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            PROLOGUE

          

          JULY 1982

        

      

    

    
      Lila Duncan’s feet were killing her. But she was much too angry to take notice of the throbbing pain. She was busy peering through the lobby’s glass double doors waiting to see the faint glow of headlights in the distance that would indicate her husband, Leonard, had pulled into the McPherson building’s large empty parking lot to pick her up. She’d been waiting for nearly an hour and still no Leonard. He was late. And Lila was pissed.

      “Where the hell are you, Leonard?” she whispered through gritted teeth. Her lips were tight and bloodless with anger. Her forehead was pressed against the door causing her breath to fog up the glass.

      “You better not be where I think you are!” Lila said aloud, her voice echoing in the empty lobby as she turned to look yet again at the large clock mounted on the wall above the receptionist station. It was 11:47, two minutes later than the last time she looked. She’d gotten off work at 11 o’clock. She’d been cleaning the McPherson office building five nights a week from 5:30 to 11 for the past eight years. She always got off at 11 o’clock on the dot. Her supervisor at Masterson’s Cleaning Service had a strict no overtime policy. Lila didn’t arrive for work a minute before she had to or stay a minute longer than she was required. Leonard knew better than to be late picking her up. But here she was, still waiting.

      It was hot and airless in the lobby and her cotton work smock stuck uncomfortably to the sweat on her broad back. It was Friday and maintenance always turned the air-conditioning off for the weekend every Friday night to save money, which Lila thought was stupid since she knew they probably had to crank the air up full blast to cool off the sweltering building on Monday morning. Unable to stand the heat any longer, Lila pushed through the lobby doors and walked outside into the much cooler night air. She heard a soft click as the doors locked behind her and it made her even more furious.  Lila bent down and loosened the laces on her tight tennis shoes giving her swollen feet some much needed relief. She didn’t dare take them off for fear she wouldn’t be able to get them back on and the pebble strewn parking lot was no place she wanted to be barefoot.

      For the next ten minutes Lila paced, angrily swinging the cheap canvas purse she carried to work, with its frayed shoulder strap, like a warrior ready for battle. In the murderous mood she was in, when Leonard’s sorry ass finally did show up, he was going to get her purse upside his head. Only her purse must have sensed her plans because the strap broke sending it flying out of her hand and halfway across the lot. With the sight of her purse laying broken and forlorn on the ground, Lila felt her anger dissolve into tears of weary frustration and she limped over and bent down to retrieve it.

      She’d barely touched the purse when she was suddenly bathed in the bright lights of on oncoming car.  Lila looked up, and through eyes blurred with tears, saw the rapidly approaching car. She froze, her hand still outstretched. The car wasn’t going to stop. Lila saw who was behind the wheel and after a fleeting moment of disbelief, stood and feebly threw up her arms to shield herself as the car slammed into her with such force that she was knocked out of one of her shoes and sent flying, much like her purse only moments before, into the brick wall thirty feet behind her.

      The driver of the car slammed on the breaks hard enough to send the car skidding almost sideways, and watched in horrified fascination as Lila smashed into the wall with a sickening crunch. Her broken body sagged into a heap on the ground leaving a smear of bright red blood behind on the weathered brick. The driver got out of the car, walked slowly over to the body, and pressed trembling fingers to the side of Lila’s still warm neck, trying hard to avoid looking into her empty, staring eyes, or at the thin ribbons of blood trickling out of her nose, ears, and the corner of her slack mouth. Not surprisingly, no life pulsed under the driver’s fingers, which were quickly snatched away.

      The driver took a step back from the blood pooling under the dead woman’s head and looked around wildly to make sure no one was watching. But there was no one around and the only sound, besides that of crickets chirping furiously, came from the idling car. Feeling a little braver, the driver looked down at the stunned almost comical expression frozen on Lila’s face without a trace of pity or remorse, then quickly got back into the car and sped out of the lot.
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          FIFTEEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Leonard, honey, would you like some more pie?” asked my grandmother, Estelle Mays, of the elderly gentleman sitting to her left at the dining room table. It was Sunday and I, along with my Uncle Alex, and his girlfriend of nearly a decade, Gwen Robins, ate dinner almost every Sunday at my grandmother’s house.

      Usually Sunday dinner at Mama’s house was the highlight of my week. She put her heart and soul into the food she cooked and it showed in every single piece chicken she fried, every potato she mashed, and every pie and cake she baked. Mama’s cooking made me happy. It was better than Prozac, and a whole lot cheaper.

