
Chapter One

			It’s never a good day when your car is stolen right outside your house, and the thief leads the cops on a high-speed chase and then crashes said car into a septic truck. It’s even worse when your car is a county probation vehicle, and your boss doesn’t have a sense of humor.

			My name is Riley Reynolds. I’ve worked at the San Luis Obispo (SLO) County Probation Department for four years. Currently, I’m assigned to the warrant apprehension unit. It’s my job to track down rogue probationers and drag them before the court so they can explain to a judge why they violated their terms of probation. Sounds easy enough, right? The thing is most wayward probationers don’t want to appear in court because they face having their probation status revoked and their prison sentence imposed. It can make for some tricky situations. Like the one I was currently in.

			It was a gorgeous September day. There was barely a breeze and not a cloud in the sky. I’d stopped by my apartment for lunch when my on-again, off-again girlfriend, Tate Walker, a detective in the property crimes unit of the SLO Police Department, called. She was laughing.

			Tate and I had been seeing each other for a couple of years. No promises had been made, we hadn’t moved in together, and there were no plans to rent a U-Haul. I’ll be honest with you, I’m the one holding things up. There were three reasons: first, I had been almost engaged to be married but ended up with a broken heart. Her name was Michelle. We’d lived together our senior year of college. I’d planned a romantic trip to the coast for spring break and planned to pop the question. I bought a ring and everything. On the Friday before the trip, I skipped class to pack and walked in on her screwing her best friend with a dildo. To add insult to injury, she’d always claimed she wasn’t into toys. 

			The second reason was kids; Tate wanted them, I didn’t. It’s not really an issue you can compromise on. It’s not that I didn’t like kids. They were fine as long as they were somebody else’s. My office partner, Patty, was expecting, and I was excited for her. I’d be happy to babysit and buy toys that made a lot of noise and would drive her crazy. But I’d be even happier to hand them back at the end of the day.

			The third reason was my plan to become an FBI Special Agent. I’d missed the filing deadline twice. The first time because my father had a heart attack and needed open heart surgery. It hadn’t been a good time to pick up and move across the country. The following year I was so busy at work I forgot to submit my application. I was bound and determined to submit it this year.

			But back to the story. I was standing in my kitchen making a Gouda and tomato sandwich, not just any Gouda, mind you, it was Irish Gouda. Yes, I’m a cheese snob. There isn’t any of that cheap processed shit in my refrigerator. To be honest, there isn’t much of anything in my refrigerator. I keep forgetting to go to the grocery store, so I end up eating takeout a lot. Anyway, just as I placed the second slice of tomato on my sandwich, the phone rang. Tate’s name appeared on the screen, and I pictured her naked body against mine in the shower that morning.

			“Hi, babe, what’s up?” I could hear sirens in the distance, but I live near a busy street, so sirens aren’t unusual. 

			“Riles, please tell me you know where your probation car is right now.”

			I took a bite out of my sandwich and walked to the window. “Yeah, it’s in front of…Oh, fuck, it’s gone.” I dropped the sandwich and ran for the door and down the stairs. “What the hell, Tate?” I scanned the street in both directions.

			“Shit, Riles, did you lock it?”

			“Of course, I locked it! I’m not an idiot.” I racked my brain, trying to remember if, in fact, I had locked it.

			“I know you’re not, but half a dozen cops are chasing it down the highway.”

			I knew by the sound of her voice she was shaking her head. This wasn’t the first time something ludicrous had happened to me. 

			“I’ll call you back when we have them in custody, hopefully before they wreck it,” she said, then hung up.

			Crap, crap, crap. My boss was going to kill me. Luckily my Glock 9mm was attached to my hip and not locked in the trunk, and I hadn’t left any important files in the back seat. Dreading the conversation, I dialed his office. The phone rang one time. 

			“Stevenson,” he said without preamble.

			I took a deep breath, hopefully not my last one as a probation officer. “Hi, Stan. I’ve got a problem.”

