the good news to Cindy in person.

To my surprise, Anna May had offered to help out at the restaurant so I could take it easy. Once she’d heard about my brush with Hallie, she’d reached out to make sure I was okay. And that had been the first time she’d called me in recent history without being prompted by our mother.

I was hopeful that Anna May and I were close to mending our damaged relationship, but for the time being I was relishing in the success of capturing Charlie’s murderer. There was to be a fan-based memorial held for her at the Fairview Park library the following week and we all planned to attend.

Another surprise that greeted me that following morning had been the reappearance of Ally and Paige. Ally had been so bothered by my and Kimmy’s strange behavior that she insisted on coming back to the plaza first thing that next morning to find out what was up with me. Paige wasn’t able to come because she had to work again.

In the Mystery aisle of the bookstore, I divulged to Ally all the things that had been happening from behind the scenes.

When I was finished, she let out a hearty laugh. “Oh. My. Gawd! You actually thought me and Paige—”

“I know,” I said with a nervous chuckle. “Ridiculous, isn’t it? But to be fair, when the Matrons told me that you were asking about a secondary exit, I couldn’t help but get a little suspicious.”

Ally slapped my arm playfully. “You silly girl. Paige gets kinda squirrely when it comes to a heavy crowd and minimal exit strategies. I was hoping to calm her nerves a bit.”

“Why didn’t you just ask me?”

“I didn’t want to bother you. You were so distraught about Cindy being all stressed out, I didn’t want to add to your plate.” She shook her head and grinned. “Man, I can’t wait to tell Paige about this. She is going to be hysterical. Also, just so you know, Paige isn’t even a diabetic. The reason I’m always going on about her sugar intake is because she’s been trying to lose ten pounds for the past year. But she has a sweets problem and so I’m trying to help her stay accountable.”

“Oh,” I blushed. “That makes so much sense. No hard feelings, I hope.”

“Not at all,” she replied. “So am I still invited out for your birthday?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “It’s going to be a night to remember, I’m sure. I’m turning thirty, after all.”

“Oh … the big three-oh!” she said, clasping her hands together. “You’ll have to teach me your ways, oh wise one.”

I snorted. “I’ve got a long way to go before being wise, I can tell you that.”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ll always be younger than you.”

I smirked. “No, that doesn’t help. But thanks all the same.”

“Can Paige come too?”

“Of course.”

Ally smiled. “It’s gonna be awesome. I got dibs on buying you birthday shots. I hope you like those green tea things.”

“Let’s just get through today,” I said, my eyes traveling to the bookshelf in front of me.

Ally’s eyes followed mine. She sighed as her attention passed over the C’s. “I wish I could have gotten to know Charlie. I bet she was awesome.”

“Same here,” I agreed. “She was a great gal from what I could gather.”

Kimmy ambled into the Mystery aisle. “Whatcha ladies doin’? Don’t tell me you’re searching for more books.”

“Always,” Ally said. She knelt down and sat cross-legged on the floor. Looking up at me, she said, “Care to join me? It’s the best seat in the house.”

I smiled and knelt down beside her. “Don’t mind if I do.”

Kimmy snorted. “Oh brother. You guys.” Then, thoughtfully, she said, “Have either of you ever thought about reading some sci-fi or fantasy books? It might be a safer bet.”

Ally and I exchanged a glance then burst out laughing. Finally, when we calmed down, she looked up at Kimmy and said, “I don’t mind a good dabble every now and then. Perhaps even a romance. But mystery books will always have a special place in my heart.”

After that, Kimmy left us to our own devices and we stayed like that, sitting on the floor for the next half hour, chatting about books we’d read and what books we wanted to read next. We let the topic of Charlie and Hallie rest for a short while, allowing ourselves to be surrounded by fiction in more ways than one.

In spite of everything that happened, between Charlie’s death and Hallie’s horrible twist on a book that was perhaps more truth than fiction, I would not be deterred. Bookstores create a sanctuary for many. A place to go when they feel down. A place to procure knowledge or adventure. And while some may try to take that away from others, I think that after all is said and done, the booklover remains triumphant.

So, I stand firm behind my original statement: Bookstores are the happiest places on earth.
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