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  Chapter 1


“And that’s when I discovered that washi tape could really transform a memory book,” my date continued. 
The Cherry Blossom Café had been transformed too. Pink and red streamers drooped from the ceiling fans, and heart-shaped confetti clung to every surface. The usual aromas of coffee and soy sauce had been obliterated by a cocktail of competing perfumes and the anxious sweat of thirty speed daters trying too hard.
“Do you scrapbook?” she asked.
“I do not,” I said, aiming for polite but final. 
My date deflated slightly, then rallied. “Well, what about your hobbies? Your profile mentioned alpaca farming?” 
“Uh… pardon?” I studied the card in front of her, which was definitely not the profile I’d filled out. This has Levi Blue written all over it. Literally. Even upside down, my best friend’s looping handwriting was unmistakable. 
“Such noble creatures,” she said. “I’ve always felt a deep connection with camelids.” 
I shot a sideways glare at Levi, who was conversing with his equally exuberant date. “It’s… rewarding work,” I muttered. “Though the alpacas and I are on a break.” 
“Creative differences. Totally get it.” She nodded. “Even so, I could sense your gentle aura from across the room.” She leaned across the tabletop with an intensity that made me lean back. “Gentle Gil. Hmm, everyone probably calls you that.” 
No one did. Nevertheless, there it was on my laminated name card, written in black and white—and in Comic Sans because my humiliation apparently needed the typography of a lemonade stand: Gilbert ‘Sho Me No Mercy’ Tanaka. Another flourish from my soon-to-be-dearly-departed friend.
Ding, ding, ding.
The tiny brass bell clanged in my ears, signaling the conclusion of another three-minute speed date and the dread of the next circle of torment.
“Time’s up, lovebirds!” Dr. Dawn spoke into the microphone with tyrannical cheer. She was the evening’s MC and the relationship expert Levi had hired for the inaugural Bluebonnet Hills Kiss-Off. Her smile was a fixed, high-wattage beam that suggested she was enlightened or heavily medicated. “Gentlemen, please move to the next table on your right. Remember, this is about finding authentic connections!” 
Authentic. Sure. I scraped my chair back, resisting the urge to check my pulse. Elevated heart rate, slight tension headache forming—symptoms consistent with acute exasperation. 
“Tanaka-san!”
Levi appeared in a puff of aftershave and unearned confidence. “I saw teeth from across the room. Tell me you smiled. Was it joy or just a cry for help? Who cares? I’m counting it as progress.”
He straightened my name tag, surveying me like a director evaluating his lead. “Remember, Gilbert, love is ninety percent lighting and ten percent emotional improv. Luckily, I brought both.”
“A word.” I grabbed his cuff. “Gilbert? Really?”  
“It is your first name. Gilbert Sho Tanaka,” he said, savoring each syllable. “It has a certain gravitas. A weight. Gilbert sounds like a man who knows things. A man with hobbies.” 
“You mean alpaca farming?” I asked through clenched teeth.
“To name one.”
“One?” My blood politely excused itself from circulation. “You gave me… additional hobbies?”
“Obviously. Nobody likes a gimmick.” Levi pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket—my fake dating profile. He scanned it with the pride of a poet reviewing his masterwork. “You’re also a classically trained yodeler and a pioneer in the burgeoning field of artisanal taxidermy.” 
“Artisanal taxidermy? That’s… That’s not a thing.” 
“Not yet,” Levi said. “But a man like Gilbert could make it one. You’re welcome. This character backstory is much more intriguing than ‘former ICU nurse with anxiety, a tortoise, and too many houseplants.’” 
“What about your profile?” I asked. “Or is your everyday life intriguing enough?”
“Of course not.” Levi ran a hand down his plaid shirt. “It’s just that selling this isn’t as much of an upward climb. Especially when you moonlight as a freelance astronaut and a part-time dolphin-lothario-whisperer.”
I pressed my lips together, fighting the urge to strangle him with his paisley bow tie.
While I was trying to formulate a threat that wouldn’t get me arrested, Chaff, the filmmaker, leaned in. His camera lens—a great, dark, unblinking eye—had been lingering on me with unsettling focus all evening. “This is great,” he murmured. “The conflict, the tension. Every good love story needs an obstacle.” 
“Can you please delete that footage?” I asked the lanky filmmaker. 
“Mayor Blue hired me to capture all the action. Authentically.” Chaff lowered his camera enough to deliver a pitiful smile. “A story once told can never be recalled.”
I blinked. “Is that an artistic motto or an immutable fact about linear time?”
“Pretend I’m not here,” he said, resuming filming. “Just be yourself.”
“That’s his problem,” Levi interjected. “Thankfully, he has me to save him from himself.” He pushed me toward the next table. “Now go, Gilbert. Be the fun-loving yodeling taxidermist I created you to be.”
“Beautiful,” Chaff murmured, his camera finding me again. “The quiet connection, the unspoken understanding—” 
“The barely suppressed homicidal rage,” I muttered. 
“Almost forgot,” Levi said. “You’re also fluent in Esperanto, and you fear butterflies and collect vintage doorknobs.”
I slid into the chair and immediately recoiled. Across from me sat Barbara Lou Sinclair, wearing a neon-orange headband and a unitard that left nothing to the imagination.
Her enormous eyes shot daggers at me.
“Barbara Lou? I didn’t know you were… looking.”
“I’m documenting this travesty.” She bobbed her head for emphasis, yet her helmet of chestnut hair didn’t move an inch. “Certainly not here for romance with you, Gilbert.”
“I’ll try to contain my devastation.”
