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      I walked to keep an eye on things. You could never tell when things would go wrong, so every day I made sure they were still all right. Or as right as they could be with everyone living so far from where they belonged.

      The walk always started along the bay, as that is where I made my home in a small, square, drab building that no one would notice, hiding in the open. The walks were pleasant enough, interesting enough. A pretty little view. One of the reasons I chose this town was the view. There was not an ocean where I came from, and if I had to live away from home, it may as well have been somewhere with a pretty little view. This world was not as green, would never have the magic of home, but it worked for now. Had been working for years.

      This walk was different. It was not pleasant; the view did not hold any interest. This walk wasn’t because I needed to make sure something wouldn’t go wrong, but because something had.

      One of them out there had something that was mine, and I needed it back. They were out there with my possession, my key.

      Mrs. Hubbard, an elderly woman with more dogs than sense and never a spare dime, stood on the front porch of her bungalow, smoking. She tilted her chin when she saw me, stubbornly holding her head high. I knew she was not the one holding what was mine. She wasn’t important enough, not a big enough name. She was an entry in a compilation, not a main character. Still, I held her eyes until she looked away, down to one of the hounds that sat at her feet. The dogs whined as I passed by, nervously shifting around the old woman, each one skinnier than the next. It was a wonder none of them had ever starved. 

      Past the bay, with its businesses and busyness, past people who weren’t relevant to my story, there was one of the families, the charming father and the beautiful mother, their children. They should be perfectly happy. What wasn’t there to be happy about? I made this world so it would be so. But instead, suspicion lurked in the eyes of the parents, fear in the kids. I was there when those children were born. I touched their minds, gifting them a chance to have a perfect life, to have any life at all. There shouldn’t be suspicion or fear. There should only be the blissful images of a life well lived.

      Three more families along the way. All fearful.

      They each watched me as I passed, slowly trekking through the town I claimed. For them. Whether they knew it or not. I erased it all, of course. Their before lives. I had to if I wanted to keep them safe. I had to do it. And now they watched me with their suspicions. As if I was the cause of their concern.

      But it wasn’t me who made this trouble. Someone out there had something of mine. They’re the ones who should be watched.

      I walked. Spent my whole morning making the rounds, contacting every one of my people, one way or another. The working men before they headed to their labor. The mothers with their babes. The girls and their enamored boys, all playing at a life that was never supposed to be. I watched and I walked, and I searched for what was taken from me. It must be found and soon. Before the fool who held it realized what it was capable of and ruined not just this life I’d given them, but any life at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            CHAMPAGNE AND CAVIAR TASTE ON A CHEESE AND CRACKER BUDGET

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace towered before them, massive and imposing. It served as a symbol of all that was wrong in this world. Allison meant to burn it down or tear it apart with her bare hands, if necessary. She held her blade in a swordswoman stance. Her fellow rebels flanked her left and right, ready to fight the royal guard. Beside her were a hodgepodge of immigrants, factory workers, and craftspeople. Commoners. 

      Some might have rebelled against the unfair taxes. Others against the oppressive laws that choked the joy out of life here. No, those hardships seemed almost bearable. All of them could no longer stomach the cruelty of their capricious ruler. At the queen's whim, the blood of their kinfolk had whetted the executioner's blade of the palace before them for far too long. Lifeless faces stared back at them from pikes. A reminder of what would happen if the rebels failed.

      "This victory will be for the people. No more monarchs. No more tyranny!"

      The palace gates opened, vomiting knights in rows of two. Rectangular shields with the crest of the queendom in one hand. Swords at the ready in the other. Many would die at the tip of those blades. Wasn’t it better to die free and fighting than rotting in one of her oubliettes? 

      "Hey. We should stop the campaign here and save our progress. This battle might take a few tries before we get to the boss, and I got an early morning at work," a deep male voice came over her headphones, jerking Allison out of the moment like a needle scratch on a record.

