
    
      A Murder of Crows
    

    
      The Party
    

    
    
      The Crow apartment glittered like a crystal goblet raised in mid-toast, an opulent glass box hovering thirty-two stories above Manhattan. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed a skyline of cold steel and gold light. Inside, everything gleamed: the marble floors, the silver-trimmed stemware, the chandelier that dripped like frozen champagne. It was exactly the sort of place one expected to find Rance and Debra Crow, wealthy, beautiful, refined, and exactly the sort of place no one expected them to die.
    

    
      There were eight guests. Nine, if you counted the private chef who barely spoke and left before dessert. Ten, if you counted the doorman who saw everyone arrive, but not who left. Eleven, if you believed in ghosts, and by the end of the night, someone might.
    

    
      At 7:12 p.m., Rance Crow poured the first glass of wine.
    

    
      At 11:08 p.m., he collapsed face-first into his panna cotta. Debra screamed, then fell silent, forever.
    

    
      A broken wine glass on the floor. A knocked-over chair. A smear of something dark on the edge of the marble kitchen counter.
    

    
      They said it was the foie gras. Or the truffle oil. Or the imported mushroom tart Debra insisted on serving, despite her guests' gentle teasing. 
    

    
      One of them joked it was too rich, "like everything else about this night." 
    

    
      Everyone laughed. Someone meant it.
    

    
      The police arrived just before midnight. Detective Elise Venn stepped into the scene like a scalpel, sharp, clean, and destined to cut. She took one look at the glittering corpse of the evening and knew: this wasn’t accidental. This was a performance. Cold, curated, theatrical.
    

    
      Eight guests remained in the apartment, their coats draped over the backs of chairs like surrendered flags. Champagne flutes half-full, lipstick-stained napkins, a Sinatra record looping aimlessly in the background. All eyes on the detective. All mouths waiting to lie.
    

    
      The Guests:
    

    
      1. Sloane Delacroix
      , Debra’s childhood friend, long divorced, bitterly elegant. Too thin, too blonde, too observant. “They were the perfect couple,” she said with a voice like dry ice. “And perfection is so... exhausting.”
    

    
      2. Mason Trent
      , Rance’s business partner, oiled and polished like the stock market. His cufflinks cost more than the chef's monthly salary. "Rance was a shark," he said. "But he was 
      my
       shark."
    

    
      3. & 4. Camille and Byron Leeds
      , neighbors from the 31st floor. Young, wealthy, vaguely European. She wore red silk and suspicion like perfume. He barely spoke, except to correct her.
    

    
      5. Terrence Vale
      , the Crows’ lawyer, who brought a vintage bottle of Scotch and usually left with more secrets than he arrived with. "They had updated their wills," he admitted, then winced. "Recently."
    

    
      6. Olivia Crow
      , Rance’s estranged daughter from his first marriage. She wore black before the night turned funereal and smiled too little. “I didn’t even want to come,” she said. “I came for the wine.”
    

    
      7. & 8. Mike and Stacy Suggs
      , Debra’s posh and strangely detached aunt and uncle. They were resting in the guest room after traveling from Hong Kong to attend the party.
    

    
      And then there was 
      Jasper Ling
      . Hired, not invited. Gone before the dessert reached the table. No one remembered seeing him leave. No one noticed the missing paring knife.
    

    
      “Tell me what happened,” said Detective Venn. Her voice was soft, surgical. 
    

    
      “From the beginning.”
    

    
      Each of them told their story. Each one started the same way: 
    

    
      "It was a beautiful evening..."
       But the stories diverged like a broken mirror, fragments of truth, reflections warped by fear and ego.
    

    
      Sloane claimed Debra had confided in her, something about an affair. 
    

    
      Mason muttered about financial tensions, a pending deal Rance wanted to keep secret. 
    

    
      Camille had seen Olivia slipping something into her stepmother’s glass, and Olivia had seen Camille and Rance arguing in the hallway. Byron said nothing. Terrence adjusted his tie too often. 
    

    
      And the will, oh, the will, had been changed just last week.
    

    
      And still, the record played. Sinatra’s voice crooning 
      “That’s Life”
       as if it were all a joke.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Weary Couple
    

    
    
      The bedroom smelled like lavender linen spray and old money. Not the kind of old money that bought yachts or paid off senators, but the kind that came from smart investments in 1970s real estate and a fondness for early retirement. Mike and Stacy Suggs lay under a velvet throw blanket in the guest room of their niece’s high-rise penthouse, both snoring in harmony like two content basset hounds.
    