“This is more of the mayor’s Holly-weird indecencies,” she said, jabbing a finger toward Levi. “Polluting the historic character of this town with swiping apps and three-minute flings. It’s a steaming, fly-ridden heap of cow-patty slop.”
“I’ll pass that… oddly specific insight along.”
“You do that.” She narrowed her eyes, her face pinching and turning red like a teapot about to explode. “I won’t let our town square become Times Square.”
Ding, ding, ding.
The air in the café went stale. Too many bodies, and too much nervous laughter filled the room. Each rotation felt shorter, the bell sharper, the tables closer together. Perfume, coffee, and desperation swirled together into something I could probably chart on a toxicity scale.
By table fifteen, I’d stopped fighting it. My pulse tap-danced, my temples throbbed in Morse code, and my flight response had clocked in for overtime. So I surrendered.
“You stuff dead animals as a hobby?” 
“Only when they ask for it.” 
Ding, ding, ding.
“Vintage doorknobs? Sounds fascinating!”
“Would you believe me if I said my best friend is trying to sabotage my life?”
“Honestly? You have the look of someone being tortured by friendship.” 
Ding, ding, ding.
“You yodel competitively?” 
“I did… until the incident.” 
Ding, ding, ding.
“You’re one of the most fascinating men here. Are you in therapy?” 
“Not yet, but it’s penciled in.” 
Ding, ding, ding.
Finally, blessedly, I reached table eighteen. The woman waiting there had dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and eyes that suggested she was finding the entire event as ridiculous as I was. Her nameplate read Paisley, which seemed made up. Then again, I had just described my volunteer work at a unicorn sanctuary. 
I opened my mouth to speak, but she raised a hand to stop me.
“Your parents named you Gilbert after their love of Gilbert and Sullivan and comedic operas, but you’ve gone by your middle name, Sho.”
I blinked.
“You’re a former ICU nurse,” she continued, “but you’re shadowing a patient advocate to see if you want to stay in the medical profession. You moved here nine months ago, looking for a simpler life. Only to end up solving crimes.” 
It took my brain a moment to process the absence of alpacas. “How… did you know that?” 
“Your sister talks about you.” Paisley nodded toward the lunch counter, where Jenny was polishing already gleaming coffee mugs. “Says you came to visit her when she opened the café and forgot to leave.”
“She’d quit culinary school for the second time to open a café in small-town Texas,” I said. “Someone had to come talk sense into her.” The truth was messier, but Paisley didn’t need the unabridged version.
“Jenny’s proud of you. She also mentioned you secretly love her katsu sandwiches even though you claim they’re ‘too pedestrian.’”
Paisley leaned forward. “You know this whole festival is a disaster waiting to happen, right? Your friend planned this thing too late and had to settle for third-rate vendors and B-list relationship gurus.”
“Now, now. Dr. Dawn is aggressively D-list.” I chuckled. “You came, though. Or do you enjoy small-town train wrecks?”
“I lost a bet with my friend.” She nodded toward a woman in red overalls at table twelve, who was enduring Chaff’s close-up attention. “Thea dragged me here for moral support then abandoned me the second the event started.”
“Brutal. Also relatable.”
Paisley studied me for a beat. “So why are you here?”
I adjusted my collar. “Professional obligation. My best friend’s the mayor, and he considers my suffering a civic duty.”
“Dedication or Stockholm syndrome?”
“The line gets blurrier every day.”
She laughed—not the polite titter I’d been getting all evening but genuine amusement. “So, tell me. What’s it like, switching from the intense, hands-on work of the ICU to patient advocacy? That must be a huge shift in perspective.”
She kept asking thoughtful questions about my work, my move to Bluebonnet Hills, my actual life… until I realized I hadn’t asked her anything about herself. Jenny’s exasperated glare from behind the counter, punctuated by an exaggerated eye roll, confirmed I should be home, feeding my tortoise and overwatering a ficus.
Ding, ding, ding. The final bell.
“I felt so much wonderful energy in the room,” Dr. Dawn announced, her voice radiating satisfaction. “Before you leave, pick up your match envelope at the door! Tomorrow night’s raffle winner will receive a couples excursion. A romantic canoe trip down the Guadalupe River and two tickets to participate in my Trust Gauntlet obstacle course, proudly sponsored by the Lone Star Gym!”
At the mention of her gym, Barbara Lou stood up near the exit. She smoothed her neon-orange unitard, which defied physics and modesty in equal measure, and primped for the crowd.
“A canoe trip in the bleakest part of January.” I shook my head. “Perfect if hypothermia is your love language.”
Paisley rubbed her arms. “For what it’s worth, I think your real profile is much more interesting than the fake one.”
I paused. “Even without the yodeling?”
“Especially without the yodeling.”
A smile tugged at my lips.

      [image: ]“I’m telling you, Tanaka-san, number seven really connected to my character’s backstory,” Levi said from the passenger seat of the Cadillac. “She appreciated the nuances of my work with the cetacean community. Most people just don’t get it.”
“Backstory?” I asked. “You said you wanted to date. That’s what brought about this entire festival. Now you’re treating it as a bit?” I glanced at the two sealed, offensively pink envelopes on the dashboard.
Levi dismissed me with an imperial wave. “The thrill is in the chase, not the capture.”
Two months ago, after surviving another near-death experience, Levi had declared “Carpe diem,” and reentered the dating world with the full force of his theatrical personality. He’d appointed me his unwilling wingman, a role that had thus far consisted of my listening to his workshop pickup lines based on his old Tween of the Crime episodes. He’d doubled down after I dismissed “Are you a clue? Because I’m getting a strong urge to follow you” and “My tween-stincts are tingling for you,” so the sudden lack of interest piqued my suspicion.