      However, for the past month we’d had an extra guest for Sunday dinner in the form of Mama’s new boyfriend, Leonard Duncan. Mama met Leonard while playing bid whist at the Willow Senior Center. Leonard was seventy-five, and like Mama, widowed. Unlike my late grandfather, who’d been tall and thin, Leonard wasn’t much taller than Mama, and was thick around the middle. He sported a neatly trimmed graying goatee and kept his thinning hair cut short with a small part on the side. He seemed like a nice enough man, and was polite, and well dressed. And he made my grandmother laugh and smile in a way I hadn’t seen since before my grandfather died. But there was something about him that rubbed me the wrong way.

      I couldn’t put a finger on just what it was. But Leonard Duncan was just a little too good to be true. Or maybe I was just suspicious of men in general because my own man, Carl Brumfield, had unceremoniously dumped me and moved to Atlanta after a huge misunderstanding. And of course there was also the little matter of me being unable to give Carl an answer to his marriage proposal.

      But if pressed to give an immediate reason as to why I didn’t like Leonard Duncan, I’d say it was because Mama had just slid the last piece of pecan pie onto Leonard’s plate. It was his third piece. Everyone knew not to stand between the last piece of pie and me. Mama usually wrapped it up for me to take home. Since Leonard arrived on the scene, I was crap out of luck on the pie front. No man and no pie, my life couldn’t get much worse.

      “Stella, baby, you have outdone yourself, again,” Leonard said, taking a big bite of pie, and grinning at Mama.

      That was another thing that I couldn’t stand about the man, his stupid nicknames for people. He couldn’t be bothered to call any of us by our God given names. No, that was too boring he declared during his first Sunday dinner appearance. From then on Mama was dubbed Stella usually followed by baby, Gwen was simply called G, Alex was Lex Luther or LL for short, after the bald arch nemesis of Superman, and I was Ken because I wore my hair short and natural like a boy.

      Mama, who got tickled every time he called her Stella, beamed back at Leonard over the compliment to her cooking. Gwen and my uncle Alex also smiled. Though they both hated their nicknames as much as I did, unlike me, who thought he was a pie hogging pain in the ass; Alex and Gwen thought Leonard Duncan was the best thing to happen to Mama since Polygrip came out in cherry flavor. I rolled my eyes as he finished off the pie. Gwen saw me and cleared her throat and frowned.

      Usually, Gwen isn’t anyone I’d want mad at me. At five ten and almost two hundred pounds, Gwen had a way of inspiring obedience with her sheer presence alone. However, I was finding it hard to feel intimidated by her today because she was wearing a white blonde Afro wig that looked like dandelion fluff. I had to resist the urge to blow on her head. For Gwen, wigs were a form of self-expression. I had no idea what she was trying to express today other than a total lack of self-consciousness.

      “Kendra and I will do the dishes, Mama,” Gwen said, tossing me a venomous smile. “So, you and Leonard can just kick back and enjoy yourselves.”

      “Come on, Stella, baby. You’re too pretty to be sittin’ around. I bet we can catch the last little bit of Lawrence Welk.” Leonard pulled Mama to her feet and twirled her around.

      “I know that’s right,” replied Mama, laughing, as they danced their way into the TV room.

      I watched them go, repressing the urge to upchuck into the gravy bowl, and turned to meet the disapproving gazes of Gwen and Alex.

      “What is your problem?” whispered Gwen so the lovebirds in the TV room wouldn’t hear her. But judging from the sounds of the laughter coming from the next room, our conversation was the last thing on their minds.

      “Yeah, why don’t you like Leonard? Seems like a pretty harmless old dude to me,” added Alex before I could even answer.

      As I’ve already admitted, irritating as I thought he was, I couldn’t put a finger on any serious reason why he bothered me. He treated Mama like a queen. But there was something in his eyes, lurking just underneath the surface, that I didn’t like. I knew they wouldn’t understand.  So instead of answering, I proceeded to pile up the dirty dinner dishes.

      “I don’t know what you two are talking about,” I said.

      “Liar,” replied Gwen. I stuck my tongue out at her when she turned her back earning me a snort of laughter from Alex who made no move at all to pitch in.

      “Either you can get off your bony ass and help us LL, or you can go in the TV room and get some pointers from Leonard on how to treat a lady. Take your pick,” said Gwen irritably.

      Alex shrugged nonchalantly, refusing to let Gwen’s moodiness bother him, stretched his long legs, then left the room to go join Mama and Leonard, who’s continued laughter indicated they were having a lot more fun than we were. Gwen and I continued to clear the table in silence.

      I followed Gwen into the kitchen with my arms loaded down with dirty dishes. I set the dishes next to the sink, which was already half full of hot soapy water. Gwen had put on a pair rubber gloves to protect her fresh manicure and was purposefully ignoring me.

      “Fine. If that’s the way you want it,” I mumbled under my breath, as I got busy rinsing and drying the dishes she’d started to wash. After ten minutes of the only sound in the kitchen coming from the silverware clinking together at the bottom of the sink, I finally spoke up.