			“Yeah? What now? Lost your keys? Dropped your pepper spray in the toilet?”

			“That only happened once,” I protested. “And this is a little more serious than that.”

			“Out with it, Reynolds. I don’t have all day.” 

			I could picture the stack of warrant files waiting to be assigned, at least two cold cups of coffee, and empty Snickers wrappers on his desk. He was fifty-five, rarely ate anything healthy, and was at least forty pounds overweight. He was a heart attack waiting to happen. 

			“I just got a call from SLO PD. My car’s been stolen, and they’re in pursuit,” I blurted out as fast as I could.

			A second passed, then another. “When you say your car, you mean that blue piece of shit you drive, right?” 

			I stretched my neck from side to side. “I wish it were, Stan, I really wish it were. Unfortunately, the goddesses are not on my side today.”

			I heard a loud thud and pictured Stan pounding the desk with the heel of his hand. “Goddamn it, Reynolds, how did this happen?”

			Like an answer to a prayer, my personal phone rang, and Tate’s name popped up on the screen. “Stan, the police are on my other phone. I’ll call you back.” I hung up before he could get another word out.

			“Tate, did they catch him?”

			“Riles, I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news.”

			“Shit, shit, shit.” I hated good news, bad news scenarios.

			“You’re not far off.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“Well, the good news is we stopped her.”

			I rolled my eyes and looked at the ceiling. “Her?”

			“Yeah, it was a chick with pink hair. But she got away.”

			“Is that the bad news?”

			“Well, there’s bad news, and then there’s bad, bad news.”

			“Just tell me, I’m already up shit creek. How bad can it be?”

			“There was a small accident, but no one was injured.”

			“Okay. What’s the really bad news?”

			“She ran into the back of a septic truck, and your car is covered in shit.” I could tell she was trying hard not to laugh. “So yeah, it’s shit creek.”

			




Chapter Ten

			“Do you like Del Monte Café?” I asked.

			“Sure, what’s not to like?” 

			I pulled out of the parking lot onto Bishop Street and headed to the train station on Santa Barbara Avenue. Del Monte Café was a hundred-year-old building that may have been a church or schoolhouse at one time. The food was just like your grandmother would make—mouth-watering, nothing fancy, no frills, and portions as big as your head. I never left there without a doggy bag. 

			It was 1:30 when we pulled into an empty space on a side street. The lunch crowd had thinned, and we had no problem getting a table as soon as we walked in. A minute later, our waitress, Betty, arrived with two glasses of water. Betty was no spring chicken and had worked at the café for as long as I could remember. She looked like a drill sergeant and had a raspy smoker’s voice. 

			“The lunch special is a chili burger with fries or salad.” She looked at Bud skeptically. “Who’s your friend, Riley? You decide to switch to the other side of the plate?” Betty’s daughter was gay and a friend of mine, so it was no secret to her which team I played for.

			I laughed. “Betty, this is Bud. He’s taking Patty’s place until she returns from maternity leave. And no, I haven’t switched teams. Bud’s a friend of Dorothy’s.”

			Betty made an odd face. “Who’s Dorothy?” 

			Bud and I laughed. “It’s a code gay men use. It means they’re gay.”

			“They’d say they’re a friend of Dorothy’s?” 

			Bud nodded.

			Betty pulled her notepad out of her apron pocket. “Learn something new every day. What can I get you?”

			I ordered breakfast, I loved the corned beef hash and poached eggs with hash browns. Bud ordered a cheeseburger and fries. I’d warned him to stay away from the chili, or he’d be walking back to the office.

			When Betty left, Bud asked how my weekend had gone, and I made the mistake of telling him about the Sex on the Beach cocktails with Tate. He laughed, teasing that I’d had sex on the beach with a cop. At the time Tate and I were drinking them, I didn’t think about how it might sound. But now I did see the humor in it. I also wondered what it would be like to have actual sex on the beach with Tate. Starting with the way she kissed me, gently at first, her tongue seeking entry, then our tongues wildly doing the tango. Her lips nipping on my neck, leaving a mark, claiming me as hers. Her hands cupping my breasts, squeezing my nipples, driving me crazy with need. Tate laying on top of me, our pussies grinding together as we kissed roughly, then Tate slowly kissing her way down my stomach to my—

			“Riley.” Bud’s nudge on my knee stopped that fantasy dead in its tracks. “Hey, where’d you go?” 