“You seemed to hit it off with Paisley.” Levi tapped his fingers against my envelope. “Think you matched?”
“We had a pleasant conversation,” I said, keeping my hands steady on the oversize steering wheel. “About my job, about healthcare. No fiction. Only honesty.” I shot him a pointed look. “You know—the best policy?”
“I’ve never heard that before.”
“Shocking.”
“Anyway, I merely provided conversation starters. It’s not my fault if you lack the imagination to run with them.” Levi tapped the envelopes again. “Destiny could be sitting in that little piece of paper, waiting for you to take a peek.”
My grip tightened. “I’m not looking for destiny right now. I’ve told you—I’m focusing on recovery, settling into the new apartment, my new job, and taking care of Crush.”
“Ah yes, the ever-demanding lifestyle of a tortoise owner.”
“He’s more responsibility than you’d think.”
“It’s okay to let a little light in.” Levi shifted toward me, the usual mischief dimming enough to let concern peek through. “Not everything has to be work and obligations. I worry about you, Tanaka-san.”
The Fleetwood rumbled contentedly as we cruised through the quiet streets of Bluebonnet Hills. Its gleaming black paint and batwing fins felt absurdly theatrical for a town so small, a rolling monument to Levi’s influence on my life. 
“What about the festival?” I asked, changing the subject. “Odessa’s editorial in this morning’s Bee was particularly… scathing.” That was an understatement. The editor had dedicated the entire front page to an autopsy of the Kiss-Off festival’s budget.
“Bah! Odessa’s prose has all the subtlety of a root canal.” His fingers tightened on the armrest. “‘A Fiscal Fiasco of Hearts and Flowers.’” He quoted the headline from memory. 
“Might she have a point?” I asked. “It doesn’t sound like her open-records requests have slowed down. Are you even looking at what she’s asking for? The town council isn’t thrilled about the budget overruns, either. Barbara Lou keeps bringing it up at meetings—” 
“This town’s only brand is murder, Tanaka-san. I’m trying to give it a second act.” Levi pushed back into the seat. “Besides, it not my fault every reputable Valentine’s Day–themed vendor was already booked. I had to get creative. So January is the new February… for people who are proactive about love.”  
“Here I thought January was for people who hadn’t yet retired their elastic-waist Thanksgiving pants.”
“I tried to capitalize on that! Even gave Barbara Lou the Heart Rate to Soulmate workshop to buy her silence,” Levi said. “Fat lot of good it did. She and Odessa still want to rewrite my script.”
I sighed. “Still, you consider their objections. Especially with the mayoral election coming up.”
“Election.” He turned away and stared out the window. “A ridiculous concept. Last time, the council just appointed me mayor.”
“That was a temporary appointment. Hence the acting part of your job title.”
“Hence, shmence.” He clicked his tongue. “How hard can it be to win an election here? One mayor disappeared into concrete, while the last mayor tried to concrete us.” He fiddled with his bow tie. “Though I hear the jailbird mayor might be getting out early.”
I turned onto Riverbend Drive, which curved alongside the dark ribbon of the Guadalupe River. “You have a point. The bar’s pretty low.”
“It’s not like I have an understudy in the wings, waiting to trip me. They should just coronate me like every other mayor in this country.”
“Remind me to give you a civics lesson before the debate.”  
Levi’s mayoral McMansion emerged atop the bluff, a conglomerate of styles that looked like three architects had lost a bar bet. The town provided it to whichever poor soul held the office. Levi had filled the downstairs with the fan museum he’d originally come to town to build. Bluebonnet Hills had been his late father’s hometown, so it was the only place a shrine to Levi’s TV-tween-detective past made any kind of sense. Life-size cardboard cutouts of his younger self stood sentinel in the windows.
I eased the Fleetwood up the steep driveway, gravel popping under the tires sounding like distant firecrackers. The car barely fit between the ornamental hedges lining the path. 
“Thanks for the lift,” Levi said, gathering his coat and the ever-present envelope. “So… are you going to open yours?”
“Perhaps. You?”
“Maybe.” He slid out of the car and leaned down to tap the roof. “Night, Tanaka-san. Don’t let the alpacas bite.”
I backed down the driveway and headed home. The streets were deserted, the town’s festive decorations twinkling against the quietude. For the first time all evening, I could hear my thoughts. Unfortunately, they sounded a lot like Levi’s. I rolled down the window, letting the cool air clear out the last of Levi’s aftershave and drama.
I parked behind the Victorian storefronts and killed the engine, grabbing the envelope off the dashboard and stepping out into the cold.
The courtyard of my apartment complex was a hidden pocket of peace tucked between two old Victorian storefronts off the square. A massive live oak spread gnarled branches overhead, its silhouette swallowing the café lights strung between buildings.
“Mighty late for a first date, Tanaka.”
A figure detached from the deep shadows near the wrought-iron gate. My pulse stuttered like a bad EKG. 
Monday Malone stepped into the light. She wore civilian clothes—jeans and a Bluebonnet Hills PD hoodie—but carried herself with the kind of authority that made suspects confess. 
Of course she’s here. Now. When I reek of cheap perfume and alpaca lies.
“It wasn’t a date, Chief,” I said, trying not to sound like a teenager caught sneaking in after curfew. “It was a hostage situation with miso-glazed bacon as ransom.”
Her forest-green eyes caught the light, as sharp and clear as jade in a jeweler’s case. She looked at the envelope in my hand. “Checking on the town’s most eligible bachelor. Heard you were breaking hearts and spinning livestock yarns.”
