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Chapter One

 

I stared into my closet. I hadn’t been on a date in years. My stomach fluttered, which was silly. This wasn’t a romantic date exactly. It was more of a thank you to Colt, Noah’s friend, for his help with finding Earl’s killer and helping to find who had been trying to sabotage my business.

But after texting with him the past week as we made plans, I was truly interested in getting to know him. He had a dark and dry sense of humor, like mine. We both liked the same music, and he was into art.

Plus, you never know what could happen after a first date.

I felt my cheeks warm at the thought. I was thankful I had my back turned to my friends. Vee could usually read me like a book, so if I could just avoid her eyes for a moment, she wouldn’t know.

I flipped through a few of my shirts, stopping on my newest t-shirt.

“I don’t think a Neal Barney shirt is the right outfit for a first date, right?” I turned to ask Vee and Sawyer, my best friends and roommates.

Neal Barney was a local artist who created folk art shirts. We were probably his biggest fans. I had five shirts with his illustrations on them. My favorite was probably my bigfoot one, or maybe the witch with her black cat. Who am I kidding? I loved them all.

“Do you have anything else?” Vee asked, joining me to flip through my clothes.

She grabbed a floral dress, holding it out for me to inspect. I gave it a thumbs down.

“Not even sure why I kept that monstrosity.”

It looked like a tent on me. I think I’d bought it for some function my grandmother made me go to with her. I wore it exactly once.

Then, she pulled out a navy blouse, but I wasn’t going to an interview, so it felt like too much. We added it to the pile of rejects on the bed in front of me. I really didn’t have a lot of appropriate date clothes.

“Ugh, why is this so hard?” I groaned. “I should have gone shopping.”

“Oh, wait! What about that red shirt with the silver stripes?” Vee blurted.

She looked around the bed for it while I flipped through the closet, holding it out when I found it.

“Um, this one.” I hadn’t worn it in a few years. “I’m not sure if it still fits.”

“Only one way to find out,” Vee said, gesturing for me to take my shirt off.

I groaned, pulling off my t-shirt then slipping into the red one. It felt okay. I turned toward the mirror. It actually fit a little loose. That was a pleasant surprise, and here I’d thought I’d gained weight.

“What do y’all think?” I modeled for them.

“Nice,” Vee said.

Sawyer whistled, giving a thumbs up.

“But what do I wear with it, pants or maybe a skirt?” I turned back to the closet.

“With your black jeans and those ankle boots,” Sawyer added.

I grabbed the jeans and boots, slipping into them. I turned a few times, showing off for them.

“That’s it.”

“You look beautiful.”

“Thanks. I think this is what I’ll wear.” I checked myself in my full-length mirror. It was surprisingly flattering. I loved it. “Okay. This works.”

My phone chimed. It was Noah asking how I was and if I was ready for my date.

Me: I think so.

N: No backing out, Chef

I laughed.

“It’s Noah,” I said to my friends.

“Aw, he’s excited for you.” Vee laughed.

“He has been a downright pest about this.”

I know he wanted to make a love connection for his two friends, but I just didn’t see this as a romantic thing. Colt was nice, and we had some fun texting conversations, but I didn’t see a relationship here. Friendship maybe.

So why was I putting so much thought into what I was going to wear? Why were there butterflies in my stomach? I put my hand on my stomach, trying to settle it.

“Are you nervous?” Vee giggled.

I wanted to lie, but I knew she’d see right through my hollow words.

“Of course.” I chuckled. “I mean, he seems nice. But I’m mostly nervous because I haven’t been on any kind of date in years.”

“Not since … what was his name?”

“Chuck.” I groaned. That had been a crash and burn moment. He’d put me off dating and I hadn’t even considered it until now.

“Chuck.” They said in unison.

“He was awful,” Vee said.

“He thought he was funny, but it was mostly hurtful jokes at my expense, and he had been rude to Aunt Rita. Nobody is rude to my favorite aunt.”

