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  The parking spaces were filled near Food For Thought, the trendy restaurant on Bay Boulevard in Tranquil Harbor, New Jersey, where the golden anniversary party for the staff of the Town Crier was to be celebrated. I found a space for my Sentra two blocks away and walked through the cold, shore town streets as fast as I could in four inch heels.


  I had been a reporter at the Crier for over a year, and I desperately wanted to make a splash in this out-of-office setting. Generally, my working wardrobe consisted of yoga pants and loose-fitting tops. It was high time my coworkers saw another side of me. I left my coat unbuttoned, hoping to breeze into the restaurant like one of those windblown chicks in a Fellini film, showing an eyeful of a drop-dead gorgeous dress—not to mention a few inches of pushed-up cleavage. At least that was the desired effect.


  The outdoor tables and chairs where patrons dined in warmer weather were stacked behind a low, wrought-iron fence. A sign on the entrance door read:


  PRIVATE PARTY IN PROGRESS


  Will reopen at noon on Saturday


  I pulled the door open and stepped inside. Loud music blasted from the sound system, nearly knocking me down. Reporters, both past and present, crowded beneath strings of twinkling lights that hung over the bar. Nobody noticed me or even bothered to look my way.


  So much for making a grand entrance. I skirted the brass railings and potted plants that gave the eatery its not-very-unique ambiance. The droids from accounting moved spastically across the parquet floor, doing their own pitiful version of Dancing with the Stars. Most of them looked half-drunk. Servers drifted back and forth with tempting trays of shrimp, dumplings, stuffed mushrooms, and meatball appetizers.


  Ken Rhodes, the Town Crier’s executive editor, sat at a table across the room, speaking to one of the servers. Ken was personally springing for the celebration—a generous gesture that no one but me knew he was doing. Even though I knew he could afford it, I was still impressed and even more pleased to see the chair next to him was vacant.


  My editor, Meredith Mancini, sat across from Ken. Looking very young and angelic in a light blue, sleeveless dress, she lifted her arm and waved, calling out, “Colleen! Colleen Caruso! Over here! We saved you a seat!” Alongside Meredith, staff photographer Willy Rojas looked shabby chic in a long-sleeved T-shirt, silk-screened to resemble a tuxedo. His trusty Nikon digital camera commandeered a good chunk of free space on the table. I knew that, at some point during the evening festivities, he would be taking shots for the paper.


  I weaved through the dancers and sat down beside Ken, slipping off my coat in the process. I didn’t bother to drop it off at the coat check. I knew I’d get cold sometime during the evening. Hopefully Ken Rhodes’s arms would keep me plenty warm at his place later that night.


  I had purchased the red dress specifically for the occasion and found matching strappy red stilettos with heels high enough to be used as lethal weapons. I went a little heavy on lash-lengthening mascara and bought bright red lipstick in a shade that almost exactly matched my outfit. In the light of the bathroom mirror back home, I thought I looked sultry with my dark hair pooled around my shoulders. My mother, Stella, who took a break from her compulsive true-crime television binging to come over and help me dress, had thought otherwise.


  “Only hookers wear shoes like that, Colleen,” she admonished when I cautiously descended the staircase, holding onto the banister to keep from tumbling down and breaking my neck.


  My mother, a cute little lady of Italian descent, was the kind of mom who thought the chastity belt was mankind’s greatest invention.


  Once I safely reached the bottom, my mother looked me over from head to toe. “Dear Lord!” she mumbled and made the sign of the cross.


  I rechecked my look in the downstairs bathroom mirror. Okay, so maybe I had overdone the whole getup a little.


  Finally divorced and ready for serious romantic possibilities, I thought I might try to turn a few heads tonight. Specifically Ken’s head. So what if my look wasn’t exactly classic? I would never be a timeless beauty—I was more of a “she cleans up good” kind of woman.


  “You’d better hope it doesn’t snow, or you’ll break your ankles in those things,” my mother warned me. “What coat are you wearing?”


  “Coat?” I asked stupidly.


  She rolled her eyes and opened the closet door to hunt for something appropriate.


  “Here. Wear this. At least the outside of the outfit will look respectable.” She tossed a long, black cape-like thing at me. It was last worn five years ago, when I had dressed as Mary Poppins to go trick-or-treating with my son, Bobby.


