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            Prologue

         
         The hired gun eyed the photo of her new targets. “Big guy.”

         
         “Not too big for a bullet, though,” her client noted in his Russian-accented English.

         
         The second person in the photo was a woman. “His wife?” she asked.

         
         “Yes. Government changed their faces. This is what they look like now.”

         
         She compared the before and after. The wife was heavier; hair shorter. Even though the husband had a new face, there was no
            disguising his height or girth. “How’d you find them?”
         

         
         “Everyone has a price, especially if you work for the Bureau and have enough gambling debts to fill the White House.”

         
         “Where are they?”

         
         “Little town in Kansas called Henry Adams.”

         
         She’d never heard of the place but a Google search would remedy that. “I’ll check out the lay of the land, and if I can do
            it quickly I will. If it will take more than a few days, I’ll let you know.”
         

         
         “Don’t make it too long.”

         
         “Don’t tell me how to do my job.”

         
         He inclined his head. “You’re the expert.”

         
         “You deposited the first half of my payment?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         She pulled out her phone to check the balance. The increase showed. “Anything else I should know before I go?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “I’ll alert you when the job is done. I expect the second half of my payment within twenty-four hours, as agreed.”

         
         “It will be there.”

         
         She walked out into LA’s smoggy heat, fired up the engine of her black Ferrari, and roared away.

         
         Across the street, in a building with windows of one-way glass, a Bureau agent lowered her binoculars and spoke into her earbud
            mic. “Let the Kansas field office know she’s on the move.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Malachi July viewed himself in the mirror and stared back at his ebony face and eyes. He stood just over six feet tall, had
            a mustache, a full head of hair, both peppered with gray. For a guy in his midsixties, he thought he looked pretty good. He
            was also dumb as dirt. How else to explain his embezzling? The stupid stunt cost him the respect of everyone in his hometown
            of Henry Adams, Kansas, and broke the heart of Bernadine Brown, the woman he loved. They’d been a couple for almost three
            years, and he thought he had no problem with her being rich as the Queen of England until they went to Key West on vacation
            last Christmas. Having to stand by while she paid for everything had been embarrassing. He was a product of his times; men
            were supposed to foot the bills, not the ladies. Granted, on his small pension and Social Security check, doing so would’ve
            been akin to breathing underwater, but reality took a backseat to his bruised male pride. 
         

         
         Upon returning home, in a misguided attempt to boost his ego, he’d logged into the bank accounts tied to the diner he co-owned
            and helped himself to over $70,000; money that belonged to the town, the diner, and to Bernadine. His plan had been to invest
            it with a condo developer, make enough to cover what he took, put the initial seventy grand back, and come out of the deal
            with his own small fortune so he could pay for his and Bernadine’s next vacation. 
         

         
         It didn’t work out that way. The developer disappeared, along with the cash, leaving him flat broke, and everyone in Henry
            Adams wanting a piece of his hide when word got out about what he’d done. He then made the situation worse by showing up at
            the wedding of his goddaughter, Rocky, with another woman, further shattering what he and Bernadine once had. It was a mess.
            He’d tried to minimize the damage by taking a job in the Oklahoma oil fields, but working straight shifts as he needed to
            do in order to quickly earn enough money to make restitution was difficult at his age. Over the past month, he’d managed to
            replace some of the money, and would keep at it until he paid back the full amount. 
         

         
         In the meantime, he had to find a way to make things right with Bernadine. He just had no idea how. She was the best thing
            to ever happen to him, even though his pride temporarily blinded him to that truth. When they first met, he’d been a player,
            known as the Gigolo of Graham County, Kansas, sporting women young enough to be mistaken for his granddaughters. After meeting
            Bernadine, he found her sharp mind and curvy figure so intriguing he dropped all the young girls. She’d heard about his reputation,
            though, and shooed him away like a swarm of flies. He kept up the pursuit, found the courage to open up about his struggles
            with alcohol, his hard-fought sobriety, and in the end, she relented. He taught her kite flying and treated her to picnics
            in the bed of his truck. One Christmas, he even dressed up as Santa Claus and took her for a sleigh ride in the snow. Bernadine
            wasn’t keen on marrying again, having escaped one bad marriage. And he’d never married and couldn’t see tying the knot at
            his age. What he was seeking was a relationship with a fabulous, levelheaded woman who made him a better person, enjoyed his
            company, and was willing to let his easygoing, laid-back personality balance her hard-charging existence as the hand turning
            Henry Adams’s world. So, when she accepted his promise necklace he’d felt blessed. Knowing she was officially his lady filled
            him with pride. Then he blew it. To hell and beyond. If he could go back and change things, he would. Seeing as how that wasn’t
            possible, all he had left was shame and the invisible sign around his neck that read “THIEF.”
         

         
         He turned away from the mirror and picked up his keys. He was having dinner with his son, Trent, and Trent’s family. He hadn’t
            seen them since his ill-fated appearance at Rocky and Jack’s wedding two weeks ago. Facing Trent was going to be difficult,
            but having to do the same with his grandsons, Amari and Devon, made Mal want to call and beg off.
         