      “So, you don’t think there’s something a little off about Leonard?” I whispered and turned to make sure the swinging door to the kitchen was closed.

      “Like what?” she asked not looking at me.

      “I don’t know. He’s just too…too… I just have a weird feeling about him that’s all,” I concluded.

      “Are you for real?” Gwen asked, finally turning to give me an incredulous look. “He’s a nice man and he makes your grandma happy. Would it kill you to be happy for her? She’s been alone a long time, Kendra.”

      Gwen didn’t need to remind me how long Mama had been alone. She hadn’t been romantically involved with anyone since my grandfather’s death ten years ago. She and grandpa Mays had been high school sweethearts and inseparable the entire forty-nine years of their marriage.  Contrary to what Gwen seemed to think, I did want Mama to find love again. Truly, I did. But Leonard Duncan felt wrong. I just wished I could figure out why.

      “All I’m saying is —” I began before Gwen cut me off.

      “Look, you don’t have to like the man, Kendra. You aren’t the one dating him. But it sure would be nice if you’d stop being so selfish. I’m sorry you’re so miserable over Carl, girlfriend, really I am. But it’s not Mama’s fault your man dropped you like a hot potato and skipped town. Just because your relationship didn’t work out, doesn’t mean no one else has the right to be happy.”

      My mouth fell open. No she didn’t just go there. Gwen and I glared at each other for a few seconds before I shrugged and went back to drying dishes. Clearly, I had no ally in my uncle’s girlfriend when it came to the subject of Mama’s new man. But, was Gwen right? Was I taking my disappointment over my break-up with Carl out on Mama and Leonard? Could I actually be jealous of my own grandmother?

      I balled up my dishrag and threw it on the counter, and then headed back into the dining room to get the remaining dinner dishes. I looked through the dining room door through the TV room and saw Mama and Leonard standing by the front door deep in conversation. Then Mama reached into the pocket of her skirt and pulled out what looked from where I was standing to be a large wad of cash. Leonard held up his hands in mock protest until Mama pressed the cash into his hand and gave him a big kiss on the cheek that made him grin. I watched with a sinking sensation in my stomach as he stuffed the money into his pocket. I looked over at Alex, who was sitting on the couch, to see if he’d witnessed what I had. No such luck. Alex was glued to the TV screen and had missed the whole thing.

      I went back into the kitchen feeling somewhat vindicated. Surely what I’d just witnessed was proof that that geriatric gigolo was up to no good. My grandmother wasn’t a wealthy woman. Her only source of income was from my grandfather’s Social Security pension. She’d always been thrifty for as long as I could remember, and lived on a very tight budget. She leapt at any freebie in her path to save herself some cash and was the queen of coupon clipping. She just wasn’t the type to freely give money away, and I ought to know. On the rare occasions I’d asked to borrow money from her, you’d have thought I’d asked her for a kidney…and a lung. So why then was she giving a grown ass man a big wad of cash? There were only a few reasons that sprang to mind and none of them good. If Leonard Duncan thought he was going to use my grandmother as a meal ticket, he’d have to go through me first.
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        * * *

      

      After helping Gwen finish the dishes, I made my excuses and headed out the door. But not before Alex reminded me that I had agreed to help serve the food at Joy Owens’ art show at the Ramey Gallery the next night. Estelle’s, Alex’s restaurant, named after my grandmother, was catering the event for free as a graduation gift to Joy because she worked at Estelle’s part-time as a hostess, along with me and Gwen, and had recently graduated with an art degree from Kingford College.

      Joy Owens is not my favorite person.  While there’s no denying her talent as an artist, she was so obnoxious and abrasive she made sandpaper look like Kleenex. She had the whole angry, young artist routine down to an art form.  Needless to say, I wasn’t real enthusiastic at the prospect of spending my evening serving economy class champagne, bacon wrapped shrimp, and Thai chicken skewers to snotty art lovers and tacky folks, who don’t give a crap about art, but who’ll show up because of the free grub and booze, while Joy barked orders at me like a drill sergeant.  I’d only agreed to do it because Alex was paying me double. Joy’s less than sparkling personality had ensured that one else was willing to work the event. Plus, it meant I wouldn’t have to spend another evening home alone thinking about Carl and all the southern beauties that were probably throwing themselves at him in Atlanta.

      I was stopped at a red light two blocks away from my duplex on Dorset when I noticed the same brown Chevy that had been behind me since I left Mama’s house was still behind me. I looked in my rearview window but couldn’t see who was behind the wheel because the windows were tinted.  Was this person following me? When the light finally turned green, I made a left turn. The brown Chevy made a left turn, too.  Next, I made a right turn. The brown Chevy made a right turn, too.  Okay, now I was getting freaked out. And I had damned good reason to be.