      The tower shrank to mere inches tall on a flat screen. Three monitors, a glowing mic, and a mouse rose around it. Shelves with bobble heads, figurines, plushies, and books replaced the vaguely European city. No one flanked her sides. She was in her room, alone again. Yet, the rebels were all protesting in her earphones.

      Allison puffed out her breath, exasperated. Not only had she been caught up in her player's head, but she was also live streaming. Her viewers would be pissed off for cutting off gameplay at a crucial moment. The thing was, she wasn’t making that much from the livestreams, and she had a day job to go to in the morning as well. "Fine, Mr. Purrkins."

      "Thanks, WanderGirl."

      "No prob. We’ll discuss times that work for everyone in the group chat." 

      “Be safe out there. Another kid went missing.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. I gotta get out of this damned town. 

      “Will do. Night folx!” 

      As her online friends logged off, she flashed a smile at her webcam. 

      "Thanks for watching my livestream. Give a poor girl a boon and hit that coin button until your finger goes numb. Don't forget to smash that subscribe button when you're done." She blew kisses at the mic. In her peripheral, she looked at the ‘coins’ she’d collected from streaming go up. After the company that hosted the streaming service got their cut, she might have enough to pay her credit card down this month. At this rate, she’d never get out of Sueños del Mar. 

      Her eyes snagged on her face on the screen. A woman with silver blonde hair in space buns wearing pink, cat ear headphones looked back at her with bright green irises—admittedly shadows of sleep deprivation smudged under her eyes. A memory of the bruises that had once been there flashed. There and gone. No. She’d never have that happen again. She was making sure of it.

      Ideally, she'd shut off the camera, change out of her t-shirt into comfy pajamas, and wash off her makeup, but her subscribers would keep paying as long as she left the camera on. It wouldn't be the first time she’d let strangers watch her sleep for virtual coins that turned into real cash in her account. She got as comfy as possible in her gaming chair and fell asleep.
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      Allison bit her lip as her hand hovered over the mouse. The heels cost as much as her half of the rent, but the pumps were covered in Strass crystals and the suede interior promised to be soft as kitten fur. The shoes paired with the vintage dress she snagged from the thrift store bin and the D&G sunglasses. She would get a yacht club date and a man that would get her out of this town.

      "Bye bye, Sueños Del Mar," she murmured, clicking on the checkout. Her heart raced as adrenaline pumped through her veins. The plan would work. She'd get out and see the freaking world … and leave her damned past in this podunk town.

      A firm knock, three times, pulled her out of her reverie. Her housemate Dee's voice came through the door. "Our first job is at 8 a.m., and I took on an extra client this afternoon."

      “Let me get changed real quick!” 

      Allison blew a quick kiss to her webcam before closing out the screens, shutting everything down. Yeah. Her subscribers watched her just looking at a screen, too. She live-streamed clipping her cat's claws once and still earned. 

      She quickly changed out of her regular clothes to her pink polo and jeans she’d wear to work. 

      Rabbit, her cat, rose from his fluffy bed and stretched, purring. She stopped to give him a pet on his hairless head and then scooped him into her arms. 

      Dee waited in the hall. Her dark auburn hair was neatly plaited away from her face. She wore overalls over their agreed upon pink polo shirts with their company logo for Jill of All Trades. Their business cards read: Cleaning, Handiwork, Furniture Repair, and Pet Sitting. 

      Her friend waxed an apologetic smile. "Sorry to add another job. It was some sort of emergency. They had a break-in and don't feel safe returning to their house the way the criminals left it."

      “A break-in?” Allison rubbed her arms for warmth. “First a couple of kids go missing and now this. I thought Sueños Del Mar was boring but at least it was safe.” 

      A niggling voice whispered, It was never safe for you. She blocked the voice out. No need to think about that now.

      Worry etched lines onto Dee’s normally smooth forehead, as she wrung her hands. “That’s the thing. Their kids were the two who were taken a few days ago. We gotta make it look like nothing happened so they can feel safe in their own home.”

      “Gotcha.” It was a miracle she could be so nonchalant when inside, she quaked with fear. What if this person realized there were two twenty-somethings living without any protection but a dog and a cat?

