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      NATALIE POWELL THOUGHT her sister was talking about breakfast when she said, “Hot, sweet, firm buns,” and not a man.

      This proved that eight-thirty in the morning was too early for her to be around people. Normally, Nat would be in bed, buried deep under her toasty covers trying to make up for her usual three a.m. bedtime by sleeping until ten.

      But not today. Nat rubbed her neck and shuffled in line toward the counter of the crowded Starbucks. She preferred the Blue Sky Café with its slightly tacky every-shade-of-blue décor, good food, and, in her opinion, even better coffee. Still, the aroma of freshly ground beans filled the air.

      Caffeine wasn’t the reason she’d come to the trendy coffee house. As a common pairing, Starbucks and one of the last few remaining Barnes & Noble, where Becca worked, sat side by side. Meeting here was convenient for them both, Nat was there to pick up the keys to Rebecca’s car and Becca had a major crush on one of the coffee dispensers, Theo.

      At Becca’s urging, Nat stepped up to the counter and placed her order. She stifled a yawn and pointed into the refrigerated food case. “I’ll have the chocolate, cream cheese croissant and a double whipped, quad-cappuccino.”

      “There he is, over there, at the espresso machine.” Becca nudged Nat and glanced in Theo’s direction.

      A tall aproned fellow with dark hair, up in a man-bun, glanced in their direction. Nat guessed he was suppressing a smile, but the way he kept looking at her showed he definitely had eyes for her sister.

      “Are you two together?” The cashier snagged a to-go cup and marked Nat’s order on its side with a black Sharpie then turned her attention to Becca.

      “Ah—sure.” Becca shrugged and held out her Starbucks card to the cashier. “I’ll have a small decaf latte.”

      “And the luscious man-body behind the machine,” Nat whispered for only Becca to hear.

      “Shut up,” Becca hushed Nat and elbowed her as a subtle warning.

      “Small decaf latte,” the barista repeated and punched the order into the cash register before swinging into the refrigerated pastry case. He used a pair of tongs, slid a chocolate cream cheese croissant into a bag and set it on the counter. “What’s the name on that?”

      “Becca.”

      The cashier marked a second cup with Becca’s name and drink order before announcing the total cost. “How would you like to pay for this?”

      Becca held out a plastic card.

      “I’ll take the total off your Starbucks’ card, then.” The card was swiped and returned in a quick, efficient manner. “Would you like a receipt today?”

      “No, that’s fine.” Nat took the card—Becca was too busy staring at Theo—and pushed her sister out of the growing order line to make room for the other patrons.

      “Extra caffeine and a double dose of fat? What’s the occasion?” Becca managed, asking Nat between glances in Theo’s direction.

      “Number one: Because I work the late shift at the restaurant so I don’t usually get up this early and two: I’m about to interview for a job I desperately want and hope that my desperation doesn’t show.”

      “Small decaf latte for Becca,” Theo called out from the order pick-up area.

      “That’s mine.” Becca, anxious to be by her man’s side, raced for Theo in a near dead-run.

      “Yeah, you wish.” Nat couldn’t help mumbling. “I’ll try and grab us a spot.” She snagged a table for two against the window just as someone stepped away from one of the remaining few, if not the only empty place to sit.

      “Hi, Theo,” Becca said in her best ask-me-out-you-fool voice.

      “Good morning, Becca.” His voice was probably smoother than the coffee.

      Oh, yes. There was no doubt about it, this had to be true love. Nat felt as if she’d been pushed onto the back burner to simmer. It would be only a minute until Mr. Wonderful would have to get back to work and Nat could have Becca’s semi-divided attention.

      He said a quick something that Nat couldn’t make out and Becca’s smile widened.

      “Double whipped, quad-cappuccino,” Theo’s co-worker announced.

      Becca waved at Nat that she’d pick up her drink. And that gave her a chance to stand there and talk longer to the apple of her eye.

      “Well?” Nat prompted when Becca sat at the table.

      “His shift ends at two and he says he’ll come by to see me.” Becca slid Nat’s cappuccino to her then glanced at Theo. “I think he’s going to ask me out.”

      “Finally. You’ve only been talking about him for two months.”

      “But he didn’t notice me the first six weeks. I guess he thought I was just another steady customer. Then he told me the benefits of having a Starbucks card.”

      “That’s definitely life-altering,” Nat commented, mostly to herself she picked up the spoon and stirred her hot drink, trying to cool it down a bit before taking her first sip.

