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Stepping out of the cool interior of the van, the Texas heat welcomed me as I made my way to the front door of my company. Hawkins Freight was in the semi-industrial outskirts of Houston with other offices and tech companies housed in nondescript cookie-cutter strip malls. It had come into my possession via a circuitous, troubling route and consisted of an office, a bathroom and a holding bay/garage where we kept the cube van. I dreamed of an expansion in the future, some more vans, perhaps even a big rig with a couple of containers to travel long haul. For now, one van sufficed.

It had been a long day, driving a client and her six poodles from Amarillo to Houston and I was hot, sweaty, tired and grumpy. That was probably why it took me a minute to register that the front door to the office was not latched properly. I was pretty sure I had locked the door before I left, but it occurred to me that Blaine, my brother and mechanic, might have stopped by before he left with his very pregnant wife and two-year-old daughter to visit the in-laws. Maybe in his haste he hadn’t made sure the door was closed. 

However, once I drew near, the telltale scratch marks of forced entry said otherwise.

Well, hell.

I could call the police, but if they arrived and found no issue, I’d feel like an idiot. And they had much more serious crimes to investigate. I’d have a faster response time with the volunteer fire department from my hometown in Alabama. 

Using the end of a key, I gently pushed on the portal, which opened with a slight creak. My eyes scanned the broom-closet size of an office; desk, two beat-up vinyl chairs in olive green, and a four-drawer filing cabinet with a framed picture of my father and his brother, Stan. Nothing seemed out of order, no broken glass, no strewn files. It was as I had left it the other day, right down to the stack of ever present bills in the plastic inbox. 

So far, so good.

Eyes peeled and ears perked, I crept to the connecting door that led into the bay area. The insane part of my brain wondered why I was tiptoeing in my Dan Post turquoise triad water snake cowboy boots instead of barging through the door with a baseball bat, hell bent on catching the culprits red-handed. Surely if anyone was still here, they would have heard the vehicle pull up outside and be long gone through the bathroom window. Mind you, this was how they did it in the movies. 

The sane part of my brain tapped me on the shoulder and suggested it would be a smart to fetch Louis, my Louisville slugger from the van. The bat came with me wherever I went because, as an independent woman under five and a half feet, I took steps to protect myself. I had considered self-defense classes but hadn’t gotten around to investigating it further. Most people would suggest a gun, but given my recent experience of being a reluctant witness to the up close and personal effect of a bullet plowing into a person’s heart, firearms were a no-go. Memories of seeing the victim’s wide-eyed shock, having their warm blood hit my face made a shudder of revulsion slither up my throat. The vision receded to the edge of my brain while I backtracked to the van, quietly opened the door and retrieved Louis from under the seat.

My passion was baseball, which I played for most of my life and reached the Single A fastball league in Texas. I was also the best female batter in the state and second best overall in the league before I got married. The thirty inches of solid ash was like an extension of my arm, and I held it like a weapon. At the connecting door to the garage/bay, I inched it open, knelt down, and peered through the slit.

Nobody. Not even a shoe scuffle of noise.

I took a deep breath and carefully pushed the door open until it met the wall. An empty garage greeted my view. Empty, as in no people, but Blaine’s large black tool chest stood at the end of a bench along the far wall. The moving van hadn’t moved. I squatted down and peered across the floor to see if someone hid on the other side.

All clear except for a darkish spot under the front part of the engine.

Even though it appeared no one else was here, I held my bat raised and ready and closed in on the cube van. Someone could be crouched behind the tires, masking their presence, so I sidled up to the side facing me, doing the same, and waited. One minute stretched to two, then longer, but all was silent.

Until the cell phone in my pocket warbled, Take Me Out to the Ballgame.

With a shriek like a soprano from the Vienna Boys Choir, I dropped the bat and almost passed out from hyperventilation. Any semblance of surprise to someone still lurking about was gone, so I zipped around to the other side of the van but the garage was empty.

I yanked the phone up to my ear. “Hello?” Yup, still sounded like a singing soprano.

“Hello?” I swallowed, tamping down my rampaging heart.

No answer.

The caller’s number had flashed off. Thumbing through the log, the last number dialed in was unknown. It didn’t even show any digits.

How was that possible?

I did a fast spin, eyes darting around the garage. Did someone dial the wrong number and just hang up, or were they watching me? Goose bumps two-stepped along my skin and it was probably a good idea to lock up, get out fast and call the police, but what was there to say? It is possible someone broke in but it looks like nothing was disturbed? 