  I slapped the dust off the shoulders and had to admit it went perfectly with the outfit. My mother had a knack for fashion, which my sister Kate, the owner of a snootiest boutique in town, had inherited.


  “When will the kids be home?” my mother asked.


  “Sunday.”


  Neil Caruso, my ex, had picked up the kids after school. They were staying with their father for the entire weekend, not that Sara and Bobby were all that thrilled to go. They had things to do, places to go, and people to see. The fun weekend with their father would put a huge crimp in their social life, but he was, after all, their father. From the expression on Neil’s face when he loaded them and their stuff into his car, he didn’t look all that thrilled about the arrangement either.


  “And when do you think you’ll be getting home tonight?” My mother raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms.


  This was a not-so-veiled reference to my occasional overnighters at Ken’s place. Even as I neared my thirty-ninth birthday, my mother could still make me feel like a teenager trying to sneak out to a beer bash.


  “I’ll be home when the party’s over,” I told her, hoping it was a big, fat lie.


  Ken eyed my dress and leaned over to give me a quick kiss on the lips when I sat down at the table. “You’re late, as usual, but I love the outfit,” he whispered in my ear.


  “What? This old thing?” I winked.


  Everyone laughed.


  I snatched a dumpling from a passing server and stuffed it in my mouth. Judging from the hors d`oeuvres still being offered and the open bar, I thought this party might set Ken back a pretty penny. And still to come was the sit-down dinner and dessert, my second favorite part of the evening.


  A server came by and placed a gin and tonic in front of Ken. He slid the drink over to me. “I thought you’d probably need one of these right away,” he guessed correctly. “Did your mother give you a hard time about watching the kids tonight?”


  “The kids are spending the weekend with Neil.” I paused to take a long sip of my drink and eyed Ken’s clothes. Dark suit, white shirt, tasteful blue tie—his usual amazing self. “She did question me about my plans for the evening though—the entire evening.”


  Ken laughed. “Ah, your mother!”


  He had only met my mother once, so he really couldn’t comprehend the scope of her domineering personality.


  A petite young server sporting a painful-looking nose ring came by and asked if I wanted the salad course I had missed. When I shook my head no, she took our dinner orders. Surprisingly, Ken Rhodes asked for the trout almondine.


  “That sounds pretty good,” I told him.


  “I’ve had it here before. It is good. Give it a try.”


  “Nope. I think I’ll stick to chicken.”


  “Another diet?” he asked.


  Wise guy. Of course I was on a diet. I would never have been able to squeeze into the dress if I wasn’t. An extra pound or two was easy enough to conceal by sucking in my stomach and holding my breath, but there was no camouflage for extra pounds in my birthday suit—which I fully anticipated wearing later in the evening. “I never said I was on a diet!”


  The loud music thumped in my head. I finished my gin and tonic and tapped my fingers on the table, waiting for my plain, ordinary broiled chicken dinner. I needed another drink. Quickly, I tried to add up the calories in my head. Hadn’t I read somewhere that alcohol had its own rules—the calories were less fattening and didn’t bloat you out? Even if that was wishful thinking on my part, I definitely needed another drink.


  The girl with the nose ring returned with an enormous tray that looked too big for her to handle. She skillfully set our entrees before us. I looked down at my chicken—bland and unappetizing, even with the mound of bright green steamed broccoli and a cheerful yellow lemon wedge on the plate.


  I eyed Ken’s food. The trout looked delicious—glistening in so much butter that I figured we’d be calling the paramedics to restart Ken’s heart once he finished his meal. The aroma of the fish, almonds, and browned butter made my mouth water.


  “Want a bite?” he asked.


  I shook my head no, remembering my birthday suit and promising myself a donut tomorrow, after I was home and this dress was back on its hanger.


  “Your loss.” He stuffed a forkful of fish into his mouth.


  “Would you care for some chicken?” I offered politely, knowing he’d never go for it.


  Ken looked down at his food with a puzzled expression. “Something’s not right with this. Call that kid back here.”


  He began to sweat profusely, and his face turned ashy gray.


  “Ken?” I said. “Are you okay? You don’t look so good…”


  “I’ve felt better.” He mumbled something I didn’t catch, then his eyelids began to flutter.


  “Ken? What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice rising with panic.


  His eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over.


  “Call an ambulance!” I yelled, jumping up from my chair.


  Meredith came around the table. I knew Ken exercised each and every day, and I doubted he was having a heart attack. Even all the butter on his dish couldn’t act that fast.