    
      They had traveled all the way from Hong Kong, where they’d spent the last six months “finding themselves,” which mostly involved Mike getting scammed into buying a jade back scratcher and Stacy developing an enthusiastic fondness for dim sum and silk robes. By the time they arrived at the anniversary party, Stacy had been wearing a compression sock on one leg and one eyebrow drawn on with a Chinese calligraphy pen she mistook for eyeliner.
    

    
      “Happy thirty years!” she had cried, throwing her arms around Debra, who recoiled just slightly from the enthusiastic scent of travel fatigue. 
    

    
      “You two 
      still
       haven’t killed each other. What a miracle.”
    

    
      Debra smiled politely. 
    

    
      “It’s good to see you, Auntie.”
    

    
      Mike nodded at Rance with the solemnity of a man who had seen too many airport security lines. 
    

    
      “You look tired, son. Been arguing with the stock market again?”
    

    
      Rance had chuckled. 
    

    
      “You could say that.”
    

    
      They’d stayed for drinks, Stacy sipped a ginger ale with a twist of lime and insisted on calling it a "Suggs Sling", but shortly after the main course was served, Stacy leaned over and whispered something in Cantonese to Mike. 
    

    
      It was the only phrase she knew, and it roughly translated to 
      “My feet are swollen like melons and I think I sat on a shrimp fork.”
    

    
      Mike had given a solemn nod. 
    

    
      “We should rest,” he said aloud, stretching his back in that dramatic way dads do when they want everyone to know they are making an effort.
    

    
      Debra had waved them off with a smile. 
    

    
      “Go ahead guys. You’ve had a long flight.”
    

    
      And so, at approximately 9:47 p.m., while the other guests dabbled in gossip and fingered their dessert spoons with the subtle tension of social warfare, the Suggs retreated to the guest bedroom.
    

    
      They removed their shoes with deep, aging groans and laid atop the perfectly fluffed guest bed like royalty in exile. Mike cracked open the book he’d been trying to finish for five years, 
      "The 7 Habits of Highly Suspicious People,"
       and promptly fell asleep face-first into Chapter Two.
    

    
      Stacy, meanwhile, hummed a song that may have once been a Barry Manilow tune, dabbed at her temples with a travel-sized moisturizer, and drifted off mid-sentence.
    

    
      “Y’know, we should start drinking beet juice. It’s supposed to be good for the—”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Outside the door, tragedy struck. Poison. Panic. Pandemonium. But inside the guest room Absolute bliss.
    

    
      At 12:16 a.m., long after the screams, the sirens, and the arrival of Detective Elise Venn, Stacy Suggs awoke.
    

    
      She blinked at the ceiling, yawned like a contented cat, and nudged her husband with her elbow.
    

    
      “Mike,” she whispered. 
    

    
      “I had the strangest dream.”
    

    
      “Mmrff,” came the reply.
    

    
      “There was this music playing, and then I think Rance choked on a candle.”
    

    
      Mike turned over. 
    

    
      “Too much soy sauce,” he muttered.
    

    
      Stacy swung her legs over the bed and stood up. She walked to the door in her slipper socks and opened it to a scene of pure chaos. 
    

    
      Guests huddled on couches with blankets. An officer with a clipboard was questioning Mason Trent, who looked like someone had just told him his portfolio had caught fire. 
    

    
      A paramedic was wheeling a stretcher across the gleaming floors. And at the center of it all, Debra’s high-heeled foot, poking out from under a white sheet.
    

    
      Stacy blinked.
    

    
      “Well, hell,” she said brightly. 
    

    
      “Looks like we missed dessert.”
    

    
      Detective Venn turned toward her.
    

    
      “You are…?”
    

    
      “Stacy Suggs. Debra’s Aunt. This here’s Mike.” She gestured vaguely behind her. 
    

    
      “We were napping.”
    

    
      “While your niece and her husband were murdered,” Venn said.
    

    
      Stacy furrowed her brow. 
    

    
      “Murdered? Oh, honey. That’s not funny. Rance is too arrogant to die. He once told me he didn’t need sunscreen because he had ‘executive skin.’”
    

    
      Detective Venn stared at her. Stacy stared back.
    

    
      “Well,” she said, tugging the silk robe tighter around her waist. 
    

    
      “Do you want coffee? I make a mean cup. Mike! Make Detective... uh—?”
    

    
      “Venn.”
    