I marched over to Blaine’s toolbox and started yanking open drawers. The full extent of his inventory was unknown to me but it seemed everything was still there. No big empty spaces where tools may have rested. Most of the drawers were full but in order.

The bathroom door hung wide open and because it was so small, there was no place for anyone to hide and the window was shut, still locked in place.

If anyone was here, the last place left to hide was the back of the cube van, which could only be accessed by the back doors. Not taking any chances, I grabbed a screwdriver and slid it through the hole where the lever handle rested against the bumper, using the tool as a lock so the lever couldn’t release from the inside. 

Back in my office, a quick search of my filing cabinet showed everything was pristine, nothing missing or out of order. 

Was I being paranoid? I returned to the bay and did a very slow turn, inspecting every corner of the room. Nothing was out of place. My gaze passed over the floor under the front of the van. Although not perfect, we tried to keep the floor as clean as possible in case we have to stow items that needed hauling. I grabbed a flashlight, knelt down, and peered under the engine section. A fair-sized glob of pink shone dully in the beam’s reflection. I dipped my finger in the slimy substance and brought it to my nose. Engine coolant. Blaine would need to know about this to circumvent major problems later. Besides helping me with the moves, my brother was an excellent mechanic. He understood the importance of keeping this business afloat and was adamant about maintaining our vehicles in top running condition. At lease he was only gone for a few days before his wife, Karen’s due date.

After replacing the flashlight and cleaning my fingers of the coolant, I questioned the break-in even more. Had the scratches at the office entrance always been there since I took over the business and I’d just forgotten because at the time there were irrelevant? And as for the door being left open, it was plausible Blaine had visited the shop before he and his family left earlier that day and hadn’t locked the door. I hated to bother my brother but knew if I didn’t call him it would bother me until he came back. 

He picked up on the third ring. “Hey.”

“Hi yourself. You there yet?”

“Yes, arrived about an hour ago. What’s up? How was the doggy delivery?”

The grimace was still on my face from the four-legged howling little heathens. “Fine. Listen, did you go into the shop today before you left?”

“Yeah, to redirect the calls to your cell.”

Good, he’d been in here. 

His voice held a hint of concern. “Why? Anything wrong?”

I paused. If I told him about the door and a possible break in he’d immediately want to return. He’d always been the big brother every sister wanted but ever since the attempt to frame me for murder he’d been protective. Make that almost over protective and the last thing he needed was to come charging back here. 

“No. Just making sure you did because no calls came to my cell.” The lie didn’t taste bitter on my tongue. The man needed a break and once his wife gave birth to their second child, he wouldn’t get a chance for a while. “How are Karen and my favorite niece, Shanty?”

“She’s your only niece and she’s fine. They’re both taking a nap.”

Before he could get suspicious, I brought the call to a close. “Have a good time and don’t worry about a thing.”

“Okay, talk to you soon,” he said.

“Take it easy, Blaine.”

“And don’t let Moose on the furniture,” he added.

Moose was the Saint Bernard I rescued from its former owner the wicked-witch-wacko who tried to frame me for murder but because I lived in an apartment, the dog was better off at Blaine’s house since he had a backyard. Doggie duty over the next week was payment for using Blaine’s van, which was no big deal because Moosie was great and I loved him. 

“What? I can’t hear you, you’re breaking up...” 

“Sadie!”

The grin died on my face after hanging up as I stared at the vehicle. Maybe my brother hadn’t made sure the door was locked when he left but should I take that for granted? Were culprits in the back of the cube van, waiting for me to leave and hoping someone would come back later to get them out?

Having had to take matters into my own hands in order to survive more than once in the past, I didn’t want to tempt fate, so instead of phoning the police and looking like an idiot if the van was empty, I called Wayne.

Wayne Timmins was a cop and a friend. He came to my rescue after I had been thumped on the back of the head when thieves stole my load. Since then, I’d helped him move to Houston and we even went on a date. He was nice, in a boy-next-door kind of way and easy on the eyes. And he loved baseball, a big plus in the right column.

“Hey shortcake,” he said.

I do not take kindly to people putting labels on me because of my size, but Wayne used the term as an endearment.

The warmth of his greeting brought a smile to my face. “Hi. How are you?” 

“Good, you?”

“I’m fine.”

“When are we going to go out for the double rain-check dinner?” he teased.