  Trying to hold him up while waiting for the paramedics, I looked over the table. My mind went to work. Ken was fine before he took a bite of his food and then looked like death itself after he swallowed a forkful. While Meredith loosened his tie, I yanked a cloth napkin out from beneath my flatware and covered Ken’s plate.


  The ambulance arrived, and two attendants lifted Ken onto a stretcher. They checked his vitals and asked questions: were there chest pains, sudden, severe headache, or any dizziness at all?


  “Of course he was dizzy. He passed out, didn’t he?” I snapped.


  I grabbed the covered plate and followed the stretcher outside. After the EMTs loaded Ken in the back of the ambulance, I took the bench opposite the paramedic and balanced the plate on my lap. Ken was out cold and seemed to be having trouble breathing. The EMT guy checked his pulse and placed an oxygen mask over his face.


  “It’ll be okay,” the attendant assured me as he increased Ken’s oxygen level.


  “Is it his heart?” I asked.


  “I don’t think so.”


  “His coloring looks a whole lot better,” I said hopefully.


  “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s because all his oxygen is in his blood and not in his cells. It could be carbon monoxide poisoning or something like it.” He glanced at the covered dish on my lap. “What’s with the plate? Don’t you like hospital food?”


  “I thought they might want to check it out at the hospital. I think he was poisoned,” I said, barely audible above the screaming siren.


  I reached for Ken’s hand and said a quick, silent prayer.


  Dear God, please don’t let him die.
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  A sign posted on the wall inside Ken Rhodes’s small, private room at Harbor Medical Center read:


  Think Harbor Healthy!


  Sure. Right, I thought. Catchy slogan.


  I glanced over at the bed from an uncomfortable plastic visitor’s chair. My boss, my go-to guy, opened his eyes and looked around the room like he just awoke in the Land of Oz.


  “You’re up!”


  “I’m up,” he grumbled. He lifted his arm and sighed, eyeing the intravenous line connected to a bag of clear liquid suspended from a pole overhead. “What time is it?”


  I pointed to a big, round clock on the wall. “You’ve been in this room for over an hour. You were in the emergency room for a long time though. They pumped your stomach. Do you remember that?”


  “Oh, good,” he sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Unfortunately, I think I do remember that.”


  “You also had a blood transfusion,” I informed him. “The doctor will be here in a little while to explain it all to you. You were poisoned. Did you know you were poisoned?”


  Ken gave me a half-smirk. “Honey, I’m just now figuring out that I’m going to miss dessert.”


  I got up and took a spot on the end of his bed. “You’re taking this all very well.”


  He grabbed a handheld controller and pressed the button to raise the back of the bed. Fully upright, he adjusted a blanket and smoothed it out. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone I should be complaining to, except maybe the chef.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I was just thinking—who would want to poison you?”


  “Gee, Colleen. I was wondering about that myself.”


  He was teasing me, of course, but the matter apparently weighed more heavily on my mind than his.


  “I think it’s connected to Nadine,” I offered as an explanation.


  “What?” He sat up a little straighter.


  Months ago, I made a promise to myself—as well as to my editor, Meredith. When I discovered Ken Rhodes had been married, but his wife had been murdered, I gathered every bit of information I could find about Nadine Rhodes and the way she died. Maybe not so coincidentally, Nadine had been poisoned. Ethylene glycol, I learned, is a particularly nasty way to die—pleasant-tasting at first, though once the antifreeze travels through your system and takes hold—well, yuck. Nadine had been sick, gotten better, had fallen ill again, recovered slightly, and then succumbed to the poison. Ken was the prime suspect, though the grand jury in Philadelphia, where he and Nadine lived and where, unfortunately, Nadine had died, failed to indict him.


  “I think whoever murdered Nadine has it in for you too.”


  Ken rolled his eyes. “Before we jump to conclusions, did you ever think that maybe the fish was just bad?”


  “The fish was fine. It was the cyanide that was bad.”


  This surprised him. “Cyanide?”


  “It was sprinkled on the trout. It’s an easy dish to prepare—butter, trout, lemon, a little of this, a pinch of that…”


  “How do they know it was cyanide?” he asked, ignoring my remark.


  “I brought the food along with me in the ambulance. They knew exactly what it was.”