			I blinked away thoughts of a naked Tate on the beach. “Sorry, just work stuff. Nothing important.” I hoped my face wasn’t red, as it had gotten hot inside the restaurant all of a sudden.

			When we were done we swung by 7-Eleven to see what information Pinky’s mother had for me. Traffic downtown was light, and we arrived before the afterschool rush at 3:15. Lena was restocking Big Gulp cups near the soda machine when we entered.

			“Hi, Lena,” I said. “This is Officer Bivens. He’s working with me while Patty’s on leave.”

			“When’s her baby due?” she asked.

			“Four weeks.”

			She shook her head. “Kids. The bane of our existence.”

			I didn’t have a reply to that since I didn’t have any. “So, Lena, your message said you had some additional places Pinky might be hiding out?”

			She nodded. “If she hasn’t already taken off for parts unknown.”

			“Yeah, she called earlier and said she was leaving town. I need to find her before she does.”

			“She could be halfway to Mexico by now.” Lena pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. “I found these names in Pinky’s room. They don’t have addresses, but I’m guessing you have ways to find that out.”

			I recognized the first name on the list—Harry Mack, a small-time bookie. He’d been in jail for the last six months, so it was unlikely he knew anything.

			The other name, coincidentally, was Mindy Carr. 

			“Great, thanks, Lena. We’ll check out these names.” I pocketed the slip of paper as a teenager walked in, setting off the bell. “We’ll let you get back to work.”

			“Okay. You’ll let me know if you find her, right?”

			“Absolutely.” I opened the glass door and walked out as several more teens approached for their afternoon sugar fix.

			As we settled in the car, Bud asked, “Do you know either of the names?”

			“Yeah. Harry Mack’s in jail for operating a gambling den without a license. The other name is Mindy Carr. She’s Freddy Murphy’s girlfriend.”

			“The loan shark?”

			I nodded. “From what his friends say, he likes to think of himself as an entrepreneur.”

			Bud laughed. “That’s a good one.”

			“I have some feelers out on Mindy and Freddy. Hopefully, I’ll have something soon.”

			When we got back to the office, Stan’s car wasn’t in the lot, so I left early. It was four o’clock on a Monday and I had nowhere to be and no idea what to do, so I called Tate because…why not? 

			She answered on the first ring. “Stolen car or lost gun?” 

			“Not funny. Can’t I just call my gir—” I stopped midsentence. Girlfriend? I hadn’t thought we were that serious. But neither of us was seeing anyone else, so did that mean we were exclusive? A couple?

			“Were you about to say girlfriend?” 

			“No, of course not. We aren’t, are we?”

			Tate didn’t answer right away. “You know, I’m not really in a place where I can talk about this. I’m just leaving a briefing on Max Maynard.”

			I could hear commotion and voices in the background.

			“How about I pick up Chinese and come by later?” she said.

			I knew where we’d end up if she came over, and I was all for sex with Tate. But did I want to have a deep, serious discussion about our relationship? Didn’t I have enough going on in my life at the moment?

			“Sure. Don’t forget soy sauce. I’m out.”

			Tate laughed. “You’ve been out for six months. Maybe we should go grocery shopping.”

			Did she say “we” should go grocery shopping? “Yeah, sure. I’ll see you later.” 

			 

			 

			I pulled up in front of my apartment twenty minutes later. Mike was out front pruning the bushes. He did it weekly. It was like they were bonsai trees, and he sculpted them within an inch of their lives. His back was to me, and I could tell by how he swung his butt and hips that he had earbuds in. I walked around the stairs, into his line of sight, and waved to get his attention.