      Allison cuddled Rabbit closer as the two of them made their way downstairs. 

      The house was built soon after the gold rush years and had the weight of history and prior occupants to it. Allison loved lines of architecture, the craftsmanship of the woodwork, the stained glass. One didn't see this level of detail in new builds. They were all clean lines, cold, and lacking personality. That's the one thing she loved about her small town: the buildings had character. She didn’t love it enough to stay, but she did love the aesthetic.

      The roommates' furniture was secondhand, thrifted or from a garage sale. They refinished each piece themselves. Restoring antique furniture was part of their business. 

      While Dee wrangled her Doberman, Kansas, into his crate, Allison padded to the kitchen. She fed Rabbit some wet food with gravy. While she rinsed out the can and tossed it in the recycling, the cat lapped at his food. 

      She thought about how Mr. Purrrkins had a velvet voice. He always talked about going into work. Maybe he was some sort of New York lawyer or stockbroker, on his way to making it rich. Did he watch her streams? Did he know what she looked like? Maybe he was a narcissistic twat that would lay hands on me the first time I did something he didn’t like. 

      She needed to get out of this town, or she’d keep thinking this way.

      Dee appeared in the kitchen, leaned against the wainscoting of the doorframe and folded her arms across her chest. "I'm ready when you are, Allie."

      She bristled. Even though they were about the same age, Dee could be a little too mother hen about punctuality and schedule following. So, what if Allison sometimes drifted into daydreams and dawdled? Sometimes that's all a girl had in the daily grind of manual labor. She blew off her annoyance and grabbed the keys from the rack next to the back door. 

      "I'm driving."

      A 1965 Ford F100, Dee and Allison had dubbed Bertha, lived in an old carriage house out back. Her cherry red paint, the metal body, her chrome work, and her lines all spoke of a time when things were made for an aesthetic over function. The truck got about ten miles to a gallon—not business savvy in that aspect, but Sueños Del Mar was a small town, and they never got jobs outside of the city. Also, Bertha was absolutely free and still under Dee's uncle's insurance. Uncle Hank technically owned Bertha, but they'd borrowed her for about fifteen years.

      All Uncle Hank asked in return was that they kept her in good shape. Dee and Allison did most of her body work maintenance themselves, but they outsourced the engine work.

      Allison slid on her D&G sunglasses and put the old-fashioned key in the ignition. She and Dee held their breath. With a truck this old, it could break down at any time. Bertha started with only a slight hitch. The engine was loud and vibrated the bench seat, but there weren't any telltale clunks, clinks, or stutters of trouble. 

      They let out a collective sigh of relief.

      "Do we have time for Black Forest Bakery?"

      Dee grinned at her. "We always have time for Black Forest Bakery."

      Five minutes later they pulled in front of the shop. The exterior had a wooden sign that looked like a Black Forest cake with cream filling and cherries on top. The glass front of the shop had all kinds of baked treats painted on the glass as well as the name of the bakery in fancy gold lettering. The place made her gleeful as a child every time she saw it.

      When they walked in the door, a bell chimed. The sound accompanied the aroma of freshly baked cakes, pies, cookies, and all manner of desserts enveloped her. 

      She closed her eyes and moaned. "It smells so good in here."

      "I bought a new cologne. Glad you like it.” The kind of deep, velvety voice made for radio crooned. A hint of a teasing laced his tone. The voice seemed so familiar. 

      Allison opened her eyes, hoping for a man in a business suit that was ready to take her far, far away from here. No such luck. Mrs. Leckermaul’s assistant, whatever his name was, stood behind the counter. 

      Dee examined the pastries on display. "Where's Mrs. Leckermaul?"  

      She might as well have asked a statue. The clerk’s focus, his smile was all for Allison as if they had a long acquaintance. As if they knew each other’s innermost secrets. My god, that smile! It was so enticing, she almost found herself smiling back. 