      “I don’t see guys lining up to meet you.” Becca glanced from Nat’s flaky, chocolate pastry to her beverage, piled high with whipped cream. “No guy’s gonna even look at you if you keep eating that way.”

      “Hey—there’s more to life than men, you know.” Nat narrowed her eyes and couldn’t help but feel a little defensive.

      Men weren’t everything. And Nat kept her mouth shut, she didn’t want to argue. Not here, not now, especially when she was there for a favor.

      Becca leaned back in her seat. “Please, not the career speech again.”

      “Well, you know how it is.” Nat shrugged. “I like men just fine but I don’t look like you.”

      Cute and thin. That had never been Nat.

      Nat was attractive-in-a-different-kind-of-way from her sister and had always been considered of having the “nice personality.” It didn’t matter, any dating and all man choices were a disaster. She was much better off with a sauté pan and a stainless steel whisk.

      “I can’t plan that I’ll ever meet anyone. It may never happen for me but that’s okay. I’ve got my own plans for my future.”

      “I know. You’ve told me a hundred times—your future’s in the kitchen.” Becca rocked her head from side to side, punctuating every other word.

      “I can’t help it. I love cooking… and baking. Love it.” Nat uttered in the same enthusiastic tone as Becca had told her about Theo.

      “Uncle, okay?” Becca held up her hands in surrender and took a cleansing breath. “Can we backtrack a sec? What did you say about your job? You’re looking for a new one, right? Did you get fired?”

      “I did not get fired. Weren’t you listening?” Obviously, she hadn’t been. Becca only had eyes and ears, it seemed, for her current crush, Theo. “I said I’m interviewing for a job at Side Street Sam’s.”

      “And you already have a job at the Bistro? Didn’t they just promote you two months ago?”

      She made Nat sound a little ungrateful and scheming, enacting the grass is greener scenario. Nat wasn’t so much greedy, wanting another job while she already had one, as she was ambitious and wanted to climb the kitchen staff ladder. Was it such a crime to want a little independence? Or to want to get ahead?

      “Sam’s is looking now. It’d be a full-on fantasy to work there. It doesn’t have to be a better position. If I’m hired as an assistant to the pasta chef or even to the sauté cook, it’s all good. A lateral move from 3rd Street Bistro to Side Street Sam’s is a move up.”

      “Okay. So you’re in the midst of this pivotal career move and you have a big interview all lined up.” Becca sipped her coffee and eyed Nat with only the slightest interest she’d given Theo. “You’re not planning to go in looking like that, are you?”

      Nat looked down at her comfortable baggy, gray-colored Henley, hanging mid-thigh over her navy blue sweatpants and shook her head. “Give me a break, I just got up. I plan on changing my clothes before I interview.”

      “That’s good to hear. The only job you’ll get dressed like that is with the kitchen clean-up crew.”

      Fingering her short, unruly hair, that sort of stuck out in all directions because it wasn’t being held under a chef’s hat. Nat wondered if she really looked all that bad and, in a bout of self-doubt, tried to smooth her hair down. She’d make herself look presentable. She was more than capable when it came to cooking and that’s what really mattered.

      Becca glanced at her wristwatch. “I’ve got to get going. I don’t want to be fired for being late.” She took a last sip of her coffee before she pushed the half-filled cup toward Nat, and stood. “I’m not even close to having another job lined up—unlike some people.”

      “Nothing is for certain.” Nat caught Becca’s eye roll. “It’s just an interview.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot. Here you go.” Becca handed the key fob for her car to Nat. “Just remember to park in the employee section when you get back.”

      “I will.” Nat nodded.

      “And don’t forget to put up the sunshade.”

      “I won’t.” Nat shook her head.

      “Good luck today, okay?” Becca flashed a smile. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Just for the record, Nat did, too.
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        * * *

      

      SIDE STREET SAM’S office was located in the Samuel Whitaker Hotel in San Francisco’s Union Square. Nat thought about the daily commute she’d have to make. Much farther than her short walk from the San Bruno apartment she shared with Becca. They’d end up car-sharing for a while or maybe she’d take the train but it would be worth it in the long run.

      Nat readjusted her black tailored pin-striped jacket over her crisp white dress shirt and ran her hand down her thigh, smoothing her slacks out of nervousness. She’d taken extra care to tame her short, shorn locks, making certain they didn’t give her any problems. She did not want any reason to feel insecure today. The receptionist told her to go into the office and have a seat.