    
      “Make Detective Venn some of your percolator coffee. Use the 
      good
       beans.”
    

    
      Mike shuffled out in plaid pajama pants and tube socks, blinking. 
    

    
      “Did something happen?”
    

    
      Stacy leaned in and whispered behind her hand. 
    

    
      “Something 
      horrible,
       darling. But let’s not panic. Remember your blood pressure.”
    

    
      As Venn took notes and eyed the Suggs like two dazed pandas who had wandered into a crime scene, Mike poured water into the percolator and Stacy rifled through the kitchen drawers looking for a teaspoon with a flamingo on it.
    

    
      They’d missed the murders. But now they were wide awake.
    

    
      And truth be told, they 
      loved
       a little drama. Especially if it came with fresh coffee and a second chance at dessert.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Disengaged
    

    
    
      Detective Elise Venn had seen her fair share of ridiculous things over the years, an arsonist who claimed to be allergic to fire extinguishers, a Wall Street banker who faked his own death but forgot to change his dental records, and once, memorably, a dog that stole a murder weapon and buried it in Central Park.
    

    
      But nothing, 
      nothing
      , quite prepared her for Stacy and Mike Suggs, freshly awoken from their post-dim sum slumber, slippers squeaking, offering her a slice of blueberry coffee cake and asking if “maybe this was all just some kind of performance art?”
    

    
      “No,” Venn said, firmly. 
    

    
      “Your niece and her husband were poisoned.”
    

    
      Mike blinked behind his bifocals. 
    

    
      “Huh. I thought that foie gras tasted a little aggressive.”
    

    
      “You 
      ate
       it?” she asked, sharply.
    

    
      “Well, just a bite,” Stacy chirped. “I always nibble a little when I go to bed. Keeps my blood sugar stable.”
    

    
      “I think that’s the opposite of how that works,” Venn muttered.
    

    
      They were sitting at the breakfast bar now, well, Stacy was perched daintily on a barstool, wrapped in a pink silk robe printed with tiny cranes. Mike, beside her, was wearing a T-shirt that said 
      I SURVIVED TIANANMEN SQUARE—THE TOUR BUS.
    

    
      Venn flipped open her notebook.
    

    
      “I need to ask you both a few questions. Please answer as directly as possible.”
    

    
      “Of course,” said Stacy, nodding primly.
    

    
      “Did you see anyone enter or leave the apartment between 9:30 p.m. and 11 p.m.?”
    

    
      Mike raised a finger. 
    

    
      “I saw the inside of my eyelids. Very active scene.”
    

    
      “Were either of you aware of any tension between Debra and Rance? Marital issues?”
    

    
      “Only the usual,” Stacy said. 
    

    
      “You know. Money, control, infidelity, power dynamics, the sinking dread of middle age, infrequent physical affection, diverging worldviews, and whether to use a gas stove or induction.”
    

    
      “Stacy,” Mike said gently, “maybe less detail.”
    

    
      “Oh, please, Mike. Everyone knew. They made passive aggression into performance art. But murder?” She turned to Venn. 
    

    
      “Are you sure it wasn’t the mushrooms? I never trusted mushrooms.”
    

    
      “They were 
      foraged,
      ” Mike added. 
    

    
      “That’s rich-people code for ‘I paid $200 for fungus a raccoon may have peed on.’”
    

    
      Detective Venn sighed. 
    

    
      “We’re looking at deliberate poisoning. Targeted. Either through the wine, the food, or both.”
    

    
      Stacy frowned. 
    

    
      “But Rance and Debra drank different wines. She was on that French kick, remember?”
    

    
      “Good memory,” said Venn, scribbling quickly. 
    

    
      “You remember the name?”
    

    
      Stacy snapped her fingers. 
    

    
      “Château… something. Like Château Margeaux but with a Z.”
    

    
      “Château Mazarine?” Mike offered. 
    

    
      “That label with the blue wax seal?”
    

    
      “Yes! That’s the one. Debra had a bottle flown in just for tonight. Wouldn’t even let Mason touch it.”
    

    
      “Mason Trent?” Venn asked.
    

    
      Mike nodded. 
    

    
      “He kept trying to swap his glass with hers. Said it tasted better. She told him to get his own damn bottle.”
    

    
      “Huh,” said Venn, eyes narrowing. 
    

    
      She flipped to a different page of her notes and jotted something down under Mason’s name.
    

    
      “So,” Stacy continued cheerfully, oblivious to the building tension, “who do you think did it?”
    