      Yes. He had cool hair, dark brown that emphasized his amber eyes. Yes. He had nice lips. Yes. He had well-defined arms with interesting tattoos. Yes. He could easily make a lot of money on social media simply baking and flexing for thirst traps, but, no, she would not smile back at him. Her taste in men sucked. If it wasn’t transactional, she didn’t want it. 

      Besides, the clerk had the kind of grin that suggested he knew something you didn't. It likely got him a lot of phone numbers when he flashed that ridiculously perfect set of teeth to most women, but it perturbed her. She didn't like when people knew things she didn't. She also didn’t trust men that could have anyone. They usually had a bad side, and that was worse than being poor.

      Allison wrinkled her nose and shot him a baleful look. "I meant the pastries."

      He ignored her disdain. "Lemme guess. Two strudels: One raspberry and one blueberry." 

      How did he know? Was he one of her fans? She readied herself to deny any sort of affiliation with WanderGirl. 

      However, he simply waited for her confirmation.

      "Yes. Add a brötchen for my lunch… Please."

       "Anything else you desire, ma'am?"

      Something unfamiliar coiled inside her. Something she quashed long ago. Believing it better to focus on the ideal life than the ideal love life. 

      Allie shrugged a shoulder and eyed the treats. There were a lot more in the case than usual. Her stomach rumbled. She peered at the clerk through her eyelashes. He was fixated on her but didn’t seem to have heard her mutinous stomach. 

      “That’ll be all.”

      “As the lady wishes.” He bowed with a flourish. 

      She snorted.

      Dee cleared her throat and waved her hand. "Hey. Over here! I'd like to order, too."

      The clerk dragged his amber eyes off Allison and focused them on Dee. The smile dimmed to professional courtesy. Not, rude but not overtly flirtatious either. "Yes. Of course. What can I get you?"

      Something in Allison softened to that.   

      Dee folded her arms and looked at the selection in the glass case. "Hard to decide. Looks like you were a busy bee this morning. I’ve never seen this much selection, and it all seems scrumptious."

      The clerk shook his head and held up his hands. "I wish I could take the credit for the stock, but Mrs. Leckermaul was in here early, baking up a storm. She's even making the deliveries today. Normally, that's my job." His gaze swept over to Allison again. When his eyes met hers, the smile reappeared. "That's why you're stuck with me."

      "Deliveries! Isn't Mrs. Leckermaul eighty or ninety?" Dee asked, her tone incredulous, adding, "I'll have an apple strudel."

      "Beats me." He donned a pair of gloves, grabbed a to-go bag and tongs from their respective holders, and then opened the glass case filled with goodies. Before he ducked to select a pastry, he added, “She usually acts like she's about that old, but lately she's been—” He paused as if searching for the right word. “—sprier. Today, she looked like she had some work done on her face, but that’s unlikely. She’s a no-nonsense woman.” 

      “Maybe she was going through a rough patch?" Allison suggested, agreeing that Mrs. Leckermaul was all business whenever she came in. A woman who wouldn't engage in small talk didn’t care what people thought of her personal appearance. She was always clean and neat but never made up, and surely not the type to get any sort of fillers, Botox, or a face lift. 

      Dee frowned the way she did when something didn’t add up but made no comment.

      “An old lady looking younger isn’t the most bizarre thing around Sueños del Mar, unfortunately,” the clerk said as he bagged their pastries. “Did you hear that they found one of the missing children? Kid was completely unharmed, but fast asleep. Doctors are saying he won’t wake up.” His gaze again landed on Allison. “Be careful out there.”

      An icy frisson clambered up Allie’s spine, reminding her of another person who never woke up and eventually died. She shook that unbidden memory away. “That’s awful.”

      Dee cleared her throat. “I heard that another kid was found the same way.”

      The clerk glanced at the redhead as if seeing her for the first time even though they’d just spoken. “Hadn’t heard that. You sure?”

      Allison put an arm around the now wilting Dee. “Yup. If she says it. Then it’s true. My friend pays a lot more attention to what’s going on around here than most people. I don’t have to bother reading or watching the news at all.” 