         
         Leaving his apartment above the diner, he walked to his truck in the parking lot. It was mid-September, and the evening air
            was chilly. Seeing people he knew heading inside for dinner, he acknowledged them with a halfhearted wave but kept walking
            to avoid viewing their disapproval. Getting into his old Ford, he started the V-8 engine and drove away.
         

         
         In spite of his mood, it was impossible to ignore the physical changes his hometown had undergone courtesy of Bernadine’s
            vision and investments: the rec center, the church, the paved streets and sidewalks. In his youth, the roads had been dirt
            and the only entertainment the dilapidated movie house that had been a nineteenth-century showplace called the Sutton Hotel.
            Now, thanks to a recent remodel, the hotel stood like a jewel, boasting apartments, a new coffee shop, offices for town doctor
            Reggie Garland, and other small businesses. He was proud of the resurgence. Too bad that pride didn’t extend to himself.
         

         
         Trent and his family lived a short drive away in the new subdivision also built thanks to Bernadine. In fact, her house was
            next door to Mal’s, and as he pulled into Trent’s driveway and killed the engine, he sat a moment remembering how it used
            to be when he could run over, knock on her door, and see her smile. Now? He could be on fire and she wouldn’t even look up.
            Not that he blamed her. Extracting his key from the ignition, he exited the truck and climbed the steps to Trent’s door.
         

         
         Trent answered the doorbell. “Hey, Dad.”

         
         “Hey.”

         
         Like his father, Trent was tall, lean, and dark-skinned. During Mal’s drinking days, he’d rescued his father time and time
            again. Mal thought Trent’d always been a better son than he’d ever deserved. “Let me take your jacket.”
         

         
         Mal passed it to him and followed his son into the living room that held the faint fragrant scent of tomato sauce simmering.

         
         Trent’s wife, Lily, appeared, apron tied around her trim waist. She and Trent had been in love since high school. She was
            also one of Bernadine’s best friends. “Hey, Mal.”
         

         
         “Lily.”

         
         The embezzlement was the elephant in the room and they all knew it, so Mal jumped in. “Look. I know what I did was stupid
            and uncalled for, and that I hurt a lot of people.”
         

         
         “Yeah, you did,” Trent quietly agreed.

         
         Mal’s lips tightened. A part of him chafed at being told the obvious, but he was in no position to argue. Trent could’ve just
            as easily not extended the dinner invite and left him to stew alone in the consequences of his actions. “I assume the boys
            know what’s going on?”
         

         
         Lily nodded tersely. “You might want to talk to them at some point.”

         
         “I will.” Even though he had no idea how he’d explain himself. He then asked the question he knew he hadn’t earned the right
            to ask, at least not yet. “How’s Bernadine?”
         

         
         To prove his point, Lily turned away. “I need to check on dinner.” And she left the room.

         
         Stung, he lowered his head.

         
         “Not sure what you expected her to say?” Trent asked. “Long road ahead, Dad. Long road. For a lot of people.”

         
         “I understand that.”

         
         “I hope so. People are angry, disappointed. Bernadine’s handling her business, as always, but underneath she’s hurting. How
            could you bring another woman to the wedding?” Seeming to think better of it, Trent waved his question off. “Never mind. Let’s
            just move on. I’m pretty upset, too. Just so you know.”
         

         
         “I know. Trying to make amends, however I can. Thought I’d start here. Amari have anything to say?”

         
         “Not that he’s shared with us.”

         
         Mal wondered if his grandson had talked with his best friend, Brain, or the other kids. He had so much cleaning up to do.
            So much.
         

         
         Dinner was an awkward, nearly silent affair. The boys, sixteen-year-old Amari and thirteen-year-old Devon, loved him the way
            a man hoped his grandsons would, and they filled his world with laughter and joy. This evening, however, they sat at the table
            seemingly as uncomfortable as he felt. Neither met his gaze full on, or spoke to him directly unless prompted. Mal tried to
            get them to open up. “Amari, who’s teaching your class while Jack and Rocky are on their honeymoon?”
         

         
         “A new guy named Mr. Abbott.”

         
         “You all getting along?”

         
         Amari nodded.

         
         Devon said over his plate of spaghetti, “OG, I think you should paint Ms. Marie’s fence for stealing the money.”

         
         Everyone froze. Trent shot a quelling look at their sometimes smart-mouthed, thoughtless youngest. “Devon, how about we talk
            about that another time?”
         

         
         Devon pushed back. “I had to paint when I stole money.”

         
         Lily weighed in. “Yes, you did, but as your dad said. Another time.”

         
         Devon’s face soured.

         
         Lily added, “Or you can go to your room.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” and to everyone’s surprise, he picked up his plate and left.

         
         Amari stole a quick look Mal’s way before asking his parents, “Okay if I go, too?”

         
         Trent and Lily viewed each other and sighed. Trent grudgingly nodded permission. Amari picked up his plate and followed his
            brother upstairs.
         

         
         Lily, eyes brittle, asked, “Can I get you anything else, Mal?”

         
         Chest tight with hurt, he shook his head. “No.” Not wanting to stay any longer, he said, “I should probably go. I have to
            drive back to Oklahoma tonight.”
         