  A small doctor knocked on the door and stepped into the room. “Hello, Mrs. Caruso!” the doctor greeted me. “Do you remember me? I am Dr. Singh. We first met in the emergency room many months ago.”


  I cringed. I had broken my leg, and this doctor worked my bones into the splint like I was some kind of a contortionist.


  “Are you the doctor taking care of Mr. Rhodes?” I asked.


  “His regular doctor will take over from here on,” Dr. Singh told me. “I am the emergency room physician, and the emergency is now over.” He turned his attention to Ken. “You are a very lucky man indeed, Mr. Rhodes! Mrs. Caruso brought in your dinner, and we knew right away it was cyanide. I gave you hydroxocobalamin.”


  “An antidote?”


  “It is a form of B-12—the vitamin. I do not suspect much of the cyanide made it through your system. I understand you were drinking before you tasted your dinner?” the doctor said.


  “I had a few scotches,” Ken admitted.


  “The alcohol reduces the toxicity,” the doctor told him with a small grin. “See? A few drinks in this case proved to be good for your health! Of course we pumped your stomach…”


  “That I remember,” Ken told him.


  “…and gave you a blood transfusion to be on the safe side.”


  “When can he go home?” I asked.


  “A day. Maybe two days. We shall let his doctor decide.” Dr. Singh started for the door, but turned back. “By the way, what is the name of this restaurant where you were poisoned?”


  “Food For Thought,” Ken and I said together.


  “I shall remember not to eat there!” He chuckled.


  Ken had very little to say after the doctor left the room. He asked for water. I wasn’t sure if he was supposed to have anything to drink or not. I pressed the call button and asked the nurse if it was okay before handing him a bottle from his night table.


  “It’s filtered water, and the seal isn’t broken,” I assured him.


  He raised an eyebrow at me.


  “Hey, better safe than sorry. It might be a good idea not to eat or drink anything until someone checks it out first.”


  “Like you?” he asked.


  “Me? I’ll check it out, but I’m not testing your food to see if it’s poisoned. I’m no beefeater.”


  Ken laughed. “Not to be confused with the gin, of course. I guess you mean buffeter, but you’re probably thinking of a food taster.”


  “I stand corrected,” I said. “If you’re getting out of this place tomorrow, I think I’ll do a little snooping around today. Food For Thought reopens at noon. I’m going back there to ask a few questions. And don’t tell me it’s Margaret Allen’s story either.”


  Margaret Allen was the local beat reporter. Though technically the poisoning took place in her territory, I had my own crime column—and the victim happened to be my main man. There was no way I intended to pass this story on to her.


  “You’ll probably both end up writing something about it anyway.”


  Ken looked tired. Craggy. And, unbelievably, kind of sexy with morning stubble on his rugged face. The hospital gown didn’t do much for him except cover up his best parts, but at least he looked comfortable. He unscrewed the plastic top and took a sip of water, waited to see if it would stay down, and then finished off the entire bottle.


  “I guess getting your stomach pumped makes you thirsty,” I said.


  Ken nodded. “Hungry, too. Be careful when you go back to the restaurant, Colleen. They’re probably all jumpy there and feeling a little insecure right about now.”


  I got up and tugged at my bright red dress. It had been a long, eventful night and I completely forgot I was still wearing it. I would have to go home to change, catch a few hours of sleep, check in with my mother, and get in touch with Bevin to let her know about Ken Rhodes.


  My coat was slung over a chair on the opposite side of the room. Ken’s coat was also draped over it. Meredith brought them both to the emergency room, along with my purse. I picked up Ken’s coat and hung it in the hospital locker with the rest of his clothes.


  “Oh!” I said, suddenly. “When you were admitted, they asked for your emergency contact. There isn’t anyone listed in your phone. Which also reminds me—is there someone you’d like me to call? Anyone who should know you’re in the hospital?”


  “I’m not dying, Colleen,” he said with a smirk. “I doubt there are going to be any life-or-death decisions made today.”


  “Still, there must be someone.”


  “I have a brother, and he doesn’t need to be called about this.” Ken’s smile suddenly vanished.


  “You have a brother? You never told me.”


  “There are lots of things I’ve never told you.”


  “What’s his name?” I asked.


  “His name is Evan, and we don’t keep in touch,” he said, scowling like a kindergarten kid who just had his crayons taken away.