“He was a pig.” Vee made a face but then smiled. “Well, I’m happy that you are getting out there again.”

“Me too,” Sawyer said as he stood. “Well, I’m off for my date. Can’t wait to hear about yours.”

He leaned over, kissing us both on our cheeks.

“Have fun,” we yelled after him.

“Make good choices,” Vee added.

“Not on your life,” he yelled back.

We laughed as we heard him close the front door.

“So, what’re you doing tonight?” I asked.

“Oh, you know, me and Netflix have a hot date. I might invite Lulu, so she doesn’t miss you too much.” Vee scratched the cat’s belly. Lulu was my cat, but she loved us all, especially Sawyer.

“She’ll love that.”

I finished my make-up and hair, then added a long necklace with a silver geometric design at the end. I checked my image once more. Perfect. I think I’m ready.

“You look beautiful. I hope you have the best time.” She walked me downstairs.

“Thanks.” I hugged her. “Alright, see ya later.”

I jogged down the stairs to my car.

I sent him a text.

Me: On my way.

C: Great! I’m heading that way in 5

I smiled as I put my car in drive, then headed to A Dash and A Pinch Bistro. This was a new restaurant that had opened not long after mine, and I was eager to try it. I’d heard good things about it.

It was close to where Colt lives so he planned to walk there. My stomach fluttered again when I thought of him.

Now that Parker and June could handle things at my restaurant, and the murder of Earl had been solved, I could take time off for just me. It was a nice change. I felt lighter and like things were finally falling into place.

As I got near the bistro, I started looking for street parking. Most of the parking in and around Dashwood, especially here near the downtown area, was street parking. However, I didn’t find any, so I circled the block coming up on the other side. A little surprising for a Sunday night. I assumed, obviously wrongly, that the patrons would have been workers on lunch breaks, so I thought restaurants would mostly be busy during the workweek.

Thankfully, I managed to find a spot about a block away, but still in sight of the restaurant. Once I was parked, I looked over my shoulder.

I think Colt lives back that way. I smiled, as I pulled my phone out to message him.

Me: Here.

He didn’t reply, so I assumed he was on his way, though I didn’t see him on the street. Perhaps he was already inside and didn’t hear his phone.

I walked to A Dash and A Pinch Bistro. It was a cute place on the corner of a line of shops. They were lucky to get an end, because it allowed them to do some patio style seating.

I had a corner spot also, but I also had a parking lot, so no space for a patio. It would have been nice to have, but I liked my cozy interior.

“Hi, welcome to A Dash and A Pinch,” the host greeted. “Table for one?”

“No, two. I’m meeting someone.” I looked around the small space. “It doesn’t look as if he’s here yet. Though he should be here any second.”

I scanned the room once more. We had sent each other pictures. He wasn’t the ‘hot guy,’ but cute with a teddy bear look about him, which I loved. He had red hair, green eyes, and was tall like me.

“Okay, great. I can get you seated. Inside or out?”

After working in a hot kitchen all day, I wanted to sit in the air conditioning, especially when it is so humid out like now.

“Inside, please?”

“Right this way.” She grabbed two menus and two bundles of silverware.

As I followed her, it gave me the opportunity to check out the competition. It looked like a sixty top restaurant squashed together. I would have only tried to fit maybe forty tables max in here, instead of the sixty it was now. 

There wasn’t a lot of space between tables. If people were sitting back-to-back, they would potentially bump into each other, and nobody could walk between tables comfortably. Reducing it by at least twenty would give that space to walk.

I loved how mine was roomy. Nothing worse than feeling like you are eating with strangers. I guess some people don’t mind that, but I was not one of those people. I liked a little space and privacy, especially on a first date.

“Here you are. Your server will be right with you.”

“Thanks.” I settled and then checked my phone. No text yet, so I sent him one.

Me: Got us a table

“Hi, I’m your server Ashley. Are you waiting for someone?”

“Yes, he’ll be here any minute.”

“Do you want to wait for him, or would you like a drink?”