         
         “Okay,” Trent replied. “But so you’ll know, all the Dog’s passwords have been changed.” The Dog, formally known as the Dog
            and Cow, was the town’s diner.
         

         
         Guilt and embarrassment filled Mal because he co-owned the place. At the time of the theft, he’d thought himself quite the
            mastermind for duping the kids into changing the passwords. In reality, it was just another dumb move.
         

         
         Trent added, “We changed the locks, too.”

         
         That surprised him. “Why?”

         
         “Security.”

         
         “Half the town has keys to the front door,” Lily explained. “We made everyone turn them in.”

         
         Mal nodded. “I’ll give you mine before I go. Do you have a new one for me to use when I come back?”

         
         Trent replied quietly, “No.”

         
         “Then I’ll pick it up next time I visit.”

         
         Trent shook his head. “You aren’t getting one.”

         
         Mal was confused. “Why not?”

         
         “You’re no longer trusted, Dad.”

         
         “That diner is mine,” he gritted out.

         
         “But the seventy thousand dollars you stole wasn’t.”

         
         Tight-lipped, he looked away. “Whose idea was this? Bernadine’s?”

         
         “No. Mine,” Trent replied. “And Barrett agreed.” Retired Marine colonel Barrett Payne headed up town security.

         
         “I own that building.”

         
         “The town’s trust owns it. That was the deal you made with Bernadine when she agreed to pay for the remodel, remember?”

         
         Mal’s life was shattering like a dropped pane of glass. “So, what now? You want me to tuck my tail between my legs and slink
            out of town and never come back?”
         

         
         “Of course not.”

         
         “You banning me from my own business?”

         
         “No. If you want to come back to work there, you can. You just won’t have a key or access to the cash register, the books,
            or the computers.”
         

         
         Mal turned away in disgust.

         
         “What did you expect?” Trent asked tersely. “Had you pulled this stunt somewhere else, you’d be in jail.”

         
         Mal knew Trent was right, and he should be grateful he hadn’t been arrested, but it didn’t mean he had to like it. That diner
            had been his life for the past twenty years, and now? He stood. “I’ll see myself out.”
         

         
         “Dad.”

         
         He stopped with his back to Trent.

         
         “This isn’t fun for me, either.”

         
         Mal turned and in his son’s eyes saw a familiar pain. Back when Trent was a teen, instead of hanging out with his friends
            on Friday and Saturday nights, he’d spent his time tracking down Mal so he could take his keys to keep him from killing himself
            or someone else while driving drunk. Humbled, Mal left.
         

         
          

         Next door, Bernadine Brown was having dinner with her eighteen-year-old adopted daughter, Crystal Chambers Brown. Crystal
            had become quite the chef in the past few years thanks to all the TV cooking shows she consumed and her job as a waitress
            and hostess at the Dog. The evening’s menu consisted of baked salmon brushed with a honey pepper butter, sautéed brussels
            sprouts, and tasty little baby carrots. “This is very good, Crys.”
         

         
         “Thanks. I try.”

         
         Her modesty knew no bounds, one of the many reasons Bernadine loved her so. This was their first meal together since Crystal’s
            move to her new loft apartment at the refurbished Sutton Hotel. Bernadine was happy about the visit because she still missed
            Crys’s presence in the house they’d shared since her adoption. Back then she’d been a foster child, one of the five Bernadine
            relocated from distressed situations to the pastoral, drama-free plains of northwest Kansas. Having graduated from high school
            this past spring, she was now attending the community college. “How are classes coming?”
         

         
         Crystal took a sip of her water. “Not bad. Not sure I’m liking my math professor, though.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Real serious. Never smiles. Math’s not my best subject, and if I have trouble with an assignment, I don’t know if I want
            to go to him for help.”
         

         
         “It’s still early in the term. You might change your mind about him.”

         
         “Maybe, but if not, I already talked to Leah. She said she’d help.” Leah Clark was the daughter of grocery store manager Gary
            Clark, and an astrophysics wunderkind. She and her boyfriend, Preston “Brain” Payne, were high school students also taking
            online college-level physics classes at KU and Stanford. According to their professors, they were among the smartest kids
            in the country.
         

         
         Crystal asked, “So, have you talked to Reverend Paula?”

         
         “About what?”

         
         Crystal eyed her with the seriousness she’d always had, even as a young teen. “Mal.”

         
         “I don’t need to talk to Paula about him.”

         
         “Come on, Mom. Holding stuff in is what makes people go postal.”

         
         “I’m fine, Crys.”

         
         “Nope. You’re not. You’re hurting. I know it and so does everyone else, which is why you need to be talking to Reverend Paula.”

         
         Reverend Paula Grant was an ordained priest and the town’s resident therapist. She specialized in children but always had
            wise words for everyone, regardless of age. “Paula has enough on her plate with all the mess going on at home in Oklahoma.
            Besides, I’m fine.” Bernadine didn’t want to talk about Mal. She appreciated Crystal’s concern, but she was done with him
            and had moved on.
         

         
         “You sure?”