On moving day, we’d both wanted to spring for meals for the other, but ended up too tired after the day. We hadn’t had time to collect on that yet.

My heart gave a light flutter. “How about tomorrow?”

“Sounds good,” he said, an upbeat tic in his voice. “Is that why you called?”

“No, but that worked out well. I was wondering if you’re busy.”

“About to get off shift. What’s up?”

“Well...” I hesitated, feeling sheepish making something out of nothing.

“Sadie?”

“Umm...when I got to the office, the door was open. Blaine was here this morning but he said he’d locked up.”

Wayne’s tone changed to a no-nonsense demeanor with a hint of curiosity. “Anything taken?”

“Not that I could see.” Sheepishness tangled with foolishness. “Never mind. Forget I called.” 

“Are you alone?”

“Yes, the place checks out and everything is fine.”

“You searched alone? Didn’t you learn your lesson the last time?” he said, an edge to his voice. He was referring to how he’d first found me.

“I have Louis with me.” I could end it at that, put on the brave no-nonsense front which was like a second skin. Yet perhaps the trauma of what had happened a few months ago affected me more than I cared to admit, manifesting phantoms that weren’t there. A part of me demanded I confront my apprehension, fling open the doors of the van and face what might be inside. But if someone was waiting for me and things took a turn for the worse what would that prove?  

I smothered a reluctant sigh. “The reason I’m hoping you’d come by is if anyone is still here the only place they could hide would be in the cube van. It’s jimmied closed now but I would prefer not to open it by myself.”

“Halleluiah for minor miracles. I’m done in about twenty minutes. Go outside and wait for me.”

“They can’t get out, Wayne.” It was difficult calling for help; the damsel in distress was not part of my nature.

His voice hardened. “Wait outside.”

I tamped down the urge to argue. What would it hurt whether I waited at my desk or in the van with the air conditioning running?

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Thanks, Wayne.”

His tone softened. “You’re welcome.” He disconnected.

During my drive from Amarillo earlier with a client and her dogs, my phone had pinged multiple times with voicemails so I snatched a pen and some paper to make notes. In Blaine’s van outside, I cranked over the motor, letting the blessed cool air drift past my face as I listened to the messages.

The first was from the previous night. I had been on the other line when my best friend, Tanya Woods, had called and then it got too late to phone her back. 

“Sadie. It’s Tanya.” Her voice sounded odd, strained. My fingers tensed around the phone. 

“I...I need...I need to see you. Call me tomorrow, please. You won’t be able to reach me tonight.” Another momentary pause. “It’s important.”

I’d heard that one last night already and moved to the next two, which were requests for moving quotes. I’d get back to them soon unless Wayne found someone in the van and there would be the inevitable delay of a police report. 

After the two requests came three hang-ups. No big deal.

The next call had me sitting up straight in the seat.

“Sadie, it’s Will. Call me. It’s important.” His tone was indicative that something was wrong.

Will Ellington was one of the rehabilitated convicts from StreetSmart that worked under my friend Tanya who was the organization’s manager. He and another StreetSmart client were the main reason I was walking around as a free woman. 

The last message began to play. “Sadie, it’s Tanya again. Listen, I know things have been awkward lately, but would you contact me? Not on my cell. Will can give you the details.” She halted, then went on with a soft hitch in her voice. 

“Please Sadie. I’m scared. I’m in jail and the police believe I killed someone.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The words crashed through my brain, bringing flashes of memory from my ordeal, which still plagued me. Tanya? Charged with killing another person? No way. My hands shook so much it took two attempts to dial Will’s number.

He picked up by the second ring. “I’m glad you called.” 

“Is it true?” 

That was all I could get out. There had to be a mistake. Tanya was the most honest and unflappable person I knew. She followed all the rules to the letter, which was funny considering I didn’t and yet we were best friends. Even to look at the pair of us, we seemed like total opposites; she, tall with a perfect figure, gorgeous brown skin, a face which could grace any fashion magazine and luxurious dark hair as compared to my short, very curvy stature, red hair and fair complexion. I loved her like the sister I never had and my heart seized at the thought that someone could charge her with anything, let alone murder.

“Yes,” Will tersely replied. “I don’t have a lot of details. She’s still in custody.”

My thoughts ricocheted around in my brain, refusing to assemble in some sort of pattern. “She left a brief message and told me she was accused of murder. She also called last night but it was so late. I..I didn’t think to call her back.” 