  Okay. The man of mystery has a brother, and he clearly doesn’t care to discuss it. Obviously, there was some friction there. I made a mental note to look into this brother later on in the day. At present, I really needed some sustenance. I never got a chance to dive into my chicken dinner at the party, and I was famished.


  “Do you think they’re going to give you breakfast?” I asked him.


  “I’m sure they’ll bring me something. Dry toast maybe. I don’t know.”


  “Want me to bring you something from the Bagel Bungalow? A nice onion bagel with cream cheese or…”


  Ken’s face turned a little green.


  “I’ll let the hospital feed you,” I told him as I slipped into my coat. I went to the bed and bent down to kiss his forehead. “I’ll be back later on to check on you.”
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  I called the local cab company to pick me up at the hospital and drive me to my car, still parked two blocks from the restaurant on Bay Boulevard. The street lights hadn’t gone off yet, though dawn was close to breaking over the ocean. I went straight home, forgoing the Bagel Bungalow, which didn’t open until seven a.m. on Saturdays.


  The minute I walked through my front door, I kicked off my strappy sandals. In all the excitement, I failed to realize how much they hurt my feet and cut into my toes. I dumped my coat on the sofa and carried the shoes upstairs, where I stripped off my gorgeous red dress—the one I had hoped Ken Rhodes would strip off for me the night before—and stood beneath the shower head for a full fifteen minutes, letting the hot water pound me. What an awful night! I felt exhausted, hungry, and worried.


  Who would want to poison Ken Rhodes?


  Okay, maybe he wasn’t the most charming guy in the world, but he could be at times. He certainly never did anything to anyone that would cause someone to seek revenge—at least as far as I knew. As I dried off and slipped into a big, fluffy bathrobe, I thought about doing a little more online research on Nadine Rhodes’s murder. I stifled a yawn and nixed the idea. Hunger came over me in waves, but rummaging for something edible downstairs in the kitchen seemed like too much work. I was simply too tired. I collapsed on my bed and slept until murky sunlight and the ringing phone woke me.


  “Huh?” I said, groggy. I needed at least four more hours of shut-eye before I could be fully functional.


  “That’s how you answer the phone?”


  Dear God! Sometimes it felt like my mother found fault with every single thing I had said and done for the past thirty-eight years. “Ma?”


  “Yes, it’s your mother,” she said. “Who else would it be? Why didn’t you call me when you got home? Kate called. She said Ken Rhodes managed to get himself poisoned last night.”


  My younger sister, Kate, had an ongoing relationship with Ron Haver, an investigator with the county prosecutor’s office. Apparently the local police department called in the county to investigate near-murders, in addition to actual ones.


  “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t think of it. I wasn’t thinking about much of anything except for Ken. I was kind of busy…”


  “Cyanide,” my mother said. “That’s an awful way to die.”


  “Yeah, well, he didn’t die. Keeping him alive is what kept me busy. What time is it?”


  “Eight-fifteen. You want to come over? I’ll make you a nice, big breakfast.”


  Talk about being poisoned! My mother’s cooking skills were even worse than my own. “Thanks, but I’ll stop off for coffee or something on my way back to the hospital,” I lied. “I’ll see you later, okay?”


  “Keep me informed,” my mother told me, not even bothering to say goodbye before hanging up.


  I waited for a dial tone and called my best friend and across-the-street neighbor, Bevin Thompson. “Can you feed me breakfast? There’s nothing to eat in this joint, and I’m too chicken to eat at my mother’s house.”


  “Of course. One poisoning in this town is enough for one day,” she agreed.


  “How did you know already?” I asked.


  “I had the radio on. They gave names and everything. You’re famous, Colleen.”


  “Infamous is more like it. I’ll be over as soon as I throw on some clothes.”


  Bevin made scrambled eggs. Her eggs always came out creamy and delicious, unlike mine, which were generally so stiff and overcooked, they looked and tasted like yellow rubber.


  “I told you, use half-and-half when you beat them,” she said, handing me a piping hot dish. “Sit down. Have some coffee.”


  She filled my mug and poured some for herself. I took a forkful of Bevin’s perfect eggs. Though I was starving, I forced myself to eat slowly. There was no sense rushing them down. I wanted plenty of time and Bev’s friendly ear to vent about the night before.


  “I can’t tell you how scary that was,” I began.


  “Scary? It must have been horrifying.” Bev brushed back a wayward strand of her gorgeous red hair. “My God! Cyanide! Who
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