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         “Okay, I just don’t want to see you up on the Dog’s roof pelting folks with bricks.”

         
         Bernadine smiled. “Don’t worry. No bricks. Promise.”

         
         The worry in her daughter’s eyes was plain, so she added, “I survived my divorce from Leo. I’ll survive Mal. I’m done with
            relationships, though. Not putting myself through this again.”
         

         
         “You two were good together—before he lost his mind.”

         
         “I agree, but I’m too old for crazy. He should be the one talking to Paula.”

         
         Crystal’s concern remained visible, so Bernadine pushed away her now empty plate and changed the subject. “What’s for dessert?”

         
         Later that evening, as she prepared for bed, Bernadine paused before the full-length mirror in her walk-in closet and assessed
            herself. She saw a fiftysomething, dark-skinned woman who was okay with her curvy weight, wore her hair in twists, and was
            known for her glam. She was worth millions, owned the town of Henry Adams, Kansas, and wanted to smack Mal July into next
            week. He’d broken her heart with the embezzlement, then stomped on the shards by showing up at Rocky’s wedding with another
            woman. In the two weeks since, Bernadine’d kept a low profile. Everyone knew she was hurting but allowed her to grieve privately,
            and she loved them for that.
         

         
         She turned away from the mirror and got into bed. Tomorrow was Monday, the start of a new week. She was done crying over Mal’s
            betrayal; she had a town to run.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Store manager Gary Clark arrived at Clark’s grocery store at five o’clock Monday morning. The doors wouldn’t open to the public
            for another two hours, but he and his employees were preparing to begin the day. On the way to his office, he greeted the
            staff with smiles, calls of “good morning,” and waves. He enjoyed his job, something he hadn’t expected when he began running
            the place two years ago. Back then, he’d just come off a nasty divorce, gotten custody of his teen daughters, Leah and Tiffany,
            and relocated their family from Franklin to his hometown of Henry Adams. Bernadine Brown’s proposal that he manage the town’s
            new grocery store took him by surprise. He’d spent his life selling cars. He knew nothing about selling produce or canned
            goods, yet he’d agreed. Learning the ins and outs of the business while raising his daughters as a single parent had been
            difficult. Seeing to their everyday needs of homework, chores, and meals had him burning the candle at both ends.
         

         
         Then life changed for the better last spring when his uncle Terence came from Oakland to visit. Quickly assessing what Gary
            needed, he volunteered to take on some of the household duties. The help had allowed Gary to breathe again, and now for the
            first time in what felt like decades, he was happy. He had a good job and his girls were thriving. For some men, finding a
            lady to share their newfound happiness might be icing on the cake, but he was gun-shy after his disastrous marriage and was
            content to remain single.
         

         
         “Morning, Gary.”

         
         “Morning, Gem.”

         
         Gemma Dahl was his assistant manager. The Chicago native was raising her grandson, Wyatt, as a single parent after the death
            of her daughter in Afghanistan. Over the summer she’d taken two orphaned kids into her home with an eye to adopting them as
            soon as the state gave her the go-ahead. Everyone in town thought she was amazing, and Gary was no exception. After working
            as a cashier for the past two years, she’d applied for the vacant position of assistant manager, and hiring her was another
            decision he felt good about.
         

         
         In his office he turned on the coffeemaker. Once the coffee was ready, he got himself a cup and sat at his desk to go over
            the reports left for him by the store’s night manager. He also checked in with the security staff, headed up by Barrett Payne,
            and with no pressing issues on either front, left his desk to check the store. He and Gemma usually split the duty. They talked
            to the heads of the departments, inspected the specials stacked at the ends of the aisles, and kept an eye out for any problems
            with the store’s physical operation. Burned-out lights or nonworking hand dryers in the restrooms were usually taken care
            of by maintenance, but Gary and Gemma made sure nothing had been overlooked.
         

         
         The doors opened at seven and at seven fifteen he was back in his office when he received a call on his headset from security
            that Mrs. Beadle was on the premises. He sighed. She was one of the store’s recurring problems. When she wasn’t opening a
            bottle of wine, drinking it, and stashing the empty before getting in line to check out, she was trying to return things that
            she’d either worn, partially eaten, or purchased elsewhere. Gary wished she’d find another store to share her eccentricities
            with.
         

         
         “Thanks. Keep an eye on her,” he replied into his wireless mic, and turned on the camera bank on his office wall. “Hey, Gem,”
            he called.
         

         
         She appeared in the doorway. “Yes?”

         
         “Mrs. Beadle is in the store.”

         
         Gem sighed and walked over to view the camera screens. She and Gary spotted the little old lady in her stylish gray coat and
            red, high-top Chucks pushing her buggy down the baking aisle. As she passed the shelves of sugar and flour, the woman quickly
            glanced around, reached into the cart, and unscrewed the top of a bottle of red wine. Taking a good-sized swallow, she hastily
            redid the top, put the bottle back in her cart, and began making her way down the aisle again.
         

         
         “Why doesn’t she just buy the wine?” Gemma asked.

         
         “Who knows? I talked to her son in DC. He says she has plenty of money. He thinks she likes the attention when she’s caught.”