      Walking into the room, Nat pulled the door closed behind her and took in the heavy antique furniture inside the high-ceilinged room. A single chair faced a large, ornate desk. The chair, Nat guessed, was for her. The three chairs on the opposite side of the desk were for her “interrogators.”

      On a round table in front of her stood a four foot high sparkling crystal vase. Lit with a small spotlight from above, this year’s International Culinary Competition, Division 52 trophy was proudly located in the center of the room, shouting its importance.

      Impressive.

      Oh, yeah, Nat would love to be a part of that.

      Some day.

      She walked around the table and eased into the chair, facing the massive, solid-looking, carved desk. How long would she have to wait? Nat was doing her best to keep her nerves in check. But how long could she do it? Hopefully, until the end of the interview.

      Glancing around at her surroundings, Nat felt dwarfed by the high-ceilinged room. She could tell this place was old; probably built or reconstructed shortly after the 1906 Earthquake as many of the buildings in the city had been.

      A side door opened and in walked a stocky man in a dark double-breasted suit, Lawrence Kaster, Sam’s operations manager. A second man followed. He wore a chef’s white slacks and jacket with dark blue piping, Angelo Dimico, the restaurant’s executive chef.

      Finally, a third man entered. Dressed in crisp white chef’s garb and a black baseball cap with Sam’s written in a white script, he stepped into the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

      It had been a good five years and his once full-beard was now trimmed down to a tidy goatee, giving him the impression of a dark and sinister character one wouldn’t want to bump into in an alley.

      Nat recognized him immediately. Daine Owens.... he must now be a sous chef. Sam’s sous chef.

      Nat blinked then swallowed. Talk about rotten luck. This was the worst.

      Why did he have to be here?

      She might as well kiss this job goodbye. Chef Dimico might be the man to impress but Owens would be the man Nat would have to work alongside every day. And Nat knew he’d never have her in his kitchen again.

      He wasn’t a pleasure to work with when he was a line-cook and she the lowly apprentice. She was chopping, running around, doing grunge work. He was yelling out orders, bossing people around, and causing major terror among the lower staff members. He’d be even worse with more of a swelled head now that he was second-in-command of the kitchen.

      Amazed that he could find a beanie to fit his head, Nat wondered if he had any hair and that was why he covered his head. Probably thinning or bald she thought to herself.

      Well, this interview was over before it started. Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. Maybe she should just back out altogether. The next hour, or two, was going to be torture and Nat couldn’t wait until this was over so she could high-tail it out of there and back to the safety of her steady job.
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        * * *

      

      THIS PLACE LOOKED the same as all the places had looked at first. Gray, indistinct, and gloomy but it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Sometimes one was alone, sometimes there were others, but one never knew.

      This time there was a man with light brown, curly hair. The other man was slightly taller and more muscular. His hair was dark brown, swept back from his forehead, and his chin had a deep cleft.

      “Hi, there,” the light-haired man said.

      “Howdy,” the dark-haired man said.

      “Simon. 1985.”

      “Mitch. 1948.”

      That’s all they needed: a name and a date, the year they departed. A long silence stretched out between the two men after their brief but adequate introductions. Both understood what it meant.

      “Where is this place?” Simon shifted his attention from his companion to their hazy surroundings.

      “I dunno.” Mitch, the more adventurous of the two, stepped out, scouting the boundaries.

      “I don’t know what to make of this. Reminds me of… of… something… I don’t remember.” Simon who always liked to label every person and place found this unsettling. “Come to think of it, everything’s pretty fuzzy.”

      Simon wouldn’t let Mitch out of his sight until their surroundings cleared up. A moment later, a heavy round table appeared a few feet from them. They drifted toward the table, on it sat a dramatically lit tall cut crystal vase.

      International Culinary Competition, Division 52, was the inscription on the base.

      “Why do I always have to be in this monkey suit?” Mitch unbuttoned his jacket and pulled at his wide necktie, loosening it.

      “They wanted you to look your best, I’m sure. In 1948 it was probably the height of fashion.” Simon adjusted the lapel around his white stand-up collar and made sure the ends of his cashmere scarf, artfully draped around his neck, hung even. He nodded in approval at the cuffs on his trousers and the condition of his platform shoes.

      “I doubt it. It was probably something they pulled out from the back of an old wardrobe.” Mitch pulled the short-brimmed hat from his head and tossed it to the side, not caring where it landed. “That is a dog-ugly hat. I think someone was trying to get back at me.”