“Um, let me start with an iced tea. Thanks.”

“Great. Coming right up.”

From here I could see out the window facing down the street. I leaned over to see if I could see him. Nobody on the street. Next, I checked my phone again; the volume was on, but it didn’t look like he’d read my messages yet. I thought he said he was going to walk over, which in my mind meant he could read his texts.

Maybe it was in his pocket, and he just didn’t hear it, I thought, shifting in the seat. Boy, I’m nervous. I smoothed my hair.

Ashley brought my iced tea. “Sweetener is on the table.”

“Thanks.”

She started to leave but turned back. “You’re Chef Jessica, right?”

“I am.”

“Ohmygosh, I’m a huge fan. Actually, I interviewed for you, but didn’t get the job.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. We had so many applicants.”

“I understand. No hard feelings at all. I’m just happy to serve you today.” She smiled. “Let me know if you have any questions. I’ll check back when your friend gets here.”

I studied the menu after she left. Their sandwiches looked interesting. I had a few on my menu, but our focus was on more entrée style dinners. After I’d decided on food, I checked my phone again.

Nothing.

Dang it.

Five minutes turned into fifteen, which turned into thirty, and then nearly two hours. I was now using the sugar packets to make little houses and then played a solo game of how many could I stack before they fell.

I messaged him again and again, nothing.

“Do you want to keep waiting or —?” Ashley asked, looking around.

“I think I should go.” I was embarrassed and couldn’t believe I’d been stood up. I thought he had said he was on his way. “I’ll just pay for my drink.”

She touched my arm. “Ya know, Chef, it’s on me.”

“No, I can’t do that. I took up your table for two hours. I need to pay something.” I took out a twenty, handing it to her. “Keep the change. Thanks.”

I stood and walked out without a backward look. That was awful, and I can’t believe I sat there that long, but I believed him when he said he was on his way. It was humiliating.

My vision blurred as tears formed in them while I tried to type out a text for Colt. I couldn’t believe I sat there for over two hours waiting, but after all the conversations we’d had over the past weeks, I really believed he was interested in me and was a good guy.

Me: I don’t know what happened here, but don’t call me. I’m done.

Then, I started typing out a text to Vee, but sirens distracted me before I could send it. Flashing lights down the street caught my attention. It looked like something big was happening. A weird bolt of panic shot through my body.

Oh, bleep. I thought.

Looking again at the text messages I’d sent to Colt, they still only showed they had been delivered, never read. I looked down the street. That was towards where he said he lived.

I knew something was wrong. What if he witnessed something and had to stop to give a statement? Or perhaps he had gotten caught on the other side of this and had to wait? So many things came to mind about what had delayed him.

I walked in that direction but got stopped by the police barricades. On the sidewalk was a white covered body, or at least it looked like a body. It was rather large. Staring at it for a moment sent a shiver through my body.

I scanned the crowd for the familiar face of the red-haired teddy bear of a man I’d been conversing with for the past week. No dice. He wasn’t standing around or talking with any of the officers.

That’s when I saw Detective Upton.

“Detective!” I called out to him.

“Chef? Hey, what are you doing here?”

“I was supposed to have a date, but he didn’t show up.” I nodded towards the crime scene a few hundred feet away.

“Oh.” Then he looked over his shoulder. “Ooh! Um, maybe, but you know I can’t tell you anything until we officially identify him.”

“I know, but … it is a him?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then I guess I wasn’t stood up.” I frowned fighting the lump forming in my throat. 

I stared straight ahead, trying not to look at covered body. If I did, that meant this was real.

“Probably not. I’m very sorry.” He looked over his shoulder again, and then back at me. “For what it’s worth, you look nice.”

“Oh, thanks.” I smoothed the shirt a bit, still surprised it fit so well.

One of the other officers called him. He looked at me, simply nodded, then walked away.

I stood there for a moment, taking in the entire scene. This was sad. I can’t believe this happened. This isn’t what happened, right? I was dreaming. Sure, that’s it. 