      “Good friend to have,” he said, bagging up Allison’s pastries separately and with more care than he had with Dee’s. “It doesn’t hurt to stay informed.”

      The clerk rang up Dee’s pastries first, and she paid. Allison reached into her purse, pulling out her credit card. She bit her lip, hoping the shoes didn’t set her over her limit. 

      The clerk held the bag out with a wide grin on his handsome face. His other hand waved her card away. "Don't bother. It’s on me." 

      Her stupid heart stuttered, and a wave of gratitude hit her before suspicion set in. She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

      The grin reached all the way to his eyes. The amber irises danced with something wild and tempting. “Because you’re a pretty lady, and I want to buy you a treat.” 

      “Thanks.” She took the bag hastily, ignoring the way his fingers brushed hers, and the electric spark dancing up her arm from his touch. She rushed out with her friend.

      In the truck, Dee said, "If you take free stuff from him, he's going to expect a date at some point."

      Allie took a bite out of her bread before starting the truck. "He can expect all he wants. It’ll take more than some strudel to get a date with me." If he bought her a first-class ticket to Europe, on the other hand…

      "Ah yes. Champagne and caviar taste doesn't go well with a cheese and cracker budget… It's strange about Mrs. Leckermaul though," Dee mused. "I thought that old lady was on her way out."

      It was strange. This town sometimes was. Unlike the kids disappearing and reappearing in a coma, Allison passed off Mrs. Leckermaul’s transformation to California Weird. 

      "Maybe she got a plastic surgeon boyfriend?"

      Dee opened her pastry bag. "Or a girlfriend."

      "Point.”

      "Soooo, you're totally not interested? I know he’s not your type, but I thought I saw something between y—"

      Allison cut her off. “Not interested.” 

      Not after I invested in those shoes to get a yacht club date, she didn’t add. He might have paid for breakfast, but a baker couldn't afford a yacht club date, let alone a yacht club life. She would not give up her dream of leaving Sueños Del Mar, of seeing the world, even if he had a smile that made her knees weak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            WISHES AND DREAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Leckermaul was magic. Had to be. There was no other way to explain how every bite of Dee’s apple strudel was better than the one before. And, if the appreciative moans coming from the driver’s seat were any indication, Allie thought so, too. It was good they had a few moments to enjoy delicious breakfast treats, because this day was going to be hard. Which was, of course, her own doing. Taking on more than she should was practically Dee’s modus operandi. However, dragging Allie along with her wasn’t. The guilt was already pecking at her.

      Although cleaning houses was not what either of them imagined when they decided to create Jill of All Trades, it somehow managed to encompass the vast majority of their jobs. Jobs she—Dorseigh Marie MacHale—accepted on behalf of their company. So, if anyone were to blame, it was her. She may as well take the blame, anyway. If there was any guilt to be had, she would gladly carry it. Well, maybe not gladly, but she took it on. Guilt and anxiety were basically her best friends.

      “You’re scowling,” Allie said, smacking her arm with a sticky hand. “Ew. Gross. Sorry. Do you have a wet wipe over there, grandma?”

      Dee didn’t, but the truck did, because she’d put a travel package inside the small glove box only last week, when, she could point out, Allie had snickered at her for it.

      “What?” She asked innocently, balancing the last few bites of strudel on her knee to open the glove box and pass a few wipes to Allie. “Did the baker not give you napkins? I’m surprised, because the way he was looking at you, you probably could have gotten him to give you his shirt.”

      Allie’s eyes narrowed, a finger tapping the steering wheel as she waited at a stop to make the turn into the upper-class neighborhood where their first job waited. “We have established that I have no interest in a baker’s assistant. To be fair, he should take off whatever it was he was wearing this morning. Did you see it? Some horrendous poly-blend, I bet.” She shuddered.

      An unexpected laugh escaped Dee. She shoved the last of the strudel into her mouth to keep it from turning into an absolute guffaw. Sometimes her laughs got away from her. “I don’t know. I bet he’s even prettier without a shirt on,” she sputtered around the sugary pastry.