         
         “She needs a good therapist.”

         
         “She needs something.” Gary peered at the screen more closely and asked, “Is her bag moving, or is it just my eyes?”

         
         Gemma stared. Mrs. Beadle had a large flower-patterned tote in the buggy’s well, and yes, it appeared to be moving. “Do we
            want to know what’s in it?”
         

         
         “No, but—” and as he said that, a brown Chihuahua stuck its pointed nose out of the bag, looked around, and leaped to the
            floor.
         

         
         In Gary’s ear, the security supervisor let out a loud curse.

         
         Gemma was already flying out the door and Gary was right behind her.

         
         It only took a few minutes for them to get to the floor, but by then, the store was in full chaos mode. Customers were jumping
            out of the way, some screaming, others laughing as the snapping, growling dog ran through legs and around buggies in its effort
            to stay ahead of the store employees hot on its tail. Mrs. Beadle was among the chasers, screaming shrilly, “Don’t hurt him!”
            And “Lorenzo! Lorenzo!” Which Gary guessed to be the little terror’s name. And of course, people had their phones out filming
            the madness. Because the store was a good size and little dogs were not only fast but could turn on a dime, they lost Lorenzo
            in the produce section.
         

         
         Gary turned to Barrett. “Well, now what?”

         
         “Probably send everybody outside so we can do a thorough search.”

         
         Mrs. Beadle was nearby peering around, clapping her hands and shouting, “Lorenzo! Get over here!”

         
         Gary asked, “Who names a dog Lorenzo?”

         
         Gemma walked up. “Someone in the store called the health department. I just got off the phone with them. We’re to find the
            dog and close the store. They have to do an inspection before we can open again.”
         

         
         Gary looked at his watch. It was only 8:00 a.m. He needed a drink.

         
          

         Bernadine arrived at her office in the building the town affectionately called the Power Plant and turned on the lights. As
            always, she was the first to arrive. Stashing her handbag in her desk, she booted up her laptop, turned on the coffeemaker,
            and sat down to begin her day. Henry Adams had come a long way since she purchased it on eBay five years ago. Back then, there’d
            been no tax base or infrastructure, and the small core of residents, many of whom were descendants of the town’s nineteenth-century
            founders, were mostly senior citizens. Now, thanks to her business acumen and generosity, it was a twenty-first-century jewel
            fueled by growth in both people and modern technology. The freed slaves who founded Henry Adams after the Great Exodus of
            1879 certainly wouldn’t recognize the place.
         

         
         “Morning.”

         
         She looked up to see her good friend and administrative assistant Lily Fontaine July. “Morning, Lil.”

         
         Lily had gone to high school in Henry Adams, but moved away after college. She’d returned the year Bernadine purchased the
            town and was now married to Mayor Trent July, her high school sweetheart.
         

         
         “Mal had dinner with us last night.”

         
         Bernadine paused. “And . . . ?”

         
         “Devon told him he should paint Marie’s fence.”

         
         Bernadine’s smile peeped out. “Is it wrong that I love him for saying that, because I agree.” Painting the Jefferson fence
            was a long-standing Henry Adams tradition used to punish kids who screwed up.
         

         
         “I do too, but Trent told him to save it for another time. Devon didn’t like that and ended up leaving the table. Amari, too.”

         
         She’d worried about the kids’ responses to the theft by their OG—as they affectionately called Mal. “Mal have a rebuttal?”

         
         “No, but their leaving the table hurt him a lot.”

         
         “I’ll be petty and say ‘good.’ It’s what he deserves. Those boys worshipped the ground he walked on.”

         
         “I’m not sure if Devon’s hurt is sincere, though. Knowing him, he was just being a smart-ass. But Amari’s pretty torn up.
            He hasn’t talked to us about it yet, but we can tell.”
         

         
         Bernadine’s heart went out to him. He took being a July seriously and to have his idol crash and burn in such a stupid way
            was undoubtedly devastating.
         

         
         Lily then relayed the conversation about the keys.

         
         “How’d Mal respond to that?” Bernadine asked.

         
         “Not well. Wanted to know if it was your idea.”

         
         Bernadine blew out a breath. “Of course. Blame me because all of this is my fault.”

         
         “I know. I just want to shake Mal because this is breaking Trent’s heart, too. He hasn’t shared much of his feelings, either.”

         
         Bernadine imagined Trent’s pain to be like her own. From the stories shared with her about Mal’s years as an alcoholic, she’d
            learned that the then-teenage Trent had been thrust into the role of parent. Rather than let her sadness rise further, she
            changed the subject. “How’re the class reunion plans going?”
         

         
         “Pretty well. I’ve gotten most RSVPs back. We’re going to have quite a crowd. I’m hoping the weekend will put a smile back
            on my honey’s face. He could use some fun.” Lily was organizing a reunion of the people she and Trent had gone to high school
            with. It would be held in two weeks.
         

         
         Lily continued, “We have a committee meeting this evening, so I have a few things to work on. Do you need my help with anything?”