      Simon pulled at the erect collar on his white shirt and straightened the sleeves of his blazer. “I’ve always liked this outfit.”

      “Pick out the duds yourself, did you?”

      “Why, yes, I did.” Simon flashed a wide smile, displaying an amazing amount of white, straight teeth. “I used to be⁠—”

      Mitch held up his hand silencing Simon. “Did you hear that? I don’t think we’re the only ones here.”

      “The only ones except for her.” Simon pointed at the young lady in the pin-striped black jacket, sitting in a chair. “Shhh. Careful, she might be able to hear you.”

      Funny how they hadn’t seen her only moments before. She must have been there the whole time and was only now sliding into their reality.

      A smile spread over Mitch’s lips. “Now she’s a looker. Take that suit off her and I wouldn’t mind sticking around. Maybe we could⁠—”

      “Hold on there, Casanova. Don’t you know any better?” Simon stretched his arm out, blocking Mitch. “She’s off-limits.”
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        * * *

      

      HOURS LATER AFTER her disastrous interview, Nat glanced beyond the bill of her black baseball hat uniform at her co-workers who wore the same. They were all good people, capable, and fun to work with. She really would miss them when it was time to move on to a new job—whenever that time came.

      Thinking back to that morning, Nat decided that it hadn’t been a complete waste of time. Handling the pressure and answering the questions had been good practice. She wasn’t going to get that job, not in a million years, with Daine Owens on the panel.

      As she recalled, he’d been unreasonable and a complete tyrant, riding nearly everyone’s back in the kitchen. He could give Gordon Ramsey a run for his money.

      No, life at the 3rd Street Bistro was nothing to complain about and with her recent promotion, Nat wasn’t doing half bad. With the exception of running into Owens, life was treating her pretty good.

      “Service has all gone home,” Randy Ellis, the sous chef, announced, coming into the kitchen. “How you doing, Sasha?”

      “Just about finished.” Sasha made the last few swipes with her rag, drying the well-used grill for the night.

      “Got the greens list for tomorrow?” Ellis called through the shelves at Matthew the pantry cook.

      “Done,” Matthew responded. “Ready to go over changes for tomorrow night’s menu.”

      “Be right there,” Ellis answered. “Powell?”

      “Finished, sir.” Nat had just cleaned up her area and deposited the rags in the laundry hamper.

      “Then what are you doing hanging around?” He motioned for her to go home.

      No one had to tell her twice.

      She untied her apron and folded it before tossing it on the pile with the rest of the soiled linens. On her way to her locker, Nat glanced out the open kitchen door and saw two men in a booth near the restaurant’s entrance.

      “Didn’t service go home?” She stood with her hands on her hips. “Why are there still patrons here?”

      Sasha sidled up to her and gave the dining room a once over. She glanced at Nat, shrugged, and walked away.

      Oh, no. This wasn’t right. Nat said to herself about the two gentlemen sitting in a booth.

      Hadn’t someone given them the last call? It was after two a.m. and Nat was awfully tired.

      No one was supposed to be in the restaurant. It should have been completely empty.

      The two gentlemen were nicely dressed in odd-looking suits, both nursed drinks. They weren’t talking or laughing like they were having a good time. It looked to Nat as if they were waiting.

      But waiting for what? Or who?

      She was hesitant to approach them herself. It wasn’t her job but everyone working in front had gone and no one, except her, from the back, seemed to know these two were here. Someone had to take the initiative.
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        * * *

      

      “THERE SHE IS again,” Simon alerted Mitch who glanced up when the kitchen doors swung open, then he went back to staring at his drink. “You see her, don’t you?”

      “Yup.” Mitch concentrated on the rim of his glass.

      “She’s one of us, right?”

      “I dunno.” He slid his glass back and forth in a shallow motion, clinking the ice cubes from one side to the other. “Did you see her talking to someone else?”

      Simon pulled his attention away from Mitch and took his time studying the young lady. “We’ll have to be extra careful then.”

      “You got it.” Mitch sipped his drink and frowned. “It just doesn’t taste the same.”

      “So tell me your story.” Simon settled back into the seat, making himself comfortable.

      “It’s a long one.”

      “I think we’ve got some time to kill.” Simon glanced upward and shrugged. “Shoot.”

      Mitch jumped.

      “A little sensitive, are we? I guess I hit a nerve.” Simon felt another jolt when he said the word hit. “Oooh… sorry, didn’t mean to say that either. I must have done it again. Go on talk, I’m listening.”

      “Not much to tell. I grew up in Crawford, Ohio and was a gunner in the war.”