			He pulled an earbud out of one ear. “Riley, sweetheart. How are you?” he sang in a soprano voice. 

			I leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m good, Mike.”

			“You’re home early. Everything okay?”

			“Yeah. I left early. I’ve been working my ass off.”

			“How’s that hot girlfriend of yours?” He smiled mischievously.

			“Tate isn’t…” I stopped. Is she? I guess we’d come to an understanding tonight. “Tate’s good. She’s on her way over, as a matter of fact.”

			“Well, give her a kiss for me.” He put the earbud back in his ear.

			I nodded and started up the stairs. It was warm inside my apartment. I’d double-checked that all the windows were closed and locked when I left that morning. I walked around, opened windows to let the breeze in, and then focused on getting Randolph fed. When I opened the top of the fish food container, I swear he smiled at me. 

			“How’s it going, Randolph? How was your day?” I sprinkled the red and orange flakes across the top of the water. More interested in his dinner than a conversation with me, he swam off to chase down the bits.

			Feeling unappreciated, I entered the bedroom, changed into a comfortable pair of red sweatpants and a Fresno State T-shirt. I returned to the kitchen and pulled a SLO Stout from the refrigerator. Tate wouldn’t be around for another two hours, so I curled up on the couch to finish reading my Kat Jackson book. 

			I woke up to someone pounding on the door. I crossed the room and checked the peephole to make sure it was Tate. It was, and she held a brown bag in her arms. I opened the door and reached for the bag.

			There was a frown on her face. “Were you asleep? I was about ready to knock down the door.”

			“Yeah, I was reading and must have dozed off.” I headed into the kitchen, Tate behind me.

			“I was worried when you didn’t answer the door.” Lines were etched on her forehead, and her eyebrows scrunched together. She reached out and stroked my cheek. 

			I blushed. “I’m sorry. I must have been really out.”

			She leaned in and kissed my cheek, then looked into my eyes. When I didn’t look away, she gently placed her lips on mine. Electricity shot down my center and I moaned but pulled back.

			“Tate, as much as I like that, the food smells amazing, and I’d like to eat it while it’s still hot, not reheated in the microwave.”

			She smiled, her eyes hooded. “Okay, let’s eat, then talk,” she said. “We’re going to have a serious conversation tonight, right?”

			I swallowed. I wasn’t sure I was ready for “the talk.”

			“Help yourself to a beer. There’s stout and some kind of pale ale.” I took the white cardboard containers out of the bag, carried them into the living room, and sat on the couch. 

			The sun was setting, and the sky was turning various shades of pink and orange. I opened a container of orange chicken and stuck a fork in but didn’t take a bite. I watched Tate open the other container. She stuck chopsticks in, pulled out a shrimp, guided it into her mouth, and smiled at me. I looked at the beautiful picture outside my window and wondered why I was so conflicted about my feelings for her. We’d been seeing each other for close to four years. We’d taken two breaks. Tate had gone out with a few other women during those breaks, but according to her, she hadn’t slept with any of them. I’d gone on a few dates with a dispatcher at the sheriff’s department, but it never got serious or sexual. In the end, Tate and I always found ourselves back together. I knew her like the back of my hand, and I liked the feeling. 

			Deep down I knew I was the problem. I was the one who had issues. Maybe I needed to see a shrink. Hmm, something to think about. 

			“Riley.” Tate’s voice and another nudge on my knee brought me back to the present, and I looked at her. God, she was beautiful, the rays of the setting sun in the front window gave her hair a bright golden glow, and her ice-blue eyes sent shockwaves to the parts of my body that were already aroused.

			I shook myself. “Sorry, what did you say?” I plucked a piece of chicken from the container and smiled.   

			“I asked if you’d like a shrimp.” She held out her chopsticks, a shrimp pinched between them.

			“Yes, please.” I leaned in and opened my mouth. She guided the shrimp in, and I closed my lips around the chopsticks as she slowly withdrew them. 

			I moaned in pleasure. “That’s so good.” I plucked a piece of chicken and held it out to her. “Chicken?” I said, trying to sound seductive.