    
      Venn blinked. 
    

    
      “That’s what I’m here to figure out.”
    

    
      Stacy leaned in conspiratorially. 
    

    
      “Because I have theories.”
    

    
      Mike groaned. 
    

    
      “She always has theories.”
    

    
      “Well, why not? I’ve been to 
      four
       murder mystery dinners and one actual Ponzi scheme reveal party. I’m practically qualified.”
    

    
      Venn pinched the bridge of her nose.
    

    
      “I think,” Stacy said, lowering her voice to an excited whisper, “it was that lawyer fellow. Terrence. He kept sweating. People only sweat when they’re guilty. Or perimenopausal.”
    

    
      “Could also be the truffle oil,” Mike added. 
    

    
      “That stuff gives me the meat sweats.”
    

    
      “Elise,” said Stacy suddenly, using the detective’s first name with all the casual confidence of a woman who just decided they were friends, “do you like escape rooms?”
    

    
      Venn looked up.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “That’s a shame. This whole thing’s just like one. Locked room, limited suspects, family secrets, 
      classic!
      ”
    

    
      “I’m not sure this is a game.”
    

    
      “Of course it’s not. It’s 
      murder.
       But it 
      feels
       like a game, doesn’t it? The drama, the misdirection, the suspicious daughter with too much eyeliner, what’s her name again? Olivia?”
    

    
      “Do you know her well?”
    

    
      “Oh, heavens no. She wouldn’t even hug me at the wedding. Wore black to the reception. I thought she was auditioning for a vampire show.”
    

    
      Mike stirred his coffee, squinting into it like it might contain answers.
    

    
      “We’ll stay out of your way, Detective,” he said.
    

    
      “Oh, no, please don’t,” Venn said dryly. 
    

    
      “Your commentary is the only thing keeping me from walking straight out the window.”
    

    
      Stacy beamed. 
    

    
      “See, Mike? We’re helpful.”
    

    
      As the sun threatened to rise over Manhattan, Detective Venn stood once more in the grand living room, where traces of the evening’s glamour clung to the corners like dust.
    

    
      The Suggs had returned to their room, but not to sleep. Stacy had started a full list of 
      “likely suspects based on attitude, aura, and how they held their forks.”
    

    
      Venn knew they were absurd. They were jetlagged, nosy, barely helpful.
    

    
      But also… weirdly sharp. She flipped her notebook open again.
    

    
      New Leads:
    

    
      	
        Château Mazarine wine—blue wax seal.
      

      	
        Mason tried to switch glasses.
      

      	
        Debra changed her will last week.
      

      	
        Sloane, Olivia, Camille all had private arguments with Rance.
      

    

    
      And in the corner of the page, she scribbled:
    

    
      
        Stacy: chaotic genius?
        

                Mike: might be allergic to mushrooms.
      
    

    
      She smiled despite herself.
    

    
      One of the guests was a killer. And two of them, half-asleep, half-senile, and entirely too enthusiastic, might just help her find the truth.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      A Bitter Aftertaste
    

    
    
      Detective Elise Venn wasn’t the type to believe in gut feelings. Guts, in her experience, were unreliable organs, prone to panic, gas, and unreasonable cravings for late-night dumplings.
    

    
      But ever since she’d taken her first step into the Crow apartment, past the polished floors and the too-perfect floral arrangements, her gut had been whispering one word:
    

    
      Mason.
    

    
      Mason Trent, the smirking investment manager with a smile like a shark who’d just smelled a wounded seal. Rance’s protégé, drinking buddy, and, if whispers were true, something far more complicated to Debra.
    

    
      He’d cried when the bodies were found, too loudly. He clutched his chest, dropped to his knees, and gasped “
      Nooo!
      ” like he was auditioning for a soap opera titled 
      Downtown Shadows.
    

    
      Venn had let him run the performance. Now, it was time to pull the curtain back.
    

    
      She found him in the lounge, staring out the window with a brandy in his hand like a man trying to look pensive. He turned as she approached, eyes rimmed red.
    

    
      “Detective,” he said, voice gravelly. 
    

    
      “This is just… it’s unreal. They were like family to me.”
    

    
      “I’m sure,” Venn said, pulling out a chair and sitting across from him. 
    

    
      “Mind if I ask you a few more questions?”
    

    
      “Of course,” Mason said, flashing that boyish grin that probably got him into Yale and out of several lawsuits.
    

    
      “Let’s talk wine,” she said.
    

    
      That wiped the grin off.
    