Guilt’s heavy burden rained down, like some of the torrential downpours from back home, fast and unrelenting. Despite the logic of not being able to help her, she must have felt lost when she reached out and I wasn’t there. Some friend I was.

“There was nothing you could have done to help,” he consoled, as if reading my thoughts. 

“Have you spoken to her?”

“Early this morning,” he replied.

Blood roared in my ears. This couldn’t be happening. “I should go see her.”

A pause and a soft exhale of breath came across the line before Will spoke again. “Before you do, can you meet me? I have some information but it shouldn’t be discussed over the phone.”

Of course he would say that. Will’s apprehension regarding communications others could be privy to set him in the Lone Gunmen category. When he helped me with my case, we always met face-to-face when he had something important to share. As anxious as I was to see Tanya, to hold her and give support, I’d learned not to question Will’s fixation for privacy.

“Sure. Where and when?”

“The usual place, say, in about half an hour?” he suggested.

That was Andros, an upscale restaurant and lounge on Capitol Street in downtown Houston where we had met numerous times to hash out plans on how we were going to prove my innocence. The staff knew him well there; he even had a regular table because of his father’s prestige and influence. Will didn’t follow in his father’s social circles but received preferential treatment because of his association. And since it was late afternoon, a cocktail definitely was in order.

“Okay but it’ll have to be in about an hour. I’m waiting on someone to help me with a...potential situation.”

“What’s going on, Sadie?” 

“It’s nothing,” I scoffed out.

He suppressed a chuckle. “With you, it’s never nothing.”

His assessment made the corner of my mouth tilt upward. It seemed my life was one hurdle after another. “I’ve got it under control.”

“Fair enough. See you then.”

I hung up and stared out the windshield, letting my thoughts drift back to memories of Tanya and me sitting up late watching retro television shows, sipping Wild Turkey and smoking Davidoff Panetallas. The premium slim cigar was Tanya’s vice, not mine and although my best friend had the odd glass of wine, she wanted nothing that could cloud her integrity regarding her involvement with the young adult offenders of StreetSmart. Other than her smoking habit, Tanya was such a straight arrow I had a hard time grasping this murder charge. 

My mental musings ended when Wayne drove up in his black Dodge Ram super truck and parked beside me. I hopped out of the van and he came over and gave me a kiss on the forehead. Golden highlights layered his straight brown hair, which was cut short but not as severe as a military style. He had a broad forehead and dark eyebrows that rested over eyes a lighter shade than his hair. A straight nose sat above a mouth with a fuller lower lip than upper one and when he smiled a dimple popped out on the right side, which always made my heart skitter. The shadow of a beard sprinkled over his face and fimr chin. He reminded me of the hottie co-star from the Baywatch movie. 

Wayne had changed out of his uniform blues for a short-sleeved light grey polo shirt, which fit snug on his well-muscled shoulders but he didn’t have the physique of a bodybuilder, more like someone who just liked to keep in shape. Blue jeans encased slim hips and traveled down to end just above clean black sneakers. 

Our relationship was still in the beginning stages, sitting somewhere in the middle of friends and perhaps more, but neither of us had crossed the line into the romance category. I was still finding my feet after my amicable divorce and although Wayne never mentioned he had been married, and therefore gun shy, he didn’t seem in any rush to take our friendship to the next level. 

After a quick hug, all the while noticing how nice he looked and felt, I stepped back and gave him my most appreciative smile. “Thanks so much for coming. You didn’t have to, you know.”

He ruffled my hair, a favorite quirk of his, and grinned back. “For you, I prefer to err on the side of caution.” 

Gees, why did people always think I got into trouble?

The grin faded as he focused on the building. “So, what have we got?” A tense look tightened his features and his hands curled. 

“The door wasn’t latched all the way.” I ventured toward it. “But I checked everything and like I said, nothing seems to be disturbed.”

He moved to stand between me and the door. “Wait here.”

I braced a hand on my hip and stared at him with disbelief. “Really? You’re pulling the knight-in-shining-armor card? I have Louis with me.” The bat I’d taken out of the truck when he arrived leaned against the door.

Wayne stared at me in mild frustration. “Just humor me, will you?”

I did my best eye roll and motioned for him to proceed. If this was some sort of crime scene, I shouldn’t contaminate any evidence, although that was a moot point since I’d already checked for the culprits but one shouldn’t step in the way of chivalry. Although it rankled, I waited outside, not wanting to start an argument. 