			She leaned in, closed her lips around the fork, closed her eyes, and slowly pulled away. “Oh, my God, that is so good,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “How about we trade containers every three bites?”

			“Deal,” I said, taking another bite of orange chicken.

			Two bites later we traded. I couldn’t decide which was better: the orange chicken, the sweet and sour shrimp, or how she looked at me like I was on the menu. 

			She let out a sigh and placed her container on the coffee table. “Riles, I want to tear your clothes off right now, but we need to talk.” 

			Talk? “I thought we were talking.” 

			She leaned forward and put a hand on my leg. “Riley, what are we doing?”

			Oh, shit. We were doing this.

			“Ummmm.” I tried not to squirm. “Doing?” 

			“Damn it, Riley.” She pulled away. “Are we going anywhere, or are we just two friends who fuck?” 

			I cringed. I tried to hide the deer-in-the-headlights feeling that was overtaking me. I had to think. I did want to be with her, but I was afraid of a long-term commitment. I thought we were on the same page, but now she wanted more. And she was starting to use the L word. It scared the shit out of me. Logically I knew my fear went back to feelings of not being good enough and being dumped or betrayed. My brain knew Tate wouldn’t cheat on me like my ex had. Tate was loyal, reliable, responsible. Hell, she owned a house. We spent almost all our free time and most of our nights together. But a part of me saw Tate as out of my league. I didn’t know what she saw in me. Maybe I couldn’t commit because I didn’t think I was enough. Inside I was still that scrawny, flat-chested girl with glasses who never understood why Tate had kissed her in the locker room. Eventually she’d want someone prettier, sexier. I saw how other women looked at her, the winks and silent invitations they gave her. It triggered my insecurities over and over again.

			I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, set the container of shrimp on the coffee table and took her hand. “Tate, I’m not interested in anyone else.” I looked down at our hands. “But I still want to join the FBI.” I couldn’t think of any other reason to give her.

			“Do you? Or is that just an excuse?” Her lips formed a thin line, and her left eyebrow raised in a question. 

			I didn’t know what to say.

			“Riles, I’ve been in love with you since that first kiss in high school.”

			My head spun. I blinked multiple times, not sure I heard her correctly. “What? Why are you just telling me this? Why did you ignore me after you kissed me?”

			Her chin dropped to her chest. “You scared the shit out of me back then.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t understand.” 

			She raised her head. Her eyes were wet with unshed tears. “I wasn’t as confident as I pretended to be. That was all an act. I was just as scared and insecure as every other high school kid. I knew I wasn’t good enough for you. You were so smart. I knew you would leave town and go to college somewhere, then on to something big. I didn’t have anything to offer to make you want to stay. So, I pretended the kiss meant nothing. I put on an act. I was a senior, and you were just a junior, so not worth my time.” A tear rolled down her cheek.

			“Wait. What?” I was confused. “You didn’t think you were good enough? I thought I wasn’t good enough and that’s why you ignored me.”

			She squeezed my hand “I’m so sorry I made you feel—”

			Her phone rang, interrupting our long-needed discussion. 

			She looked at the screen. “Fuck, it’s work.” She wiped the tear from her face. “I have to take it.”

			I nodded.

			“Walker,” she said, hiding any trace of emotion. “Shit. Okay, I’ll be right there.” She ended the call, shoved the phone into her back pocket, and stood. “I’m sorry. I have to go. There’s been another fire.” She picked up the empty beer bottle and the container of orange chicken and walked to the kitchen. 

			I got up and followed her. “Where?”

			“Two blocks from here, behind the liquor store on Marsh.”

			“Mr. Archer’s store?”

			Mr. Archer had owned Archer Liquor and Deli for as long as I could remember. It was a favorite place for kids on their way to and from the high school.

			“Yeah. I don’t have any details.” She pulled me into a hug. 

			“He’s getting close,” I whispered, my head nestled in the crook of her neck.