      “What was up with him, anyway? Who flirts with customers at a bakery? Can you imagine what sorts of delusions he must be living under to think he should flirt with me?” Allie easily maneuvered the truck in between a a pristine Genesis and a rusted-out Pontiac that most likely belonged to the friend of someone’s kid or a visiting cousin. The Splatz’s neighborhood did not tolerate rusty eyesores. Allie performed the perfect parallel parking job exactly one house away from where they were headed. It probably went without saying, but Allie was braver than Dee in all ways. Never in a million years would Dee have attempted to parallel park within a block of a Genesis. She imagined the bill she’d receive for even nicking the paint could bankrupt her for life.

      “You’re right. How dare he?” She rolled her eyes at her friend’s snobbery. She got it though. Allison was not secretive about her goals. “I’ve seen him around, you know. He seemed okay, not a total schlub. I think I saw him last week at…” She willed the memory to come, but instead it flickered in her mind, staticky and unfocused. “I can’t remember. But I definitely have seen him around. Anyway.” She crumbled up her wipe and the wax paper the strudel was wrapped in, cramming them into the white bakery bag. “Let's get this over with.”

      “Wait.” Allie’s hand clamped on her arm, nodding towards the white-haired man shuffling up the street. “How is he everywhere? It’s so bizarre. What’s with all the weirdos this morning? Are they all out?”

      Dee wasn’t sure she agreed with Allie’s assessment of the bakery assistant, but the old man was certainly odd. He was the town eccentric in a town full of eccentrics. Eccentric in that he did seem to be everywhere and knew everyone, even if Dee had not found one person who knew the old man’s name. Nor where he lived. Nor what he did when he wasn’t walking Sueños Del Mar’s sidewalks. 

      “Leander says he’s harmless.”

      “Leander is as big as a house. Everyone is harmless to him.”

      Dee’s cheeks heated. Dee’s cheeks always heated at the mere mention of Leander Mann. She wished she hadn’t braided her hair, so she’d have something to hide behind. Luckily, Allie wasn’t looking at her, focused instead on the old man.

      He nodded at them, a placid, thin-lipped smile on his face, faded blue eyes bouncing over Bertha, the logo on her door, the gear in her bed, and then back to Allison and Dorseigh before shuffling on down the sidewalk.

      “So weird.”

      “Must be why you see him all over the place,” Dee teased, opening her door. “You attract weirdos like moths to flames.”

      “Ha,” Allie shouted as Dee slammed the door. “It’s better than you and all your needy freaks.”

      “I do not have needy freaks. What are you even talking about?” 

      Sadly, she did not need her roommate and friend to expand on the comment. Somehow, she’d developed a reputation as a fixer. Which, considering their business, could be a good thing. Unfortunately, people migrated to her for other sorts of fixes. Positive reinforcement, praise, an ear to listen, a shoulder to cry on. They wanted someone who dropped everything and ran to help, no matter the issue. Helping their neighbor with his garden, the farmer on the edge of town whenever his dog ran off, the junkyard guy with his inventory program, Leander whenever he needed his shop watched for an afternoon. It didn’t matter. When someone needed help, she would lend them whatever it was they needed.

      Come to think of it, maybe her reputation was less “fixer” and more “sucker.”

      “Like you said, let’s get this over with,” Allie grunted, hefting an ancient Filter Queen vacuum from the truck bed. Sure, the thing was as old as the towering redwoods at the edge of town and nearly as heavy, plus it broke down every other week, but it was the best vacuum cleaner she’d ever had and a testament to their skill that they kept it running. “Cleaning up after the Splatz party this morning, right, and remind me what’s next?”

      “Cleaning up the crime scene from where the two kids were taken.” Dee said absently, staring down the street where the old man had disappeared. This would be the first time they had been used for a crime-scene cleanup. “I guess they put up a fight. Holes in walls, stained flooring, furniture destroyed. That sort of thing. The parents haven’t been back to the house since the cops cleared it for them to return. They want everything repaired and cleaned up first. They were referred to us. Figured we could use the exposure.”