      Several months ago a murderer named Stephanie Preston tried burn my best friend, Lynette, and me alive in a cabin in John Bryan State Park. The fact that I’m still alive to tell this tale means she failed. Actually, Stephanie herself was the one seriously burned over thirty percent of her body. Up until a month ago, she was languishing in isolation at the Ohio Reformatory for Women’s medical ward awaiting trial on two counts each of first degree murder, attempted murder, kidnapping, and arson. The trial was scheduled for this fall.

      Lynette and I were all set to testify against her when the unthinkable happened. With the help of Dr. Walter Dillon, the prison doctor treating her, who turned out to be a former john from her hooker past, Stephanie Preston escaped custody while being transported to a nearby hospital after developing a burn related infection. No one knew where she and Dr. Dillon were, unless, of course, they were in the brown Chevy currently behind me. I sped up leaving the Chevy behind at a stop sign.

      I pulled into my usual parking space in front of my apartment and reached into my purse for the can of pepper spray I keep at all times. Yeah, I know pepper spray can’t stop bullets. But since I refuse to buy a gun—because I’m too klutzy to operate one without shooting off my foot—pepper spray was all I had. My hand closed around the cool aerosol can and I felt instantly reassured as I peered through my rearview window to see if the brown Chevy had followed me home.  I could see the headlights of an oncoming car. It was the brown Chevy. I was now convinced that the Chevy was bringing my inevitable demise. Stephanie Preston had made it quite clear in the numerous interviews she’d given since her arrest that I was the cause of all of her current legal problems.  Her coming after me to keep me from testifying against her seemed only logical to my overworked imagination.

      But as I cowered in the driver’s seat trembling and awaiting certain death and dismemberment at the hands of a murderous, burnt up, lunatic and her lovesick accomplice, the brown Chevy sped past so fast I couldn’t even make out the license plate number.  I sat in my car, with the pepper spray can still clutched tightly in my right hand, until I could no longer see the car’s taillights. I barely had time to let out a sigh of relief when a sudden tap on my passenger’s side window almost made me crap my pants and caused my index finger, which was firmly poised on the can’s discharge button, to press down releasing a mushroom cloud of pepper spray inside my car.

      The shock and burning pain was almost enough to make me faint. I practically fell out of the car gagging, coughing, and half blind with tears in my attempt to get away from the noxious fumes. I was rolling around in the street unable to even scream as I clawed at my eyes and a river of snot streamed out of my nose. I could hear the concerned voices of several people including that of Mrs. Carson, my 72 year-old landlady, as she repeatedly asked me what was wrong.

      “Kendra, good Lord what’s the matter?” Only I couldn’t answer her because I was still coughing. She roughly turned me onto my stomach and started pounding me on the back. She thought I was choking and my face bounced off the concrete with each blow of her palm.

      “No! Burns! It burns!” was all I could manage to get out. “Water! Water!” I croaked in a raspy voice I didn’t recognize.

      And water is just what I got. Lots of it. Seconds later, I was not only doused with a couple of large buckets of cold water, but felt a steady, narrow stream of water hit me in the forehead indicating that someone must be spraying me with their garden hose. In less than a minute I’d gone from burning to almost drowning. And the water just kept coming until I finally waved my arms and yelled, “Stop! Stop!”

      I was soaking wet, and sputtering on the water that had run into my nose and mouth, but I was finally able to open my eyes to see myself surrounded by Mrs. Carson and about half a dozen other neighbors all holding either buckets, or large plastic tumblers. What I thought had been a garden hose was actually a jumbo sized super soaker water gun that Mrs. Carson was clutching like an assault rifle. It probably belonged to one of her great grandkids. It was also apparent, after I was helped to my feet, that water wasn’t the only thing I got doused with. My white shirt and tan crop pants had stains from what looked and smelled like cherry Kool Aid, iced tea, and Mountain Dew.

      “Better?” Mrs. Carson asked, fingering the super soaker’s trigger like she’d be happy to oblige me with more water if I needed it.

      “Loads,” I replied sarcastically as I stood there dripping. Even my shoes were soaked through and squelched water as I walked up onto the sidewalk.

      I explained what happened. And my dignity and I were quite thankful that Mrs. Carson and the neighbors at least let me get inside my apartment before laughing like hyenas. The words idiot, dumb ass, and airhead managed to reach me through my front window, which was open a crack. I didn’t care. I was just happy to be alive and that the burning had subsided into a dull throb. I stripped off my sopping clothes and shoes just inside my door and walked naked to the bathroom making a brief stop at the mirror. Not a good idea. I flinched when I saw myself. My eyes were bloodshot and swollen almost to slits, and the skin around my eyes and cheeks was also swollen and sore to the touch, my nose was bright red and still running, and my lower lip was puffy from Mrs. Carson flipping me on my stomach and slamming my face into the ground. I looked and felt like I’d been beaten with a club.