			She hugged me tighter and kissed the top of my head. “I know.” She let go and headed toward the door, stopping to take her jacket from the coat rack. “Have you told Mike what’s going on?” 

			“I’ll go fill him in.” I wrapped my arms around her waist. “Be careful.” 

			“I will.” She leaned down and claimed my lips in a kiss that said we were more than friends with benefits, and at that minute, I couldn’t disagree. 

			When the kiss ended, she backed away and reached for the doorknob. “I’ll call as soon as I can.” 

			I nodded, not trusting my voice.

			She opened the door and ran down the stairs, taking them two at a time. I walked to the window and watched her pull on her helmet, climb onto her motorcycle and take off down the street. It was dark, and there wasn’t a streetlight out front. As I stood there, I noticed someone standing two houses down on the opposite side of the street. From the outline I could tell it was a woman. She looked familiar. Then it hit me, it was Pinky. I bolted out the door, down the stairs and out to the street. She was gone. It would be fruitless to chase after her. I knew Pinky. She was like an elf or a fairy and could disappear in the blink of an eye. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			I trudged back up the stairs, then remembered my promise to talk to my landlord. I grabbed a jacket off the coat rack, pocketed my keys, and set off down the stairs again. As I crossed the driveway to Mike’s back door, I could hear music. It was Cher, “If I Could Turn Back Time,” to be exact. As I approached the kitchen window, I spotted him holding a wooden spoon in place of a microphone and singing along. I waited for the song to end before knocking on the door. He looked out the window, smiled when he saw it was me and motioned for me to enter. 

			No longer holding his faux microphone, he met me just inside the door and enveloped me in a warm hug. “What brings you by?” 

			“I wish it was just to hang out and dish, but I have a situation.”

			He returned to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of tequila off the counter. “Have a seat. I’ll pour.” He went to the cabinet next to the refrigerator, took down two shot glasses. He placed one in front of me and filled it. “So what is it? Backed-up toilet, clogged disposal?” He sat on the stool on the other side of the counter and poured tequila into his tiny glass.

			I could feel my forehead wrinkle and my eyebrows scrunching together. “No. The apartment is fine. It’s great.” I lifted the shot glass. “Sláinte.” 

			“What the hell does that mean?” He looked at me like I had a screw loose. 

			I tossed back the tequila, swallowed, then coughed. It burned going down. “It’s Irish. It means good health.”

			“Okay, good health to us both.” He raised the little glass and poured the tequila into his mouth, swallowed, and grimaced. “Shit, I forgot the salt and lime.” He jumped up, grabbed a lime, knife, shaker of salt and returned to the table. “If it’s not the apartment, what is it?” He began slicing a lime into little wedges. When he was done, he moved the cutting board to where we could both reach it. 

			I picked up a lime wedge and bit into it. The tartness made my mouth pucker. “I have a work-related problem that may have followed me home.” 

			“That sounds troubling. What kind of problem?”

			I told him about the fires and Max but didn’t say his last name for confidentiality reasons. Although he was the primary suspect in the fires, it might not be public knowledge yet. I’d need to ask Tate if his name had been released to the media. Then I told him Max had made several threats involving me.

			Mike slammed his shot glass down on the table, upsetting the bottle of tequila. I grabbed it before it fell over. 

			“What the hell?” He took the bottle from me and refilled my glass, then his. “I don’t get it. Why you?”

			“Several years ago, he was sent to prison. He blames me.” I poured salt onto the edge of my hand in the V between my thumb and index finger.

			“Even I know it’s the judge who orders that. Why is he blaming you?” 

			I sucked the salt off my hand, drank the tequila, and quickly bit into the lime. This time it didn’t make my mouth pucker as much. “I’m the one who arrested him for violating his probation. I told the court he was a danger to the community and should be sent to prison.” I shrugged. “I’ve done the same thing dozens of times with other probationers, and it’s never come back to haunt me.” I picked up a discarded lime wedge and squeezed it. “Until now.” 