    
      “What… what about it?”
    

    
      “You seemed to have quite the interest in Debra’s bottle of Château Mazarine. Even tried to switch glasses with her, didn’t you?”
    

    
      He blinked. 
    

    
      “No, no, I… I mean, yeah, I joked about it. That stuff’s hard to get.”
    

    
      “You said it tasted better.”
    

    
      “Well, it 
      did.
       I mean, I thought it did.”
    

    
      “You brought the bottle in from the wine fridge for her, right?”
    

    
      “Y-yeah. She asked me to.”
    

    
      “And you opened it.”
    

    
      “I’m good with corks.”
    

    
      “Clearly,” she said dryly. 
    

    
      “Tell me, Mason. When exactly did you lace it with poison?”
    

    
      He froze. His eyes didn’t widen in shock, they narrowed in calculation.
    

    
      “I… I didn’t. That’s insane.”
    

    
      “Is it?” Venn leaned back. 
    

    
      “You knew Rance hated Château Mazarine. Called it ‘a prissy wine for failed novelists,’ according to Olivia. But Debra loved it. You opened a bottle only she would drink.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t prove anything.”
    

    
      “No,” Venn agreed. 
    

    
      “But this does.”
    

    
      She placed a clear evidence bag on the table. Inside was a small blue wax seal, snapped clean off a bottle. 
    

    
      “We found this in the kitchen trash. And beneath it, residue of 
      digitoxin
      , a poisonous compound from foxglove. Bitter, hard to trace. Fatal in the right dose.”
    

    
      Mason went pale.
    

    
      “Funny thing about digitoxin,” she continued. 
    

    
      “It’s slow. Symptoms don’t show up right away. But they did, Debra collapsed fifteen minutes after sipping her wine. Rance, five minutes later, after tasting her glass by accident.”
    

    
      He opened his mouth, closed it. Swallowed.
    

    
      “Not what you intended, was it?” Venn said, voice low now. 
    

    
      “You meant to kill Debra. Just her.”
    

    
      Mason looked down at the brandy in his hand.
    

    
      “I didn’t mean for him to die,” he said, so softly it was almost a whisper. 
    

    
      “He was… awful, but he didn’t deserve…”
    

    
      “But Debra did?” Venn asked.
    

    
      He exhaled, slow and shaky. 
    

    
      “She told Rance everything. About us. Said she was going to come clean. Leave him. She thought we could finally… be open. But instead, she told him, and 
      he
       told me I was finished. Fired. Cut out. Blacklisted from every major firm.”
    

    
      “So you killed her,” Venn said.
    

    
      “She ruined my life,” he snapped. “Then had the gall to toast their 
      anniversary.
       Like nothing happened. Like I was some summer fling she could burn and bury.” 
    

    
      His voice broke. 
    

    
      “I just wanted her to feel what she made me feel. Empty. Alone.”
    

    
      Venn sat quietly for a moment, watching the man deflate.
    

    
      Then she stood, handcuffs ready.
    

    
      “Mason Trent, you are under arrest for the murders of Debra and Rance Crow.”
    

    
      He didn’t fight. Just nodded and set down his brandy, as if that, too, had betrayed him.
    

    
      Back in the living room, Stacy and Mike were playing Scrabble.
    

    
      “‘Xenophobe’ for thirty-two,” Stacy said, triumphantly.
    

    
      “Not a real word,” Mike mumbled.
    

    
      Detective Venn appeared behind them.
    

    
      “Well,” Stacy said, peering up. 
    

    
      “Did you solve it?”
    

    
      “I did,” Venn said. “Mason. Poisoned the wine.”
    

    
      Stacy nodded, unsurprised. 
    

    
      “Knew it. He had that 
      weak chin.
       Never trust a man with a weak chin.”
    

    
      Mike pointed to the board. 
    

    
      “That’s not in the rules.”
    

    
      “Neither is poisoning someone at your friend’s anniversary party,” Stacy shot back.
    

    
      Venn couldn’t help it, she smiled. Just a little.
    

    
      “Um, did you two even like your daughter? I mean, I’m sensing some strange detachment here.”
    

    
      They both looked at the detective, took a moment, and shrugged.
    

    
      “We weren’t exactly close, detective,” Stacy added. Besides, we have seven other children. Does that sound Callus? 
    

    
      “Thank you both for your… assistance.”
    

    
      “Oh, any time,” Stacy said brightly. 
    