Heat prickled my neck. “All for Levi’s political circus.”
“Uh-huh.” She stepped closer. Her crisp scent of soap and rain cut through the café’s lingering chaos. “Find any keepers?” 
“Wasn’t looking for one.” My voice dropped and was steadier than I felt.
“Good answer.”
“I have my moments.” 
She leaned in, her kiss slow and sure, her lips warm and solidifying. The string lights overhead flared once, bright against my eyelids, before everything softened. When she pulled back, the world steadied like a balanced IV drip. Any anxieties about Gilbert or taxidermy or Trust Gauntlets had evaporated.
“You gonna invite me in?” she murmured, her West Texas drawl softening the words. “Or are we necking out here all night?”
“Would that be so terrible?” 
“You’re the instigator of all these secret shenanigans. You ready to explain to the whole town why you’ve been performing fake romance while hiding the real one?”
We’d been doing that for a few months, ever since that improbable, unforgettable kiss onstage during the community theater’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. We’d had quiet, out-of-town dinners and taken late-night walks along the river as we tried to figure out what, exactly, this was. With my recovery still fragile and my talent for ruining good things, we’d agreed to keep it private. It was exhilarating but also terrifying, especially with Levi, the walking press conference, lurking about.
“Fair point,” I said, unlocking the gate that led to the stairs. “I, uh, was about to brew some tea. Decaffeinated.”
“Ooh, spicy.” Monday’s smile widened as she strolled past. “So, all those women tonight, and… no sparks?”
“I’m not in the market. Besides, I couldn’t stand the disappointment of telling them I don’t actually yodel.” 
“Gosh, wish I’d known that sooner. Might be a deal breaker.”
Her laugh, unguarded and rare. was worth every mortifying minute of the evening.
“See what I mean? Why disappoint hamburger when I can disappoint steak at home?”
Closing the gate behind us, I let go of the envelope. It fluttered to the brick pavers, landing face down in a puddle of shadow.






  
  Chapter 2


Monday sat at my kitchen table the next morning, reading the latest editorial in The Bluebonnet Bee while I negotiated with a French press. The device seemed designed less for brewing coffee and more for extracting confessions by way of small mechanical tortures.
“Odessa’s really twisting the knife today, eh?” Monday leaned closer to the newspaper, her wheat-colored hair still messy from sleep. “She calls the Kiss-Off ‘a confetti-strewn boondoggle destined to bankrupt the town one Cupid’s arrow at a time.’”
“She’s got a talent for holding a grudge. It’s almost admirable.” I pressed the plunger too hard, sending a spray of coffee grounds across the counter. “I suspect she’s aiming her editorial arrow at Levi’s political future rather than his romantic one.”
Since I was a tea drinker, the entire coffee operation remained largely theoretical. I’d watched Monday make it a dozen times, but observation and execution proved vastly different skill sets. Is it two scoops or three? How long do the grounds need to steep? 
Monday peeked over the top of the newspaper, her lips twitching. “You don’t have to—”
“I want to.” The words came out defensive.
She’d started leaving a few things at my apartment, like a toothbrush in the bathroom or a sweatshirt on the back of the chair. They were small markers of something we hadn’t quite named yet. The coffee, or my attempt at it, was supposed to be my contribution to whatever it was becoming. 
The plunger finally surrendered—less out of cooperation, I suspected, than pity. I poured the results into her mug, trying not to notice how the liquid looked more like river sludge than the best part of waking up.
“Well, she’s not wrong about the budget.” Monday accepted the mug without comment, which I appreciated. “I have to admit, knowing you squirmed your way through speed dating was worth the tax dollars.” She blew on the coffee before sipping it. Her expression remained admirably neutral.
“That bad?” I asked.
“I appreciate the effort, Tanaka. Really.” She used her fingernail to nudge the mug aside. “Sooo much appreciation.”
“Perhaps I should stick to tea.”
“Read the rest of this.” She slid the newspaper across the table, her voice devoid of its teasing edge. “Odessa’s got more on her mind than Levi’s festival budget.”
Our fingers brushed when I took it, creating a static spark that didn’t feel entirely electrical. After the editorial opening paragraphs about fiscal irresponsibility and wasteful spending, it took a sharp turn:
While our current administration squanders resources on frivolous festivals, it’s worth remembering the real mysteries that deserve our attention. Forty years ago this month, Kitty Ford vanished without a trace. She was seventeen years old, a basketball star who’d just led her team to victory at the district championship. She walked out of the school gymnasium on January 18, 1986, and was never seen again.
No body. No evidence of foul play. No closure for her family.
Perhaps instead of spending money on speed-dating events and Trust Gauntlet obstacle courses, we should invest in reopening cold cases. Some families have been waiting forty years for answers we could afford to find. If we weren’t too busy playing Cupid.
“Kitty Ford,” I said, folding the paper. “The name sounds vaguely familiar, but… a cold case?”
“It’s the town’s only real one.” Monday pressed her lips together. “Odessa’s being a bit dramatic with the insinuation. ‘Answers we could afford to find.’ As if we’ve just been sitting on our porches, sipping sweet tea for forty years.”
“So there’s nothing to find?”
“I didn’t say that. Just that it’s not as simple as throwing money at it.” Her thumb followed the curve of the mug’s handle. “I read the file when I took the job. Kitty was a sophomore at Bluebonnet Hills High. Lived with her parents and younger brother. Star of the girls’ basketball team. Apparently had scouts from UT and A&M looking at her.”
“What happened?”