      “Nam, huh?” Simon could sympathize completely. He hadn’t served but he knew a lot of men who had gone to Vietnam.

      “World War II. I was stationed in England. Polebrook.” Mitch glanced at Simon incredulously. “After the war, a captain-buddy of mine said I had a nice looking mug and I should head to California, Hollywood to make movies after I got home.”

      “A captain?” Simon perked up, sounding interested in what Mitch had to say.

      Mug? As in mug-shot?

      “Did he have any connections in the business?” Simon seemed a little star struck at the mention of the glitz and glamour of the film industry.

      “The King said he was ready to abdicate and I was perfect to take his place.”

      “The King of England?” Simon gasped, wide-eyed.

      “Of Hollywood.”

      “You knew Elvis?” Simon gushed, even wider-eyed.

      Mitch arched his eyebrow and leaned forward. “Clark Gable.”

      Nat had given them more than enough time. Hadn’t they noticed the empty tables and booths around them? The lack of wait-staff? She took her time and strolled over to the booth.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen. We’re closed and you’re going to have to leave.”

      “Anything you say, toots,” the dark-haired one said.

      “We’re ready if you are,” the curly-haired one replied.

      Nat picked up their glasses, walked to the bar, and set them on the counter. She moved her hands away and stared.

      They were different. The glasses. One was a heavy-based rocks glass. The other a multi-colored martini glass. Neither of them belonged to this restaurant.

      She pivoted to take another look at the men.

      They were gone. The booth they had occupied, empty.

      Swinging her gaze to the front of the restaurant, she wondered how they had managed to exit so quickly when someone would have had to unlock the front door to let them out.

      Nat turned back to the bar. The empty glasses were gone.
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      I THINK THEY’RE following me.

      Nat caught the reflection of the two men in the glass of the Starbucks’ pastry display case the next morning. They looked to her to be the same two men she’d kicked out of the restaurant last night.

      But that was crazy. Why would they be following her?

      “We’ll have the morning commute up in a few minutes but first, we have a tragic story of the death of a young, local heiress. Georgette...” the wall-mounted, flat-screen television broadcasted the morning newscast.

      Nat looked over her shoulder to check and see if those two men were still there. There they were, standing outside next to the tree. And if she weren’t mistaken, they were dressed the same as they had been the last time she’d seen them.

      “Becca, do you see those guys?” Nat stared at the light-haired man who wore a dark blazer over his white shirt and bright red-colored vest. The other guy looked like he’d stepped out of some old-time black and white movie.

      Of course Becca hadn’t seen them. She only saw Theo who was now returning her goo-goo eyes.

      “Thank you, Ron. Local Bay Area heiress Georgette Price was found dead this morning in her home. Ms. Price was the daughter of the self-made millionaire George Victor Price who made his fortune in the 1960s….”

      “Look out there. By the tree, on the other side of the newspaper stands. You see them?”

      Becca finally pulled her attention away from Theo and glanced out the window. “I don’t see anyone.”

      “No one?” Nat glanced at the tree again. There was no one there. “I was just making sure.” Okay, so maybe Becca didn’t see them but Nat strongly suspected they were following her.

      “Oh, Nat. He’s perfect,” Becca whispered with a sigh.

      “They all are.” Nat wondered where her two shadows had gone.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Just a personal commentary on Becca’s men. They’re always perfect until she found the chink in their armor, then they turned to be only some guy wearing a trash can. “Did you and Theo hook up yesterday after his shift?”

      “He came over and we stood by the Horror and Mystery book section, just talking, and he asked me out. I met him by the Magazine Section after work and then we took a long walk and after that, we stopped for some pizza. We spent nearly all night talking. He’s wonderful.”

      “...The police won’t comment on the details of her death. She was just twenty years old.”

      “It must have gone well at your interview yesterday. That’s why you need to borrow my car again today, right?” Becca spoke to Nat but kept glancing at Theo.

      “I guess they liked me. I got a phone call this morning. They’re having a lunch for three of the candidates this afternoon. But it doesn’t matter, there’s no way they’re going to hire me.”

      “Oh, come on. That’s not the confident little sister I know. You’re gonna get the job.”

      “No, I won’t. Management may like me but they don’t have the final say on who gets hired.” Nat knew how kitchen politics worked. “I guess it isn’t well-known but do you know who the sous chef is at Side Street Sam’s?” Of course, Becca would have no idea. “Daine Owens.”