      After scrubbing away every trace of the pepper spray, washing my hair, and letting cold water from the shower run over my sore face for what seemed like forever, I put on a night shirt, avoided all mirrors and reflective surfaces, and got ready to do what I’d been doing every night since Carl left. Eat. I was settling in front of my TV with a pint of chocolate Hagen Daz and a tin of homemade double chocolate chunk cookies, when there was a tap at my door. It was Mrs. Carson, again.

      “All those theatrics of yours made me forget what it was I needed to give you, missy,” she said, handing me a letter. She was staring at my swollen face trying not to wince.

      “That new mailman delivered it to my place yesterday by mistake. Would have brought it by sooner but I been out. You want some cocoa butter?” she asked. She reached out to touch my face but stopped when I flinched. In Mrs. Carson’s opinion, there wasn’t much that a little cocoa butter couldn’t cure.

      I mumbled a thank you and watched her go. I stared at the letter for a long time. It was a letter I’d written to Carl apologizing for the way things had ended and wishing him well on his new job. I didn’t have a home address for Carl in Atlanta, or an email address, or phone number, not that he’d have spoken to me if I’d called. I’d resorted to sending the letter to his new law firm. The words return to sender had been scribbled across the front of the letter in Carl’s sloppy, slanted handwriting. He hadn’t even opened it. He could have just pitched it and I’d have been none the wiser. Instead, he’d sent it back to me because he wanted me to know he wasn’t interested in what I had to say. I torn up the letter and tossed it in the trash.

      I flopped down on my couch, turned on the TV, and avoided every love and romance related offering finally settling on the movie Gremlins on the Sci Fi channel, which is exactly how I looked and felt. I devoured the cookies and ice cream, trying hard to fill the emptiness inside me, as a flood of silent tears cascaded down my sore cheeks.
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      I felt like crap the next morning and barely made it to the bathroom before heaving my guts up. I discovered, after pulling my head out of the toilet, that I looked a lot better.  My eyes were still bloodshot, and had thick yellow crust in the corners, but were no longer swollen. I’d bet money that all the crying I’d done had probably washed away the remainder of the pepper spray. My nose was caked with dried snot, and my cheeks weren’t red any more. But they were still sore and tender to the touch. My bottom lip was still a little puffy but a couple of thick coats of lipstick could easily hide it. It was my stomach of all things that felt the worst and it was no wonder. I walked into the kitchen after showering and saw the empty Hagen Daz container in the trash. The almost empty cookie tin was on the counter. There had been two-dozen cookies in the tin last night. Now, there were only four left. No wonder I threw up. I was in sugar shock. I skipped breakfast and headed to work.

      My workday flew by. Normally, I was happy when were busy because it meant enrollment was up at the literacy center that I’ve taught English at for the past six years. But the end of this particular day meant the arrival of Joy Owens’ art show and running around all night being the only server.  Alex had told me he’d help out but I knew I’d get little help from him since he thought his only contribution should be the preparing and bringing of the food. He’d be mixing and mingling along with everyone else while I worked my ass off.  The actual showing started at seven o’clock. But, I had to get there early to set everything up and stay when the showing finished up at nine to clean up and help Alex load up his van. It could be after eleven before I got home. My lack of enthusiasm caused me to be twenty minutes late getting to the gallery. Alex wasn’t happy, and neither was Joy. Both of them were waiting for me at the gallery’s back door.

      I’d only been to the Ramey Gallery once before with Carl for an exhibit of abstract sculpture by a college buddy of his. I’d enjoyed the exhibit, but not the snobby, elitist attitude of Justin Ramey, the owner of the gallery. Ramey had been very friendly to Carl, who was a lawyer, and thus deemed worthy of his attention because he thought Carl might buy something, which he did. He’d been very nice to me, too. Until, he discovered that I was a mere broke and lowly, adult education teacher, and a part-time one at that. His attitude towards me turned on a dime. This was my first time back to the gallery since that night and I planned to steer well clear of Justin Ramey.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” I mumbled to Alex and Joy, avoiding eye contact with either of them, and grabbing the serving trays from the back of Alex’s van. In true Joy fashion, she didn’t miss a trick.

      “Damn! You been smokin’ blunts or what?” Joy asked, referring to my still bloodshot eyes. “I don’t know if I want you servin’ lookin’ like that. People might think you’re a crack head or somethin’.”  Good old Joy.

      “It’s allergies,” I said flatly, moving past her to go into the gallery.

      “Yeah,” she said, laughing in her horse smoker’s voice. “I guess once they get a good look at that double chin you’re gettin’, they’ll know you can’t be smokin’ crack.”