      “And money.”

      Always money. Dreams did not come true on wishes. 

      The Splatzes were known for their wild parties, loaded with the most delicious food. Or so she’d heard. This was the third party they had cleaned up after and still she felt the same as she had the prior times; a pang of disgust and a dash of dismay at all the leftovers. It was obscene that these people could waste so much when even in their small town, there were the less fortunate, people who would commit crimes to take even a sample of the food left behind. The waste was everywhere, spread over the Splatz’s twelve-seater table, covering the large, oval island in the kitchen, discarded plates and glasses in all the common areas, trays of hardened finger foods set up throughout the multiple rooms downstairs. There always seemed to be enough left over to feed an additional twenty people. Maybe more, if no one gorged themselves.

      The first time she and Allie cleaned up a party, they spent at least three-quarters of an hour moaning about the waste, bewildered at the laziness of leaving everything out to spoil. Delicate cheese puffs, savory tarts, some sort of whole fish with its head still attached, one baleful eye staring up at the ceiling, cakes, pies, horseradish whipped potatoes, eggs filled with something green and topped with mushrooms, grilled meats, smoked salmon, dips and crudites, fresh loaves of bread now hardened around the edges. All of it picked over and then left where it sat.

      Now, on their third job cleaning up the gluttony, they didn’t discuss the food or the mess. Nothing was surprising in the Splatzs’ house. Not the plates under the sofa or the several empty champagne glasses tipped like bowling pins in the restroom. Not the crumbs trailed up every step to the second floor or why there was a spicy jalapeno dip smeared on the game room curtains. The aftermath of the parties seemed more like what a herd of unsupervised toddlers would leave behind than well-to-do adults. It boggled Dee’s mind to the point where she had to not think about it if she wanted to do the job. Trying to get into the head of her clients and their guests would only slow her down. 

      Three hours later, they gathered their gear, exiting through the garage, when Allie stopped her again. They watched the old man wander back up the sidewalk, thin lipped smile, placid eyes, the whole thing all over again. He nodded to them, and they nodded back, holding themselves rigid until he’d passed beyond the next house, turned a corner, and finally moved out of sight.

      “Why does he make me feel like a naughty child?”

      Dee exhaled slowly. “Like he wants us to know he’s watching, so we’d better not step out of line?”

      Allie nodded. “Yes, exactly like that.”

      “I am a twenty-seven-year-old woman, and I will not be intimidated by some harmless old man.” She stomped her foot to punctuate the point, but then realized the action probably looked ridiculous and absolutely not something a mature person would do.

      “Sure thing, Dee,” Allie snorted. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      She would keep telling herself that, repeating it in her head until she grew sick of her own voice. Someday, she would have to accept that she was responsible, that she had grown out of the people pleaser she had always been. She would stand up for herself. She would tell someone, No, sorry, I can’t help you right now. I’m busy. And she would mean it, even if she wasn’t busy. Someday, she would demand a bakery clerk pay enough attention to her so she could order more than a strudel and not have to go from one job to another with a hole in her stomach. Which, considering all the food they’d just tossed, she should be too irritated to be hungry. But, no, that wasn’t how hunger worked. And, honestly, she should have packed something. This was her own fault, not the counter clerk from Mrs. Leckermaul’s. Besides, she poked at her thigh, she could skip a meal or two.

      “Stop doing that,” Allie barked, easing Bertha into gear.

      “Doing what?” Dee blinked at her.

      “Stop,” Allie’s hand waved in her direction, “judging yourself. You are perfect. Your hair is the most insane shade of red, you are curvy, kind, and the most over-the-top helpful person I know. I won’t let you poke at that thigh and scowl. The thigh deserves better.”

      If there was one thing Allie did not lack, it was confidence. And why not? When people paid just for the honor of watching you on their screen, you could afford to be confident.

      “Now, where the hell are we going? Let’s get this kidnapping scrubbed away. I have things to do.”
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