      “Why does that name sound familiar?” Becca might not be up on who’s who in the cooking world and it wasn’t likely that the name Daine Owens ever came up.

      “I interned with him at⁠—”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember you talking about that guy. You hated him.” Nat was astonished that Becca had managed to pull her attention from Theo to retrieve a little something from her memory. “You really hated him.”

      “Even if I somehow got the job... I could make it work.” Maybe. “I’m a professional.” Definitely. “It doesn’t matter that he’s a self-centered crockpot.”

      “If anyone could do it, you can.” Becca checked her wristwatch. “I’ve got to get going. Here you go.” She handed over the key fob to her car. “See ya, have a good time. Think positive, okay? You got this!” She stood and blew a kiss to Theo who caught it and plastered it on his cheek then returned a smile.

      Those two were just too cute for words.

      Nat had to get going, too. Things to do. Get home, get ready, and get on the road. She dropped her empty cup in the trash and headed for the door. Pausing before she stepped outside, Nat glanced around looking—just looking. Not a trace of those two guys.

      It was safe.

      As she walked down the street, Nat kept a careful watch all the way to the parking lot.

      “Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you.”

      Nat spun around. He was there—they were there—both of them—like out of nowhere, standing right next to her.

      “Could we speak to you for a minute?” The curly, light-haired man moved toward her.

      “Look, you guys—take my purse.” Nat held it out for them. She wasn’t going to put up a fight for the five bucks in her wallet.

      “We don’t want your purse.” He held his hands up in a display of nonviolence.

      “Just leave me alone, okay?” She dropped it and moved back, bumping up against the car.

      The dark-haired guy slid his hat onto the hood and turned his attention to Nat. “We’re not going to hurt you, doll.” He acted as if he did this all the time.

      Yeah, she felt scared but she believed him. Nat nearly melted into a puddle where she stood when the dark-haired man smiled at her. Talk about turning on the charm, this man reeked of man-gnetism.

      “So what do you want?” This felt weird. Facing her stalkers was unexplainably creepy, she should have been terrified but she wasn’t. Nat should have been screaming her lungs out, calling for help. But she didn’t.

      “Just an introduction,” Mr. Charisma said.

      “This is Mitch Hudson and I’m Simon Dijon” —the curly-haired man indicated with a flourish— “Like the mustard.”

      “Natalie Powell.” Nat reached out to shake Simon’s hand and hers passed right through his.
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        * * *

      

      “LIKE THE MUSTARD,” Mitch mimicked, making fun of Simon’s last words. He glanced around at his surroundings and didn’t give a thought to the small urban area—an overstuffed floral chair, an old green davenport, and a small round table that matched the coffee table.

      “I only wanted to get started off on the right foot, you know.” Simon made a calming motion with his hands. “Ease her into all this.”

      “Well, what are you going to do next? We don’t have much time. She’s right outside.” Mitch jerked his head toward the front door.

      “How do you know?” Simon sounded nervous as if he weren’t ready for a second try at his first impression.

      “If she wasn’t there then we wouldn’t be here.” Mitch walked to the sofa and sat.

      “Good point.” Simon glanced around and took a few cleansing, calming breaths to pull himself together. “We can try it your way, but don’t blame me if we scare the striped bikini briefs off of her.”

      “You started all this with your introductions. That’s not the way to start a⁠—”

      “Relationship?” Simon tactfully interjected.

      “Sure, bud. Call it whatever you want. We gotta get started if we ever want to make any progress.” Mitch dropped his Trilby hat on the coffee table. “I hate that hat. I wish I never had to see that hat again.”

      “All right, so I’m not so good at this. It’s not as if I’ve had as much practice as you have.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Mitch was really getting fed up with this guy.

      “1948 and 1985… hmm… that’s how many years you’ve got on me?” Simon ticked off his fingers as if he were immersed in some sort of complex mathematical calculation. He shook his hand then threw up his arms, giving up. “All that matters is that you’ve been around much longer than I. You must have done this at least a dozen times more and yet… you’re still here.” Simon glared at Mitch through narrowed eyelids. “Someone must be a little hard-headed, huh? Not learning their lesson?”

      “Shut your yap,” Mitch said over his shoulder. “No one’s asking for your opinion.”

      “It’s not like there’s any choice now, is there?” Simon crossed his arms and leaned against the door jam. “Looks like we’re stuck in this together, just the two of us.”

      The deadbolt on the door chunked open and keys jingled at the doorknob.

      Mitch glanced from Simon
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