      I glared at her. Alex just looked at me, chuckled, and shook his head without speaking. He was one of the few people who actually thought Joy was funny.

      If I looked like crap, then Joy was looking better than I’d ever seen her. Gone was her usual uniform of jeans, baseball cap, and T-shirt. Tonight she was dressed in a tailored black men’s wear style pants suit with a vest and a crisp white shirt with tiny ruffles at the cuffs and down the front. She had on black patent leather flats with tuxedo bows on the toes. Her hair was still tinted auburn and pulled into the usual knot at the back of her head.  But her bangs had been trimmed and she had let some longer tendrils hang down in front to frame her face making her look softer. She even looked like she had on a little make-up. For once she looked like an adult instead of a juvenile delinquent. I couldn’t stop staring at her. She actually looked pretty.

      “Don’t hate me ‘cause I’m beautiful,” she said, looking both pleased and self-conscious over my shocked expression. “Just get your ass in gear. I ain’t lettin’ no one mess up my big night. Are you feelin’ me?”

      The outside may have gotten an upgrade but the attitude was still the same. I rolled my eyes and ignored her and helped Alex unload the rest of the van.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, the Ramey Gallery was hopping. Joy’s show, which featured twelve of her strangest and most colorful paintings, was called Dark Revelation, and featured such oddities as flies with human faces and angel wings, and teddy bears that looked like they had leprosy. I found the paintings the same way I found all of Joy’s work, extremely depressing and very weird. Apparently, I was the only one who felt this way because everyone else was raving over them.

      “I love they way they jar their minimalist surrounding, don’t you?” sniffed one well dressed, and overly tanned, middle-aged redhead whose diamond toe ring alone looked like it cost more than everything I owned.

      “The sheer surrealism quite takes my breath away,” replied the redhead’s companion, a short, ruddy faced, bald man wearing a beret and a goatee.

      I had to agree with both of them, though. Joy’s paintings could definitely take ones breath away and they were as colorful as they were weird, which really livened up the Ramey Gallery’s stark white walls and shiny blond hardwood floors. Each painting was mounted on the wall and positioned under a bright white spotlight. But the rest of the gallery was in almost complete darkness making it hard for me to navigate, especially loaded down with two trays at a time. Thankfully, Alex was manning the drinks table so I didn’t have to worry about tripping and spilling liquids on the gallery floor.

      Joy was holding court in a corner being interviewed by poufy haired channel four news reporter Tracy Ripkey and acting surprisingly joyless for someone in the limelight. She looked very nervous and was looking at her feet while Ripkey grilled her about everything from her art influences to what kind of paint she used. I almost felt sorry for her. Almost. The more I watched, the more I realized it was Ripkey I should feel sorry for.

      “So, Roman Beardman was a huge influence for you growing up?” Ripkey said brightly. Joy glared at her.

      “It’s Romare Bearden,” Joy said, correcting her. “And, yeah, his stuff is the shit. I’ve been diggin’ him since I was a kid.”

      All the color drain from Ripkey’s face. I truly hoped this wasn’t a live interview.

      “How would you describe your work?” Ripkey asked, quickly regaining her composure if not her spark.

      “I’d describe it as a straight-up mind fuck, an acid trip without the acid. Look at all these people, man. They’re trippin’. They don’t know what in the hell just hit ‘em,” Joy replied proudly, gesturing around the room without a trace of embarrassment.

      Ripkey blinked rapidly several times before turning back to the camera.

      “And there you have it. Tracy Ripkey reporting live from the Ramey Gallery in Willow. Back to you Dave,” she said with a tight smile.

      I could barely contain my laughter as a furious Ripkey stormed out of the gallery mumbling angrily about not realizing she’d need a time delay to interview a small town nobody, while being trailed by her hysterically laughing cameraman. I was so caught up in the drama that I didn’t see the person standing directly behind me. I whirled around and almost dumped an entire tray of crab and Gruyere stuffed mushrooms down the front of Justin Ramey himself. Uh oh!

      He took an instinctive step backwards and then gave me the most disdainful look I’d ever had the displeasure of being on the receiving end of. And it was really a shame he was such an ass. He was kind of fine for a guy kicking sixty in the butt. Not that he looked it. He certainly knew how to dress, I couldn’t help noticing as he inspected his tan Italian suit for the tiniest stain. He was of average height, light-skinned, and clean-shaven with keen features and thick, curly, dark hair streaked with silver strands. His eyes were light brown and currently narrowed to slits. He smelled like Burberry cologne.

      “I realize that this kind of an event might be a bit beyond the scope of your social experience. But while you’re standing around with your mouth hanging open, the food is getting cold, and my patrons aren’t being taken care of,” he said in a frosty voice.