         
         “I don’t. Going to go over to the Sutton place and check on the Millers in a few. Their appliances are scheduled to arrive
            today.” Pastry chef Sam Miller and his accountant wife, Brenda, had recently relocated to Henry Adams from Vegas. They were
            opening the town’s first combo coffee shop and bakery. Bernadine liked the couple and looked forward to their integration
            into the community.
         

         
         Lily said, “Okay, tag me if anything comes up.”

         
         “Lil?”

         
         Lily stopped.

         
         Bernadine said, “Thanks for being such a good friend.”

         
         “Not a problem. You know how much I love you. Just trying to help.”

         
         “Doing a great job.”

         
         Lily nodded thanks and left Bernadine alone.

         
         Seeing the Millers was at the top of her to-do list, but as always, there was more. BFF Tina Craig intended to open the town’s
            first bed-and-breakfast and would be flying in later to show the blueprint for the structure drawn up by her architect. Bernadine
            was eager to see what Tina had in mind. If everything worked out, being able to enjoy their decades-long friendship daily
            was a joy to contemplate. She also had to stop by the Dog and make sure the diner’s kitchen was running smoothly. With Mal
            in the role of persona non grata, and the co-owner, Rochelle “Rocky” Dancer James, away on her honeymoon, Rocky’s trusted assistant, Matt “Sizzle” Burke,
            was in charge. Although only in his twenties, Siz was competent, trustworthy, and one of the best young chefs around.
         

         
         She also wondered if she needed to check on Kyrie Abbott, the new teacher hired as a substitute while Jack was on his honeymoon
            with Rocky. Bernadine usually left school matters to Superintendent Marie Jefferson, but Marie and her best friend, Genevieve
            Barbour, along with Gen’s husband, TC, were in Alaska visiting his son. Abbott was twenty-seven and hailed from Baton Rouge.
            His degree from LSU was in elementary ed and American history. Marie said his résumé, filled with the community organizations
            he’d been involved with at home, placed him head and shoulders above everyone else she’d interviewed. Upon Jack’s return,
            Abbott would be given his own classroom and teach the younger kids.
         

         
         Checking her email one more time and finding nothing needing her immediate attention, she gathered her belongings and left
            the office.
         

         
         Bernadine loved fall. The cool crisp weather and bright sunshine were always a balm after the hot and humid stickiness of
            summer. But on the plains of Kansas, autumn could be a step or two away from the cold and snow of winter, so she did her best
            to enjoy it for as long as it lasted. She parked her blue Ford F-150, lovingly called Baby, at the curb and got out to walk
            to the doors of the newly refurbished Sutton Hotel. The Italian artisans Lily found to restore the historic stone façade had
            done a magnificent job and the structure sparkled in the sunlight. Inside, as she crossed the small atrium with its gorgeous
            plants and large skylight, her heels echoed softly on the beautiful tiled floor. 
         

         
         The building had two levels. Loft apartments were upstairs, while business offices occupied the first floor. To her left were
            glass doors leading to the Liberian Ladies and Gents Salon, the beauty shop managed by hairdresser Kelly Douglas. Kelly’s
            assistant, former mayor and resident pest Riley Curry, served as barber. The shop didn’t open until ten, so the place was
            closed. Next door was the office of private investigator Sandy Langster. Bernadine hadn’t seen Sandy since Rocky and Jack’s
            wedding, so she assumed she was somewhere covering a case. Down a hallway in the back of the building was the practice of
            pediatrician Dr. Reg Garland. Until now, he’d been working out of a clinic over at the school. He was glad to finally have
            a dedicated spot, and Bernadine was, too. The Millers’ coffee shop was on her right. It was the largest business in the front
            of the building. As she pulled open the doors and walked in, she was pleased to see the shop starting to take shape. The tables
            and chairs were in. The ceiling with its pot lighting was finished, and the long, polished wood-topped counter had been installed.
            The large window facing the street gleamed in the sunshine.
         

         
         Sam Miller came out of the back. “Hey, Ms. Brown. Good morning.” He was tall, bald, and the size of an NFL linebacker.

         
         “Morning, and please, for the fiftieth time, call me Bernadine.”

         
         He grinned. “Just trying to put some respect on your name, as the young kids say.”

         
         His wife, the diminutive Brenda, joined them. “Morning, Bernadine. How are you?”

         
         Bernadine smiled. “Morning. I’m fine. Still trying to convince your hubby to call me by my given name. But I appreciate the
            respect.”
         

         
         Brenda turned loving eyes on her big bear of a mate. “We’ll work on him.”

         
         Bernadine remembered viewing Mal with the same mushy sentiment, but immediately squashed the memory. “The shop looks to be
            coming along nicely. How about giving me a tour?”
         

         
         “We’d love to.”

         
         So, she was shown the new ovens, mixers, and the other industrial appliances, along with cases of flour, sugar, and yeast.
            There were pots and pans, cast-iron skillets, and boxes of raisins, nuts, and spices. In addition to coffee, the shop would
            be offering a variety of Sam’s made-from-scratch breakfast pastries and breads.
         

         
         “The refrigerators and coffeemakers are coming this afternoon,” Brenda informed her.