    
      “We’re flying to Istanbul next week, but we’re back by June. Call us if anyone else drops dead in the Upper East Side.”
    

    
      Mike added, “Next time, I want a bigger role.”
    

    
      “Next time?” Venn said, raising an eyebrow.
    

    
      They grinned. The Suggs were ridiculous. Unhelpful. Loud. Obnoxiously enthusiastic.
    

    
      And weirdly, maybe, the best sidekicks she’d never asked for.
    

    
      Case closed.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Chip(per)
    

    
      The Beast in the Shed
    

    
    
      Chip Furlow lived at the end of a long gravel road, past the rusted-out mailbox that leaned like a drunk uncle at a funeral. His house looked like a shoebox glued to a bigger shoebox, with a satellite dish that hadn’t seen a signal since Reagan left office. But the crown jewel of the property, the thing Chip loved more than canned chili and Judge Judy reruns, was the 
      industrial-grade, fire-engine-red wood chipper
       he kept in a specially-built shed out back.
    

    
      He called her 
      Gloria
      .
    

    
      Gloria wasn’t some flimsy weekend warrior's mulcher. No, sir. Gloria was the real deal—a custom-rigged beast of a machine with chrome teeth and a roar like the devil’s garbage disposal. Chip had found her at a police auction, wedged between a seized party bus and a meth camper with bullet holes. It had been love at first sight.
    

    
      “She’s hungry,” Chip often muttered as he polished her intake chute with a diaper-soft rag. “Always so, so hungry.”
    

    
      Now, Chip wasn’t what you’d call "normal." Or "well-adjusted." Or "allowed near schools." He was pudgy, pale, with a neck that disappeared like a magician’s coin trick. But what he lacked in charm, he made up for in 
      culinary enthusiasm
      . He loved to cook. He loved to eat. And most of all, he loved feeding others.
    

    
      Especially big folks.
    

    
      Especially folks who couldn't say no to second helpings.
    

    
      “Big bones,” Chip would whisper, stirring his secret-recipe chili that had at least four meats and only three of them legal. “Thick boys and girls. Soft and marbled. Prime cut.”
    

    
      Nobody thought much of it when Chip posted flyers at the local diner and gas station:
    

    
      
        BIG & HUNGRY?
        

                        
      
      
        Come to CHIP’S WEEKLY SUPPER CLUB!
        

                        Home-cooked meals, free of charge!
        

                        No diet talk. No judgment. Just food and friendship.
        

                        Thursdays at 7.
        

                        (Pants with stretchy waistbands encouraged.)
      
    

    
      And they came. Lord, they came.
    

    
      Big Dennis from the tire shop, who hadn’t seen his knees since Y2K. Sheila the lunch lady, who wore sweatpants to weddings. Even Darryl Two-Scoops, a local legend who once ate a five-pound sundae and flatlined for twelve seconds.
    

    
      They sat around Chip’s sagging dining room table, laughing, burping, passing butter-drenched potatoes and mac 'n cheese that glistened like radioactive gold.
    

    
      Chip served. Chip smiled.
    

    
      And Chip kept a notebook.
    

    
      
        “Dennis: tender. Light smoker. May need marinade.”
        

                “Sheila: too many energy drinks. Avoid the liver.”
        

                “Darryl: bingo.”
      
    

    
      No one noticed the locked door to the shed out back. Or the faint smell, like smoked pork and gasoline, that wafted on the wind late at night.
    

    
      And no one questioned why, each Friday morning, Chip was out back in his overalls, shoveling something dark and wet into plastic barrels labeled 
      “organic mulch.”
    

    
      Gloria purred.
    

    
      Chip hummed.
    

    
      And Thursday was just around the corner.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
      A Seat at the Table
    

    
    
      It was a typical Thursday evening when Dennis, Sheila, and Darryl arrived, all huffing and puffing from the walk up Chip's long gravel driveway. The air was heavy with the scent of garlic bread, fried chicken, and something that almost smelled like burning wood—though Chip's guests didn't question it. It was just another part of his peculiar charm.
    

    
      “Smells good, Chip!” Sheila boomed, already out of breath. She had the kind of laugh that could rattle windows.
    

    
      Chip waved them inside with an overly eager smile. “Come in, come in! You’re just in time. Dinner’s about ready.”
    

    
      Dennis wiped his brow with the back of his hand and muttered, “Yeah, well, I don’t mind working up an appetite first.”
    

    
      Darryl, ever the charmer, grinned wide and patted his stomach. “Could eat a

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Full Course
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