      If he recognized me as being the girlfriend of the guy who’d spent a crap load of money in his gallery last year, he sure didn’t act like it. But that was hardly a surprise. Something happened once you put on a serving uniform. You became somehow less than human. People will say and do all kinds of things in front of you because as far as they’re concerned, you’re only one step above the furniture. Even though Alex had supplied the food and drink for free, I didn’t want him to lose out on a potential future customer. Word had it that Justin Ramey was loaded and threw lots of fancy parties at his big house out in the country. So, I as much I wanted to see his arrogant ass wearing the tray of mushrooms, I did my best bowing and scrapping routine.

      “So sorry, sir, it won’t happen again,” I said, quickly moving away from him.

      “See that it doesn’t,” I heard him hiss at my retreating back. Asshole.

      There was only forty-five minutes to go before the showing ended and I was counting the minutes. My feet hurt and my arms and back ached from lugging the heavy trays around. I’d just come from the galley’s small kitchenette with a tray of white and dark chocolate dipped strawberries, when I saw a couple just arriving and being greeted warmly by Justin Ramey. It was Reverend Morris Rollins and his new girlfriend, my arch nemesis, Detective Trish Harmon. The bottom dropped out of my stomach and the tray would have dropped out of my hands had Joy not caught it.

      “See, I knew your ass was high,” she said, then following my gaze started smirking. I tried to get past her but she blocked my path.

      “You got no luck when it comes to men, Clayton. That lawyer of yours dumped your ass, and now even the man who tried his best to hook up with you when you had a man has moved on.” Ignoring her, I walked away.

      I’d met Morris Rollins, the attractive and charismatic minister of Holy Cross Church, last year when one of my students was accused of murdering one of his loved ones. And even though technically he was old enough to be my father, there was an undeniable attraction between us that had resulted in a couple of very steamy and very illicit kisses, illicit because I was still dating Carl at the time. The last time I’d spoken to Rollins had been the week before Carl had dumped me, when he’d told me that he was moving on because he knew I loved Carl. Talk about bad timing.

      Only I had no idea who he was moving on to. Detective Trish Harmon, of the Willow Police Department, and I hated each other with a passion because of all of the murder investigations of hers that I’d gotten myself mixed up in. Harmon saw everything in black and white, while I could see all the shades of grey that she chose to ignore. I should have known there was a new man in her life because she’d recently gone through an amazing transformation by coloring her grey hair and buying a whole new, up-to-date wardrobe. I had no idea Rollins had been behind her change from caterpillar to butterfly. Love has a way of doing that to women.

      Rollins had just spotted me and was coming my way. I pushed past Joy and headed in the opposite direction. The last time we’d talked, he had told me we’d always be friends. Yet, I hadn’t heard a peep out of him in weeks, even after the news of Stephanie Preston’s escape had hit the news and I could have really used a friend. I didn’t want to see him now.

      “You can run but you can’t hide,” came Rollins seductively deep voice in my ear after he finally cornered me next to Joy’s painting called Nightcrawlers depicting, of all things, babies with scorpion stingers sticking out of their diapers crawling across a moonlit desert.

      “Isn’t your girlfriend going to miss you?” I said nonchalantly trying hard to ignore how good he smelled and looked in his jeans and tweed sport coat.

      I had to look up to meet his eyes because he was well over six feet tall. He’d recently cut the full beard he’d been sporting and was wearing the neatly trimmed goatee he’d had when we first meet. Good God he was hot!

      “So, is this the way it’s going to be, Kendra?” he said, sighing heavily.

      “Look, I’m working, Rollins. That uppity Justin Ramey already chewed me out once. I don’t want that man jumping on my case again because you’ve suddenly remembered I exist and want to chat.” I knew I was rude, but I was also tired, and miserable, and just didn’t care.

      “I haven’t been a very good friend to you lately, have I?” he asked, looking appropriately contrite. “Have there been any sightings of Stephanie Preston?”

      “Don’t you have a direct pipeline to the police department? You probably know more than I do.”

      He looked at me sheepishly for moment without speaking then said, “I’m sorry about you and Carl.”

      I didn’t even realize he knew about our split but nodded and started to walk away when his voice stopped me. “I have the right to be happy, too, Kendra. You never wanted to be more than friends, remember?”

      I whirled back around almost flinging the chocolate strawberries against the Nightcrawlers.

      “But, with her?” I hissed through clenched teeth. “Why her? Of all the women you could have hooked up with, you had to pick the one who goes out of her way to treat me like a paranoid idiot. The woman who arrested my sister for a murder she didn’t commit, and tried to arrest me! And then you didn’t even tell me you were seeing her. I had to find out on my own,” I said, thinking back to the night I’d gone to his place needing to talk only to see him and Harmon through the window locked in a passionate embrace.