         
         Bernadine asked, “When will you be ready for customers?”

         
         “If the deliveries come through, we should be ready Friday morning. We’re interviewing employees online now, too.”

         
         “Music to my ears,” she said. “Hours of operation?”

         
         “Six a.m. to five,” Sam replied proudly.

         
         “Folks in town are going to love you.”

         
         “I hope so. We’d like to stay in business for a while, you know.”

         
         Brenda said, “I like the peacefulness here. You don’t get much crime, do you?”

         
         Bernadine thought about the fire set by Odessa Stillwell and the mess a few weeks back with former social worker Aretha Krebbs.
            “Every now and then we have to call the authorities, but every inch of town is covered by cameras. If anything does jump off,
            we can often view it in real time.”
         

         
         The couple shared a pleased look.

         
         “Any other questions or concerns?”

         
         They had none.

         
         Impressed that everything seemed to be in order, she said, “Thanks for the tour. I’m off to my next stop. Keep me updated
            on the deliveries.”
         

         
         Brenda promised. “Will do.”

         
         Bernadine got back in Baby and drove the short distance to the Dog. Breakfast was still being served, so she planned to sit
            and eat. She wondered if Mal was still around or if he’d gone back to Oklahoma. If she crossed paths with him, she was determined
            to be pleasant. Not that he deserved it. The parts of herself that still loved him were saddened by the consequences playing
            out in his life. The Dog was his baby and one of the anchors he’d used to ground him as he conquered his alcohol addiction.
            No longer having a say in the operations probably saddened him, but he should’ve taken that into consideration when he stuck
            his hand in the cookie jar. Harsh? Maybe. But it was the truth.
         

         
         Pulling into the parking lot coincided with a text from Gary Clark that read: Dog loose in store. Health dept. on way. Shut down for now. Keep you posted.

         
         Her first instinct was to drive there but she decided not to. Had Gary needed her on-site, he would’ve said so. Wondering
            why her town was never calm and uneventful, she got out and walked to the entrance of the Dog.
         

         
         As always, the diner was crowded. The chatter of myriad conversations rose over the jukebox playing Grover Washington’s iconic
            “Black Frost.”
         

         
         At the hostess stand stood Kim, one of the college students who made up most of the waitstaff. “Morning, Kim.”

         
         “Morning, Ms. Brown.”

         
         Bernadine took a quick glance around the dining room. “Has Mr. July been in?”

         
         “Not that I know of. Siz may, though.”

         
         “Okay. I’ll go talk to him, then come back and have something to eat.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. He’s in the kitchen.”

         
         “Thanks.”

         
         In the kitchen, rap music blared on the CD player. Siz and his assistant chef, Randy Emerson, were flipping and frying and
            dicing and chopping while the waitstaff grabbed plates and platters and moved in and out of the double doors with choreographed
            precision. “Morning, Siz!”
         

         
         “Morning, Ms. Bernadine,” he called back, breaking eggs onto the hot flattop and immediately using a spatula to scramble them.
            His current hair color was jade green with deep purple highlights.
         

         
         “Has Mal been in today?”

         
         Siz paused and glanced at her over his shoulder. “No. Is he back?”

         
         She nodded. “Can we talk in the office?”

         
         He looked to his assistant. “Hey, Randy, take over a minute, will you?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         The office interior was as quiet as the kitchen was loud.

         
         Siz asked, “Does Mal know he’s basically banned from having any say on what goes down here, now?”

         
         “Yes. Trent informed him last night.”

         
         “That’s rough. In a way I feel sorry for him.”

         
         Bernadine did too, even as she didn’t. “He won’t have a key to the doors, either.”

         
         “Even rougher. Okay. But he’s welcome to eat here, right?”

         
         “Of course. I’m not sure what his plans are, though. Last I heard he was working in Oklahoma, so I don’t know how long he’ll
            be around.” She also didn’t know if he was still seeing Ruth, the woman who’d been his date at the wedding.
         

         
         “I got a text from Rock late last night. She and Jack will be back on Wednesday. She’s been checking in every couple of days,
            making sure we haven’t burned down the place.”
         

         
         “You’ve done a great job being in charge.”

         
         “Thanks. Can’t wait for her to get back so I can just cook. All this other stuff—scheduling and ordering—not my thing.”

         
         “Good practice for when you open your own place in the future after your apprenticeship.”

         
         “I suppose.”

         
         “Have you heard anything new from the chef who offered you the apprenticeship?”

         
         “Only that he’s still traveling around Asia.”

         
         Even though no one in town wanted Siz to leave, they were all rooting for him and this opportunity to take his career to the
            next level. In the meantime, she could tell by the way he kept eyeing the door that he was anxious to get back to the kitchen,
            so she asked, “Any concerns before you go?”
         

         
         “Mal isn’t going to be trouble, is he?”

         
         She shrugged. “Hope not. Let me know if anything jumps off, though, okay?”

         
         “Got you on speed dial.”

         
         “Good. Love the new hair color.”

         
         His laughing reply of “thank you” accompanied him out the door.