“The team won the district championship on a Friday night in January. Big celebration at the school, then everyone went home. Kitty’s parents said she got home around ten and went straight to her room. The next morning, she was gone. Window open, some of her clothes missing, but she left her basketball gear.”
“A deviation from the expected pattern,” I said, picturing the scene. “Was runaway the only theory?”
“The prevailing one. Her parents were strict. She was under a lot of pressure with the basketball recruitment. Typical teenage rebellion scenario.” Monday lifted her mug halfway, reconsidered, and set it back down. “Her brother never lost hope. Swore she’d never leave without telling him, but she never touched her savings account, never used her Social Security number. Never popped up anywhere.”
“The Guadalupe River?” I asked, thinking of the dark water that ran along the edge of town.
“They dragged it. Best they could, anyway. Nothing.” Monday’s expression softened slightly. “’Course, there was the alien-abduction theory.”
I started to clear the table. “Small towns get creative.”
“Without a body or evidence of a crime, there wasn’t much the police chief could do. Eventually, it went cold. The family moved away years ago, except for the brother. He drives trucks now. Comes through town occasionally.”
I lifted Monday’s mug and studied the grainy yearbook photo Odessa had printed in the editorial. Kitty Ford had a gap-toothed smile and hair teased into an impressive monument to 1980s styling products. There was something unfinished in her smile, as if she’d started to laugh and changed her mind. “She looked young,” I said. “Too young to simply vanish.”
“Tanaka. I know that expression.” Monday shifted in her chair. “You wantin’ to expand your amateur snooping to cold cases now?”
Her drawl tightened. Her posture squared. She’d never asked for the secrecy, but she hadn’t fought it, either. It was easier to be the chief when no one was wondering who she’s sleeping next to. 
“Snooping?” I deflected with a laugh that sounded forced. “I’m officially on Kiss-Off duty. Levi volun-told me as the first aid coordinator in case anyone twists an ankle during Barbara Lou’s Heart Rate to Soulmate workshop. That’s all the excitement I’m looking for.”
Her creased brow suggested she didn’t believe me. Or perhaps it was the coffee.
“I am curious, though,” I said. “Odessa seems personally invested in this case.”
“She went to high school with Kitty. Not to mention Abilene and even Levi’s dad, Beau.” She paused. “I imagine it leaves a mark, having someone just disappear like that.”
“Forty years.” I dumped the caffeinated mistake into the sink and turned on the faucet. The pipes rattled once before settling. “What are the odds of solving something that old?”
“Not great.” Monday stood, stretching. “But Odessa’s right about one thing. The family’s been waiting forty years. Budget or no budget, they deserve better than that.”
I flicked the excess water from my fingers before reaching for the hand towel. The pipes groaned, like the old place didn’t approve of unanswered questions either.

      [image: ]My sister had commandeered the far end of her café’s lunch counter for what I recognized as an ambush disguised as breakfast. 
“And extending the kitchen would let me offer proper dinner service,” Jenny said, blueprints spread across the speckled laminate surface. 
“Oh, extended hours?” From the other side of the counter, Abilene Schubert—florist, councilwoman, and one of the few people I trusted with my worst days—studied the plans. “This is all quite ambitious, dear. All of us on the council look forward to your presentation.”
I slipped into my regular tomato-red vinyl swivel chair, which squeaked its familiar morning greeting and maximized my distance from any conversation involving zoning, taxes, or property disputes. The antique barrette holding Jenny’s hair back, which was made of Oba-chan’s silk kimono fabric and had green and orange hexagons, had already lost its battle with several rebellious strands, a sure sign she’d been stress-planning since dawn.
“Not just extended hours,” Jenny said, pointing at the blueprint. “Real dinner service. A proper kitchen. The café’s been operating at capacity for months now. We need the room.”
The space next door to the Cherry Blossom had sat vacant for nearly a year, a casualty of the Ernst corruption scandal that had collapsed in spectacular fashion. The so-called revitalization project from our former mayors, Fredrich and Aviva Ernst, had turned out to be an elaborate money-laundering scheme that used well-meaning business owners—Jenny included—as unwitting cover. When Levi and I exposed the fraud, most of those businesses hadn’t survived the fallout.
The empty storefront was another reminder that good intentions paved with dirty money rarely led anywhere productive. 
“Think of this as community investment,” Jenny continued. “Reclaiming the space for something legitimate instead of letting it rot.”
Abilene nodded, her expression thoughtful. Odessa, sitting beside her sister, looked ready to bite someone, probably whoever had delayed her miso-glazed bacon. The Schubert twins were identical in appearance but opposites in temperament. Abilene was soft and floral-scented, Odessa sharp and smelling faintly of newsprint and coffee.
“The town council meets next week,” Abilene said. “Your proposal will get proper consideration, dear.”
“Proper consideration, ha!” Odessa’s growl could strip paint. “That’s code for ‘we’re going to let Jeremiah Diamond buy it out from under you.’”
“Sis-ter.” Abilene’s singsong carried a warning. “We listen to all the proposals.”
“Baloney! That Austin transplant wants to turn it into some hipster smokehouse monstrosity.” Odessa pounded her fist. “Craft beer, live music, exposed brick, the whole gentrification starter pack.”
Jenny’s knuckles whitened on the counter. The last time I’d seen that particular shade of fury was when Jeremiah’s food truck had squatted outside her café, driving her to compete against him in a barbecue competition.
Ding!
Odessa practically lunged from her swivel chair. “Order up!”
Jenny pivoted to the pass-through window and retrieved the Schubert sisters’ breakfast plates, both with extra bacon. Once she’d confirmed the fat was pumping into Odessa’s veins, Jenny grabbed a mug of green tea she’d been steeping and slid it in front of me.