Wake up, wake up, wake up.

But as I walked back up the block towards my car, realization sunk in, and my heart got heavy. Colt was dead. 

I didn’t know Colt well but knowing he had been killed on his way to see me made this feel personal. A cold chill settled over me as I thought about our last phone call. He had a soothing, deep voice. I could almost hear it now. 

The man that on paper looked to be so perfect for me. All we needed to do was meet in person. Now that was gone.

How was I going to tell Noah? Was that even my responsibility?

I got in my car and completely fell apart. Tears streamed down my face as my body shook with grief and unnecessary guilt.

Where do I go from here? I mean, home, but after that. I wiped my tears, staring straight forward for a moment, before finally putting it in gear and heading home.

“What are you doing here?” Vee jumped up when I walked in.

“Colt…” Tears started streaming down my face.

“Oh my gosh, did he stand you up?”

“Sort of.” I wiped my face. “I think he was killed or died or something. I don’t know. Detective Upton couldn’t tell me much, but …” I shrugged. With my messages going unread, him not showing up, and a dead body in front of his apartment building, well it seemed obvious to me. 

“What?” Her mouth fell open.

“Yeah. Just my luck, right?” Then I felt an instant guilt thinking something so selfish. 

“Oh, Jess! I am so sorry.” She hugged me.

After she let me go, I walked into our kitchen, taking a seat at our island. My head dropped to the cool granite top. Without even asking, Vee pulled out a couple of mugs, two tea bags, and began heating some water.

Once the water was hot, she poured the water and then brought the steaming mugs to the island.

“Okay, tell me what happened.” Her familiar voice was so soothing.

I told her everything from when I arrived to talking to Detective Upton. Reality was sinking in further and further.

“Oh, Jessie, I’m so sorry. That’s awful.”

“I feel embarrassed but also guilty.”

“I can understand.” She hugged me. “I’m so sorry.”

My phone chimed. The display showed Noah. Vee and I looked at each other.

“Hey, Noah,” I said, answering it.

“Jess, oh my gosh, are you okay?”

“Yes, are you?”

“I don’t know. I’m in shock.”

“How did you hear?”

“They called his sister and then she called me. We go way back. Dated in high school. She was beside herself, of course.”

“Oh, I am sure she is. It is truly awful.” I inhaled sharply and exhaled slowly as I fought the lump in my throat. “Do they know what happened?”

“Not much. He was shot as he came out of his building. That’s all they know.”

My mind imagined the scene. It wasn’t hard to do as I saw it with my own eyes.

“I’m sorry for the loss of your friend.”

“And I’m sorry about your date. I was a little worried you might be with him when it happened.”

“Unfortunately, we never got to meet.”

“I’m sorry, but so glad you are okay.”

We hung up. I stared at the phone. This was all so tragic. I thought after losing my sous chef, Earl, only a few months ago, that I wouldn’t go through this again. I hadn’t lost many people close to me, unless you count my dad going to prison, which most people don’t. Except for great-grandparents that I didn’t really know, I hadn’t lost any family and only Earl as far as close friends.

But why Colt? Was this tied to me somehow, like Earl had been? I couldn’t think of how it could be.

“What did he say?” Vee asked.

“They don’t know much about what happened.”

“I’m so sorry.” She hugged me. “Wanna join Lulu and me for some Netflix?”

“Yeah, let me go change out of these clothes.”

“Shame. You looked gorgeous.”

“Thanks.”

Minutes later, I was snuggled up on the couch next to my best friend and my cat as we watched some new documentary. It was not how I expected to be spending my evening, but it helped to soothe my nerves.


Chapter Two

 

My night was rough as I kept picturing poor Colt. Dead. Even though I didn’t know him, it still broke my heart. He had such a bright energy that came through in his texts and our few phone calls, and now I’d never get to meet him. 

While I didn’t know his family, I could imagine the shock and pain they must feel right now. I said a silent prayer for them.