      “I don’t need your permission on who I can date, Kendra. And Trish was just doing her job. You’re being unreasonable. I didn’t do this to spite you. People can’t pick who they fall for. It just happens,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder.

      “Sure, whatever you say.” I shook off his hand. For some reason the warm touch of his hand on my shoulder made me want to cry.

      “Kendra, please don’t be like this. I never meant to —” But he didn’t get to finish whatever it was he’d been about to say. Loud voices were coming from the front of the gallery.

      We turned to see Justin Ramey arguing loudly with a woman waving a piece of paper in his face. Looking for any excuse to get away from Rollins, I went to see what the problem was.

      The young woman’s arms gestured wildly as her voice rose higher and higher.  She was brow-skinned, very pretty, and looked to be in her early twenties. She had curly, shoulder length hair, and big brown eyes. Her jeans, leather thong sandals, and embroidered black tunic were casual but expensive looking. I wondered who she was, Ramey’s girlfriend? She looked way too young for him but I guess that wasn’t impossible given my own recent attraction to an older man. Rich men often had young wives and girlfriends.

      “You can’t do this! It’s not just me you’ll be hurting. There are a lot of talented kids who’ll be back on the streets with nothing to do if the art center closes!” she wailed.

      I could see the tears in her eyes from where I was standing and the pleading in her voice made me embarrassed for her. But Justin Ramey was unmoved and stared coldly at her.

      “You did this to yourself. I warned you what would happen if you disobeyed me. I’m not responsible for a bunch of ignorant, young thugs, and future welfare mamas with no ambition, and going nowhere lives,  and neither are you. If you need a job, you can help me out here at the gallery,” replied Justin Ramey haughtily.

      She shook her head in astonishment as the tears flowed freely down her cheeks. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and headed towards the galley’s front door. But before she opened it, she turned to face Justin Ramey, her face flaming.

      “You are one soulless bastard, you know that? If it weren’t for an art center like the one you’re closing, where would your ass be today?”

      I looked over at Ramey. His face was as hard as stone. The small crowd that had gathered were watching and whispering. I could only imagine what they must be thinking witnessing fancy pants Justin Ramey’s personal drama.

      “I’ll tell you where you’d be,” the young woman continued. “You’d be broke and broke down just like the poor people you despise so much.”

      “I don’t despise them because they’re poor,” Justin said, shrugging matter-of-factly. “I despise them because they’re weak and stupid. And if you want to roll around in the mud with those people, you go right ahead. But, you won’t be doing it with my money anymore. Now get out of here and go home before I cut you off and you get to be one of those poor people you love so much.” He turned and walked away.

      The young woman grabbed a brass penholder from the counter by the door and hurled it at Justin Ramey’s head. It missed him but hit the wall next him making a big, ugly dent. He kept right on walking—like a parent walking away from a child having a tantrum in public—and didn’t look back, which infuriated her even more. She shrieked at his retreating form.

      “I hope you die you sad, empty monster! I hope someone cuts your heart out just like you did mine and everyone else who’s made the mistake of loving you!” She slumped against the door crying so hard her shoulders were heaving.

      Surprisingly, Joy rushed over and grabbed the girl’s hand and tried to comfort her, but she angrily shook her off and rushed out the door into the night. You could have cut the tension she left behind with a knife. Thankfully, by this time many people had already left. There were only about a dozen people in the gallery now. A few more people left immediately after the drama ended, no doubt having had their delicate sensibilities ruffled.

      I was more than ready to go home myself and hoped people wouldn’t linger so I could clean up. But forty minutes later, as the clock struck nine, I was unhappy to see Joy still surrounded by well-wishers, including Rollins, Trish Harmon, and Alex. Justin Ramey must have been more upset than he’d appeared. He’d yet to resurface from wherever he’d gone since the mystery woman’s departure. I was so sure he’d be the type to rush around smiling and apologizing for the unfortunate display of bad manners, but, apparently not.

      I noticed Joy wasn’t paying much attention to her admirers. She kept glancing over at the gallery’s front door like she was expecting someone, while Rollins kept sneaking peaks in my direction as I was picking up empty cups and plates. Trish Harmon, looking disgustingly fab in a sleeveless cranberry colored wrap dress and killer heels, noticed her man looking at me and purposefully snuggled up next to him and gave him a slow lingering kiss on the cheek. He smiled down at her and kissed her affectionately as he rubbed her back. There was softness in his eyes as he looked down at her. This was not a summer fling. He actually had feelings for her. I felt like I’d been punched.

      That was it for me. I headed off to the bathroom and spent the next ten minutes bawling like a baby. And I didn’t know why. I wasn’t in love with Rollins, was I?  There was a time when I definitely wanted to jump his bones. Cut could I actually have been in love with two
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