“Don’t think I didn’t see you slink in, Sho-chan,” she said but gave me a wink.
“Didn’t want to interrupt the council pitch.” I nodded toward the blueprints. “Especially with Jeremiah lurking in the background like some Austin-based villain.”
“That transplant’s worming his way into everything.” Jenny snatched a dishrag from beneath the counter and commenced rage-wiping. “Can you believe Levi hired him for some of the festival’s catering jobs? The man parked his food truck outside my café last summer and tried to poach my customers. Now he’s catering my town’s festival.”
“Levi was probably doing it for you,” I said. “So you wouldn’t have to handle everything for his last-minute… inspiration.” I raised my mug in mock salute. “Thanks for having this ready, by the way.”
The honey was already mixed in, and the temperature was perfect. Sisters—they knew too much.
“Wasn’t sure I’d see you this morning,” Jenny said, a smirk forming. “You know, returning to the scene of the crime.”
I flinched. “That ding might’ve triggered a mild case of speed-dating PTSD.”
“The tiniest violin.” She leaned closer, sniffing the air. “Did you change your soap?”
I froze mid-sip. “Why?”
“You smell like…” She sniffed. “Monday?”
Yep. Sisters definitely knew too much.
“I saw your profile,” she continued, her voice bright with barely suppressed laughter. “Lepidopterophobia is a serious thing.”
“Lepi…? You knew about that profile and didn’t warn me?”
“Knew? How do you think I learned about irrational fears of butterflies? Levi consulted me for some punch-ups.” She swiped the rag across the counter. “And warn you? I’m your sister, Sho-chan, not a saint.”
Not to mention an accomplice. “Well, thanks to Levi—and apparently you—my humiliation’s now preserved for posterity.”
“You mean Chaff?” She chuckled. “You could try being less mysteriously grumpy. It’s catnip for filmmakers.”
“I’m not mysteriously anything. I’m straightforwardly irritated.” I wrapped my hands around the mug, anchoring myself with its warmth. “At least Paisley was interesting to talk to. Thanks to your prep anyway.”
“Hmm?”
“Paisley,” I repeated. “Lucky lady number eighteen. The one who knew about my job, my hopes and dreams, my alleged secret love for your katsu sandwiches.”
“I knew it!” Jenny slapped the rag on the counter. “It’s adorable how you pretend they’re too simple while ordering them twice a week.”
“Wait. So you didn’t talk to her? Tell her all those things about me?”
“I didn’t even know her name.”
“Then why did she say…? How did she know…?”
“Is that what’s actually listed on her birth certificate?” Jenny shrugged. “Paisley?”
“At least your mystery woman did her homework,” Odessa said in her trademark gravel-in-a-blender delivery. “More than I can say for our mayor’s budget planning.”
“Sister, hush up!”
“I will not hush. Mayor Doofus has wasted more on this lovey-dovey farce than we budgeted for the entire year’s civic improvements.”
“We all read your editorial,” Jenny said, tossing the dishrag into a tub. “Levi’s bringing visitors to town. That benefits all our businesses. Puts more readers in front of your newspaper.”
“Jenny’s right,” Abilene said. “Dear, could we get another plate of bacon? The extra plate didn’t do its job.”
“You’re not feeling the romantic spirit?” I asked.
Odessa muttered something profane into her coffee.
“Sister’s nervous,” Abilene said, raising her eyebrows. “Wade Becker’s back in town.”
“Better not show his face in here is all I can say,” Odessa said.
“That’s not what your lipstick says, dear.”
I squinted at the glossy sheen on Odessa’s puckered lips, which I’d dismissed as residual miso glaze.
“If that horse’s patoot is foolish enough to come in here, I should at least look presentable.”
“They were high school sweethearts.” Abilene dabbed a napkin to the corners of her mouth. “Haven’t seen each other in forty years.”
“Another forty more would do me just fine,” Odessa harrumphed.
Ding!
“Wade Becker?” Jenny asked, depositing the next plate of bacon. “Isn’t he the literary agent here for the festival?”
Abilene nodded. “He’s also a famed author. Wrote The Cartography of Silence a few years after he graduated and left town.”
“Pretentious literary drivel.” Odessa bit into a bacon strip.
“Why would a literary agent attend the Kiss-Off?” I asked.
“He’s doing a reading tonight at Uncork’d,” Jenny replied. “But Jeremiah’s catering that event, so you can skip it.”
“No problem. I don’t need a dramatic reading from The Cartography of Something Pretentious.”
“Oh, he doesn’t write anymore, dear,  ” Abilene said. “He’s doing a reading for his client. Aphrodite Hart.”
“Aphro-who?” I asked. “Does everyone make up their names now?”
“You don’t know Aphrodite Hart?” Jenny asked. “She’s only the most prolific romance novelist of our time!” 
“Ah,” I said, nodding, “that explains why I’ve never heard of her. Can’t she do her own reading?”
“She’s infamously reclusive,” Jenny answered. “She never does public events. Wade only agreed to the reading because he was born here.”
“I must have read The Cowboy’s Fake Fiancée’s Real Secret a thousand times.” Abilene sighed.
“A bunch of hooey, if you ask me,” Odessa said between crunches.
“No one asked you, Sister. Romance novels are about hope and love and—”
“And heavin’ bosoms and throbbin’ members. I’ve seen your bookshelf.” Odessa pushed her plate away. “The cost of bringing all this trash into our town is completely unjustifiable. Elections have been lost over less.”
“Tourism is up,” Jenny said, pushing the bacon plate back into Odessa’s sightline. 