He returned a few minutes later. “All clear.”

“Did you check inside the moving van?”

“Yes. Nothing there. If anyone had been here, they’re long gone and I didn’t see any evidence of vandalism.”

A flush of relief made my shoulders relax. “What now?”

He shrugged. “Not much to do. You said nothing was taken and since everything looks okay, there isn’t anything here that would make up a crime other than breaking and entering. Have you checked your files, your computer?”

“Not to any extent. Let me see.”

Back in the office I opened the filing cabinet and flipped through the contents more thoroughly. Everything looked exactly as it should be. I started up my computer and while it loaded checked the drawers of my desk. There was no cash on hand so if that had been the reason for the break in, whoever the unwelcomed guest had been was out of luck. When my computer finished powering up a quick scan through the drive and files showed all was fine but that made the whole situation stranger.

Wayne stood with his shoulder leaned against the door frame. “Anything?”

“No, nothing.”

He straightened. “You ever think about installing an alarm system?”

I turned off my computer and snatched a couple of blank contracts. “No. Other than Blaine’s tools there’s nothing here of value. Perhaps I should reconsider, given the jimmied door. Maybe whoever got in was casing the joint for the next time.”

He chuckled. “You’ve been watching too many old cop shows, Sadie. We don’t say ‘casing-the-joint’ anymore.”

He followed me outside and made sure the door was locked up tight. “If you don’t have plans, did you want to catch a drink?”

“I’m sorry, I can’t.” I wanted to but had to see Will at Andros.

“Oh.” Disappointment flashed briefly in his eyes and then was gone. “Okay. But we’re still on for dinner tomorrow, right?”

“For sure.” I reached up on tip-toe and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you for coming right away, Wayne. I really appreciate it.”

He brought me close for a quick hug. For a moment, while in his arms, I thought I heard him sigh but couldn’t determine whether it was out of contentment or resignation. Before I could evaluate the cause, he released me and stepped back.

“Pick you up at seven?”

“Sounds good.”

He opened the door to Blaine’s van and handed me Louis. “Have a good night, Sadie.” 

I waved as he got into his truck and followed him out of the parking lot. He turned right and I ventured left toward the heart of the city.  

The mass exodus from the downtown core was in full swing as I maneuvered my vehicle into a parking spot two blocks away from Andros. The steady hum of traffic muffled the echo of my boots hitting pavement. Before opening the heavy wooden paneled door at my destination, I glanced down at my clothes; customary short sleeved blouse, blue jeans, cowboy hat and frowned. Although what I had on was an improvement to the usual tee shirt and faded jeans worn while on a job, I still felt underdressed for this establishment. But since this meeting was for drinks and not dinner it would suffice.

My companion stood waiting for me inside the restaurant dressed in tan chinos and a soft yellow button down short sleeve shirt. He turned in my direction, and it startled me once more that this handsome young man, who seemed to have it all, had a record for tech crime. With his sandy blond hair, deep blue eyes that always held the hint of a mischievous twinkle and a face like Adonis, he could have a career in Hollywood. Instead, because of his past, his parole demanded he spend parts of his days doing community hours. 

The host showed us to the same table from our previous visits, which was at the back of the lounge against a low standing wall that had a three-foot high screen made up of interconnecting squares to give the table some privacy. Wait staff were busy bringing drinks to the occupied tables from the long stand-up bar where two men and one woman constructed liquid concoctions from what seemed to be every kind of alcohol known to man. Light jazz music created a subtle undertone amid low laughter and murmured conversation.

“What will you have?” Will asked once we sat down. The ever present twinkle and usual smile didn’t appear on his face. Not a positive sign.

“Depends on what the conversation will be. The last time called for dirty martinis.” They had been part of the reason I went for a nose dive later into a dish of deep fried pickles in front of my ex-husband a few months back.

His lips pursed. “Consider something with a bit more teeth.”

Which meant Wild Turkey. Definitely not a good sign. I ordered the drink. Will opted for a Glenmorangie and the waitress left with our order.

“You want to tell me what’s going on with Tanya?”

“I will. Just need a shot of something first,” he said, the corner of his mouth tilting upward. “How have you been?” 

Liquid courage? Okay, the not-a-good-sign was now sliding into panic territory faster than a greased pig through a kid’s hands at a fall fair contest. 