         
          

         Upstairs above the diner, Mal had slept in. Were he working in the oil fields or still riding point at the Dog, he would’ve
            reported for duty hours ago. Instead he was lying in bed angry that the consequences of his theft had reduced his life to
            a steaming pile of manure. As if last night’s dinner with Trent and family hadn’t been disastrous enough, he returned to his
            apartment to find a message on his landline from the oil company. He’d been laid off. No explanation or reassurances to rehire
            him sometime in the future. Simply: we no longer need you. He’d been crushed. Still felt that way. With no job, how was he supposed to make restitution? Granted, he could probably
            find employment somewhere else, but the likelihood of an employer offering a senior citizen like himself the hourly rate he’d
            earned with the oil company was slim to none. Times like these could play havoc with a former alcoholic’s commitment to sobriety,
            but he had no urge to be both the town pariah and the town drunk. Been there. Done that. He didn’t see himself ditching his
            sobriety, but losing his mind was an option. The smells from the kitchen downstairs were scenting the air, driving home the
            realization that on a normal pre-embezzlement morning, he would’ve already had breakfast as well. Sitting up, he perched on
            the edge of the mattress and ran his hands wearily down his unshaven face. He was hungry but wasn’t in the mood for the censorious
            eyes of his neighbors. Breakfast with BFF Clay Dobbs would be a better bet, so he washed up, dressed, and went to his truck.
         

         
         Clay lived west of town on a hog farm he’d inherited from his parents. He’d also inherited WW2 vet Bing Shepard, the town
            patriarch, whom he’d taken in after the death of Bing’s wife. Like Mal’s mother, Tamar, Bing would probably live until the
            year 2525.
         

         
         As he parked his truck and got out, he could honestly say he and Clay had known each other since they could walk. They’d been
            inseparable growing up: school, parties, hunting trips. Then came the draft and Vietnam. Placed in different platoons, they
            were forced to deal with the horror separately. Once home again, they renewed their friendship, but the war took its toll.
            Mal began drinking to rid himself of the nightmares that plagued him like parasites in his brain, and Clay, who’d once been
            the biggest jokester in Kansas, returned home closed off and joyless. Now, forty-plus years later, they still had each other’s
            back. In fact, Clay was the one who’d recommended the condo developer that ran off with Mal’s stolen money. The only reason
            their relationship hadn’t crashed and burned was that the man disappeared with Clay’s life savings, too.
         

         
         Mal knocked on the screen door. “Dobbs, you home?”

         
         Inside, Bing called back, “He’s in the barn.”

         
         “Thanks!”

         
         He found Clay tossing fresh hay into the pens. It was a yearly task. If winter decided to come early, as it did sometimes,
            he needed them ready to house his stock.
         

         
         “Hey, man,” Mal said.

         
         “Hey. When’d you get back?”

         
         “Yesterday afternoon. Had dinner with Trent last night so I could find out the lay of the land.”

         
         Clay paused his work. “How’d it go?”

         
         He shook his head.

         
         “That bad?”

         
         “Yeah.” Mal told him about the keys, his standing at the Dog, and being laid off.

         
         Clay said, “Yeah, that’s rough. What’re you going to do?”

         
         “Try and find another job.”

         
         “Have you talked to the Lady yet?”

         
         Knowing he was referring to Bernadine, Mal replied, “No. Not yet. Maybe this evening. Maybe tomorrow, sometime. I don’t know,
            man. Everything’s so screwed up.”
         

         
         “Tell me about it.”

         
         “She probably doesn’t want to see me anyway.”

         
         Clay went back to tossing hay with the pitchfork he held. “You never know.”

         
         “I do know. Coming to the wedding with Ruth was one of the dumbest things I’ve ever done.” And it was. Adding to the mess
            was trying to extricate himself from Ruth, who wanted a relationship he had no plans to cement.
         

         
         “Almost as dumb as me letting Genevieve get away. Now that she’s married to TC, I can’t be mad at how happy she is, but she
            could’ve been mine. Why can’t women be as simple as they were back in the day?”
         

         
         “They’ve never been simple. We men were just delusional in thinking they were.”

         
         “I suppose. So, you planning on hanging here all day?”

         
         “If you’ll have me. Could use some breakfast, too.”

         
         “It’s almost eleven o clock.”

         
         “Does that mean I can’t eat?”

         
         “No. It means what have you been doing all morning?”

         
         “Wallowing in a tub of self-pity. How about you?”

         
         “Trying not to think about having to get by with no savings.”

         
         “We need a plan.”

         
         “A plan is what got us in this mess.”

         
         Mal grudgingly agreed. Clay touting the big profit they’d make investing in the condos was what suckered Mal into stealing
            the money from the Dog, but instead of profits, they’d reaped the whirlwind.
         

         
         Clay spread more hay. “You go on in and find something to eat. I’ll be there soon as I finish this.”

         
         Mal nodded and left him to his chore.

         
         Inside, Mal was just sitting down to a plate of bacon and eggs when Clay entered.

         
         “Bing left with Orville,” Mal told him. Orville Caster was a young vet who’d served in Afghanistan. He was also a farmer and
            a member of the local
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