“Because of all the murdering!” Odessa pointed a finger at me.
“Hey, I help solve them. I don’t generate the business.” I held up my hands. “Besides, the festival seems to have attracted a different crowd. We could use fewer true-crime enthusiasts and more… romantics.”
“Romantics like you, Sister.” Abilene smiled. “Bringing people together is never a bad thing.”
“It is if I have to pay for it.” Odessa swiveled her chair around. “I don’t need my own sister spreading my business around like it’s butter on a hot biscuit.” She grunted when she stood and grabbed her purse. “Wade Becker is a literary hack with clichéd ideas and even worse facial hair. That’s how he ended up agenting bodice-rippin’ cow-patty slop. And for the record, I was not his sweetheart. We swapped spit a few times after pep rallies. End of story. I’ll wait in the car.”
The café door burst open with enough force to rattle the bell. 
“Fellow Bluebonnet Hills-ians!” Levi boomed. Lulah, his Brussels griffon, was secured in a BabyBjörn front carrier. The dog’s flat face emerged from the fabric pouch, her reddish-black fur slightly disheveled and her expression suggesting deep personal offense. “Your mayor brings glad tidings of great joy!”
“You’re resigning?” Odessa shouldered past him.
Levi flattened himself against the doorframe and hissed. Lulah snorted. The door closed.
“Better?” Jenny asked.
“Marginally.” Levi smoothed his pants and approached the counter, Lulah swaying like a furry, unamused pendulum. “But I have news that will make that newshound dine on the crow I’m dishing up.” He paused for dramatic effect. “I got her! Aphrodite Hart is coming to town!”
“When?” Abilene asked, clutching her chest.
“She’s agreed to a book signing this afternoon, then the reading tonight.”
“How?” I asked.
“I have my ways.” Levi ran his fingers across the counter. “Her literary agent told me no, but she emailed me last night. Said she’d be delighted to attend.”
I raised my eyebrows. “That’s all it took to coax a recluse out of hiding?”
“Naturally. I’m very persuasive.” Levi slapped me on the back, while Lulah wheezed her objections into his chest. “Oh, Tanaka-san, I can’t wait for you to meet her. Her latest book is a masterpiece: The Sheriff’s Secret Baby Billionaire.”
I choked on my tea.
“It has everything—law enforcement, unexpected paternity, inexplicable wealth!” Levi cleared his throat, his eyes went distant, and I realized with dawning dread that he was about to quote from memory: “Colt’s thunderous biceps bulged as he tamed the wild stallion with nothing but a stern whisper. But even as he conquered beasts, one untamed filly still roamed free. The woman who’d stolen his heart and left him with more than memories.”
Lulah snorted. It was unclear if it was commentary or protest at being jostled.
Levi continued, undeterred. “Her eyes sparkled like the Texas sun hitting a freshly polished belt buckle at high noon—blinding but impossible to look away from.”
I pressed my lips together, fighting the urge to ask questions I didn’t want answered.
“Of course, who could forget…” Levi dropped his voice, somewhere between nature documentary narrator and seducer. “As the sunset painted the sky with shades of longing, he knew. He knew that love, like the land itself, required patience, persistence, and a willingness to get your boots dirty.”
The café had gone silent. Even the espresso machine seemed to have paused in respect—or horror.
Abilene broke it first, wiping her eyes. “Levi Blue, that was poetry. Pure poetry.”
“How many times have you read that?” I asked.
“True art transcends metrics, Tanaka-san.”
“That many, huh?”
Lulah snorted again, that one unmistakably judgy.
“This is exactly the kind of high-profile guest the Kiss-Off needs.” Levi swept his arm wide, nearly knocking over a napkin dispenser. “This, my friends, is how you silence critics.”
“I need to completely rethink my centerpieces,” Abilene said, gathering her purse. “This calls for something truly special.”
“Magnificent!” Levi beamed. “Tanaka-san, you’re still manning first aid, yes? We can’t have guests overcome by the vapors when romance royalty graces our humble court.”
“I’ll bring smelling salts,” I said, then finished my tea.
The café’s energy had shifted to excitement instead of skepticism, hope instead of Odessa’s grumbling. Levi glowed with vindication.
It all felt too easy, but I kept that observation to myself.






  
  Chapter 3


The Bluebonnet Hills Carnegie Library smelled like floor polish and the accumulated wisdom of a thousand forgotten reference books. Levi had dragged me to the afternoon book signing with the enthusiasm of a stage parent at a child’s first recital. Still, after hearing—and rehearing—quoted passages from Aphrodite Hart novels, I wanted to lay eyes on the person who could conjure such ridiculousness. My best friend might have met his match. 
I stood in the library’s reading room, studying one of the cardboard standees used to decorate the space. From any angle, it looked like tween-age Levi was emerging from a Fabio-adjacent torso complete with windswept hair, an unbuttoned shirt revealing an improbable amount of glistening chest, and what might have been a strategically placed rose stem.
“I know this was a last-minute event,” I said to Levi, gesturing to the cutout, “but did you really need to…?” 
“What? I already had my head from the Tween of the Crime promotional materials. The print shop was practically giving away the cardboard meat market. They were for a Hunks of the Hill Country charity calendar that got canceled when the hunks found out it was for actual charity. No pay, no pecs.”
“Ah, hence covering their faces.” I paused. “Wait. Why does your logic sound… logical?” I shook my head. “Your fourteen-year-old face is sitting on top of… exceedingly well-oiled pectorals.”
“Technically, I was sixteen. For the last season, I was filmed exclusively from low angles to maintain my ‘tween proportions.’ Made every episode look like it was filmed by someone three feet tall.”