			Mike laid his hand on top of mine and patted it. “Sweety, this isn’t your fault. You did your job. This guy’s an asshole who’s never taken responsibility for his shit. He blames everyone else for his shitty lot in life.”

			I tried to smile, but knew it didn’t reach my eyes. “I know. But now he’s focused on me, which could endanger you and my family.” My shoulders sagged. “I could have Tate request police protection. They could assign a unit out front if you want.”

			Mike walked over to the tall cabinet where he kept an ironing board and broom. He opened the door, reached in, and pulled out an aluminum baseball bat. “There’s one here, one behind the front door, and a third under my bed, and I have a Saturday night special in my nightstand.”

			I’m sure the shocked look on my face amused him.

			“Babyface, I’m an old drag queen. I’ve had to learn the hard way about self-defense.” He put the bat back in the closet and returned to the table.

			“Is the gun registered? Do you know how to use it?” I couldn’t picture him holding a gun, let alone firing it.

			He chuckled. “Yes, to both questions. Before you moved in, I dated a soldier at Camp SLO. He took me to the gun range and taught me how to use it. We went several times while he was stationed here.” He chuckled. “I felt so butch.” 

			I barked out a laugh. Mike was anything but butch.

			He lifted the bottle of tequila. “One more?” 

			I shook my head. “No, I better not. I should get home. I don’t have my phone, and Tate might call. If I don’t answer she’ll worry.” We both stood and I reached out and hugged him. 

			“She’s a good one, Riley. Don’t you go screwing it up,” he said, his tone serious. “You do everything you can to keep her.”

			I was stunned and didn’t know what to say, so I just smiled.

			“Make sure all your doors and windows are locked and call me if you see anyone strange around the neighborhood. Okay?” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” He gave me a mock salute.

			I kissed him on the cheek and returned to my empty apartment. The door was unlocked. In my hurry to catch Pinky, I’d forgotten to lock it. To be safe, I retrieved my pepper spray from the kitchen drawer and went through the apartment room by room to make sure no one had snuck in while I’d been shooting tequila with Mike. It took all of two minutes. I returned to the kitchen and put the pepper spray back in the drawer and leaned against it. Feeling a little buzzed from the tequila, I thought I better eat something to soak it up. I opened the refrigerator and grabbed the orange chicken. I detested cold leftovers, including pizza. If the goddess had intended humans to eat cold food, they would never have invented fire or microwaves. I popped the chicken in the microwave and set it to heat for sixty seconds. While I waited, I filled a tall glass with water, drank it down, and refilled it. The last thing I would need in the morning was a dehydration headache.

			When the timer dinged, I removed the plate, grabbed a fork, plopped down on the couch, and glanced out the window. Pinky stood across the street again, looking up at my apartment. I wasn’t sure she could see me, so I raised my hand and waved. She waved back then jogged off down the street. 

			What the hell was she up to? Why was she watching me? For some reason, her hanging around didn’t scare me. I knew Pinky wasn’t out to hurt me. Max, on the other hand, was a different matter. I think he intended to kill me. But Pinky was different. She was almost like an annoying little sister you love but drives you crazy. In any case, she was gone now.

			 

			 

			Pounding on my door woke me from my place on the couch. It seemed it was becoming a thing. My heart pounded from being abruptly awakened. I looked at my watch; it was eleven o’clock. Tate had been gone for four hours. I went to the door and looked out the peephole. Tate stood there. She looked wiped out. 

			I opened the door, and she went straight to the refrigerator without saying a word. “I’m starving.”

			I walked up behind her and pushed her away. “Go. Sit. I’ll heat the Chinese food.”

			She sat at the kitchen table. “I don’t need it heated.”

			The thought of cold, congealed shrimp and gooey orange chicken almost made me gag, and I shook my head. “It’ll only take sixty seconds,” I said. “Do you want a beer?”

			She nodded, looking too tired to use her words. 

			I placed the heaping plate of sweet and sour shrimp and orange chicken in the microwave and set the timer. Then I reached into the refrigerator, took out a SLO Stout
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