The moments I slept, my dreams were full of swirling blood and rain with thunder crashing overhead. I was back to the night my father shot a man. As I watched my father wrestling the gun away from Mr. Jackson, I let out a scream. When the dream version of Mr. Jackson looked over at me, it was Earl’s face I saw, a gunshot to his head. That was enough for me to sit right up in bed. 

When I was five years old, my father had actually killed a man. He says he was defending me. I hadn’t remembered the why until recently. Now I knew the man, Mr. Jackson, had been inappropriate with me. 

Mr. Jackson had two children. His son had been three years old at the time of his death and his daughter was born a few months after. Her name was Flora.

She was an artist and I had fallen in love with her work. That was before I knew who she was and what she was up to.

I shook off the nightmare, exhaling as the ghosts of my past fled then pushed myself up. 

As I did most mornings, I stared over at Luca. He was an elf portrait that hung on my wall. It was one of Flora’s that I’d bought from her a few months ago. Long before I knew her plot with her brother, boyfriend, and her brother’s girlfriend, Jenn who had been my assistant manager. 

I still loved the painting despite who the artist was.

“Good morning, Luca.”

As usual, he didn’t reply. Just smiled down with his mischievous grin.

Lulu stretched at the foot of my bed before jumping down and running from my room. I watched her go. She was likely heading to Sawyer’s room to climb into his window. He had the best view of the street below and there was a tree that would be full of birds at this time of the day.

I headed to the bathroom and then to my closet. Unlike going on a date, getting dressed for work was simple. T-shirt with my chef’s jacket over it with my cargo style chef’s pants, then for my hair, I grabbed a red scarf. It highlighted the red stitching in my pants. Okay, so yeah, I put a bit of thought into my outfit, but it was simple.

I was the owner and executive chef, so I liked to look my best, despite being a hot mess by the time the lunch rush was over.

I swiped a touch of lip balm on to protect my lips and then headed out. I’ll get coffee at the restaurant today. My mood was to focus on what I could control, and that was cooking. Nothing more.

“Oh, Jessie, are you okay?” Sawyer said when I came downstairs. “I heard about Colt.”

“Yeah, I mean, I didn’t really know him well.”

“Yeah, but still.” He didn’t have to say what I had been thinking all night.

First Earl and now Colt. Was I bad luck or something? Granted, I’d gone through most of my life with only one other murder hanging over my head, sort of. 

If you calculate all the people I have been around since then, it couldn’t be me. At least that’s what I was telling myself to lessen my guilt.

“So, how was your date?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“Um, better. We had good conversation. She loves art, history, and video games. We’re going to have a virtual gaming date later, so that should be fun. I’ll see what kind of a player she is.” He laughed.

His quirky dating standards. If they were good game players, they would become more attractive to him. He loved gaming and he wanted them to be part of that with him.

“Well, good luck.” I smiled. “I’m off. Have a good one.”

Even though it was a Monday, it was a government holiday, so the post office wasn’t open. That meant my roommates, who worked at the post office, were likely going to hike or to do yoga, maybe swing through the comic bookstore or the art supply shop. No idea.

I took a detour on my way to work, driving down the block where Colt lives or lived, I guess. My heart thumped at the thought.

Gone. Just gone.

I pulled to the curb near where his body had been covered with a sheet yesterday. There was grayish discoloration on the concrete, but no other sign that anything happened here.

Looking around, the world hadn’t stopped. Not sure what I expected to see. Grieving people? A memorial like the one that formed by our dumpster after Earl was shot, maybe?

But no memorial had been started. Cars and people passed by as if nothing had happened. It made me sad. He had been real. He had lived, but now it was almost like nothing happened.

I’m not sure what came over me, but I parked and stepped out of my car and went into the apartment building lobby. It was sparsely decorated with a few dated paintings on the walls, like bad motel art. There was a bulletin board with various advertisements on it. Some were dated from years past.

I guess nobody cleans this thing off.

I turned to face the row of ten mailboxes on the right wall next to a door
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