I tilted my head, searching for an angle that made sense. “This is deeply unsettling.”
Lulah’s pug-like face appeared at the edge of the carrier, her bulging eyes tracking from the standee to me and back again. Her low, rattling snort conveyed solidarity.
“Or is this just fiscally responsible?” Levi tapped the standee’s cardboard shoulder. “Isn’t this what the town council’s been complaining about? Well, lookee here. I’m recycling! Repurposing! I’m the poster mayor for sustainable festival planning!”
“You’re right,” I said, sighing. “I should be a better friend and acknowledge the strategic thinking.” I tilted my head in the other direction. Still wrong. “Let’s hope Odessa didn’t send a photographer to…” 
Turning, I caught Chaff looming behind us, his camera trained on the standee like it was his money shot.
“Oh goodie,” I said. “Even better.”
“Mayor Blue!” Wade Becker, literary agent and hometown success story, intercepted us before we could move closer to the signing table. He turned his back to Chaff’s camera. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I must manage expectations. Aphrodite is—”
“A literary genius who lives to connect with her readers?” Levi gave a crooked smile.
“Flaky,” Wade said. “Incredibly flaky. This is her pattern. Agreeing to an event only to back out at the last possible moment.”
“What makes her so reclusive?” I asked.
“Social anxiety.” Wade pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his brow. “She’s uncomfortable in crowds, refuses to be photographed, and suffers panic attacks in unfamiliar environments. Public appearances are torture for her.”
“We’ll make her feel at home.” Levi adjusted the carrier, causing Lulah to wheeze. “Have faith. The universe rewards optimism.”
“The universe,” he muttered, “has a cruel sense of humor. I’ve represented her for thirty years—book fairs and signings across the globe. Always alone. Always making excuses. ‘She sends her regrets.’ ‘She’s under deadline.’ After a while, the mystery becomes the brand.” 
“That must be exhausting,” I said. “All that travel.” 
Wade shrugged. “You collect things. Souvenirs, postcards, stories about places the author herself will never see.”
A line of giddy fans snaked between the stacks, clutching well-worn paperbacks. If their beloved queen didn’t appear soon, I suspected they might turn rabid.
Chaff materialized beside us, the camera’s lens trained on Wade’s sweat-sheened brow. “This is perfect. The anticipation, the uncertainty. Every good story needs tension.”
“I thought you were documenting small-town romance,” I said.
“Romance is tension.” Chaff adjusted his focus. “The space between what we want and what we fear. That’s where the real story lives.”
I blinked. “Film school must have been exhausting.”
Wade pocketed the handkerchief. “Mayor Blue, if I may. What makes her books so special? There are thousands of other authors waiting to be discovered by readers like you.”
“There’s only one Aphrodite Hart,” Levi said flatly. “She delivers sincere, unironic romance. No meta-commentary or deconstruction. Just pure, unapologetic love stories that feel real.”
My eyebrows climbed. Levi Blue had used deconstruction. Correctly. In a sentence. 
“Her early work especially,” he continued, “had this raw, emotional honesty. She wrote about people who thought they’d missed their chance and got another one anyway.”
“I… I agree,” Wade said. “Do you… If you had to select a work that exemplifies her genius?”
“Easy. Redeeming the Bad-Boy-Biker Single Dad.”
“Of course,” I said. “Why settle for one trope when you can stack three?”
“It’s more than leather jackets and second chances, Tanaka-san. It’s a masterclass in masculine vulnerability. How a man who defines himself by motion and danger learns to sit still long enough to love.”
“Masculine vulnerability,” I repeated, certain I’d misheard.
“Exactly!” Levi gestured for emphasis. “Ryder thinks he can outrun his past on a Harley, right? That’s his armor. But when he meets Savannah and finds out he’s a father, he’s forced to confront the fact that some things can’t be fixed by riding off into the sunset.”
I stared at him, reconciling that analysis with the man who’d glued his tween-age face to cardboard pectorals.
Levi’s voice softened. “There’s this moment in chapter nineteen. Ryder’s holding the baby for the first time. This tiny, fragile life in his tattooed hands. He realizes strength isn’t rebellion or control. It’s about letting someone see you when you’re scared, uncertain, and completely out of your depth.”
The reading room seemed to hold its breath. Even Chaff had lowered his camera.
“That’s what makes it brilliant,” Levi continued. “And Hart captures it perfectly. When Ryder tells Savannah, ‘Some roads have too many miles on them to be called home, but your arms fit like the driveway I’ve been searching for.’”
I choked on air. “He said what?”
“Poetry, Tanaka-san. Sheer poetry.”
“Yes, well, that’s one interpretation.” Wade cleared his throat. “The market is moving away from that kind of earnestness. Readers want more edge now, more…” He waved a hand. “Personality. Publishers want authors who’ll do podcasts, dance in silly videos, build a following. The books aren’t enough anymore.”
“The market can go hang,” Levi said. “Art is about truth.”
Wade’s expression shifted — a blink, a flicker, something breaking loose behind the agent’s mask. He stroked his mustache as if buying time. “You said Aphrodite contacted you last night?” 
“Emailed. She’d read about the Kiss-Off online and thought it sounded delightful. And that there’s no one better to give an Aphrodite Hart reading than—”
“Aphrodite Hart herself, yes.” Wade’s mustache twitched. “It’s only that… she doesn’t email. What I mean is in the thirty-odd years we’ve worked together, all correspondence has been through letters. The occasional phone call. No email. Not as a rule.” 
“Sounds… manageable,” I said.
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