My brow furrowed. He was stalling, which was odd. We never had this stilted awkwardness between us before and it made me uptight. I tamped down the urge to grit my teeth and bombard Will with questions but I knew from experience that he wouldn’t divulge anything until he was ready. “Fine. How about you?”  

He shrugged. “Okay, all things considered. I called you a short time ago. How’s the business coming along?”

The call with no numbers on display. “Picking up.” 

What the hell? I was about to demand answers when our drinks came. 

After Will took a long sip of his scotch, he rotated the glass in his hand, watching the amber liquid tilt from side to side as if searching for answers within the brew. 

Wait time was over. “You’re the one who wanted to meet so out with it.”

He inhaled and met my eyes. “Tanya’s been arrested and charged with the manslaughter of someone she knows. Her court-appointed lawyer is going to try to get bail but we’ll have to wait and see what the judge says. On the plus side, Tanya’s character will speak for itself; being manager of StreetSmart and not having a single brush with the law that I know of.”

The bourbon’s smooth heat slid down my throat, giving me the push to ask. “And the minus side?”

Will briefly shut his eyes briefly and when he open them, a deep pain filled them. “She was discovered over the body.”

I gasped, unable to breathe for a moment. “Oh god. She...please tell me she didn’t do it. Please.”

Will shook his head. “When I spoke to her, she claims she’s innocent. Unfortunately, the police learned she and the victim had a very heated argument earlier at Tanya’s apartment the night of the incident. Raised voices brought the attention of the next-door neighbor who was on her way to see if everything was okay and the victim stomped passed in the hallway.”

I shot back the rest of the booze. This just couldn’t be happening. 

He paused a moment, took another sip of his drink, pinned me with a narrowed gaze. “The victim was Tanya’s lover, Crystal Sherridan.”

Well, hell. 

So Tanya’s secret was out. I had known my best friend was gay for a long time but by Will’s stare he did not. 

“How long have you known?” he asked quietly.

“Since our mid teens.” I waited and gauged his reaction before speaking. “Is that an issue?”

“Not for me. I don’t care. It could, however, be a problem with the city, county or state.”

“Because she’s gay?” Come on, it was the twenty-first century.

“Because she’s gay, she’s Black and in charge of young adults, including women,” he pointed out.

“Oh, for chrissake. Tanya and her lover are both adults and what they do on their own time is none of anyone’s business.” That was one thing I couldn’t understand regarding the issue. What right did people have to judge what went on behind closed doors with consenting adults?

He drained his glass, signaled for another. “Agreed, but when has that ever made any difference?”

He had a point. Although same-sex sexual activity was legal in the state, no state law banned anti-LGBTQ discrimination. Some people had very strong opinions regarding the sensitive topic, which was why Tanya had always been very discreet.

My friend must be reeling. “I need to see her.”

“I’ll try to arrange it. She’s asked the lawyer to funnel any information to me.”

A jolt of disappointment speared through me that my best friend hadn’t selected me as her contact. However, Will could give her information I wasn’t privy to and she was so dedicated to her charges and the organization of StreetSmart, it was logical for her to turn to him for updates.

“Good. Right now, we need to help her in any way we can.”

“Until we have a list of other suspects, no matter how remote, there isn’t much I can do on my end,” Will conceded. “What about you? Is there anything you know about Crystal that can help me or the authorities?”

“Not really. I met her once or twice, didn’t know her all that well but she seemed nice. The relationship was fairly new and from appearances and the conversations I had with Tanya about them, they were getting along well.”

He leaned back against his chair. “That’s surprising. Don’t girlfriends usually tell all?”

“Not always.” 

I knew everything about Tanya and although she never kept her lovers a secret, this one aspect of her life she was more reserved about. She wasn’t embarrassed at being gay, far from it, but perhaps because she’d had to be so careful growing up in Alabama and then living here in Texas, keeping her love life shrouded in mystery had become a part of her makeup. I didn’t have any such qualms about my personality and Tanya was privy to all of my deep, dark secrets. 

Well, except one.

“Want another?” Will asked as I finished the last of my drink.

“No, thanks, it would put me over the limit.”

“We can eat here if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I should get going because there is a stop I want to make before heading home. A lead, well more of a theory really, for Crystal’s murder.” I stifled a smile at the cop lingo. Ever since my brush with the law made me take an active part to prove my innocence, the Miss Marple side of my ego kept popping up.

He leaned forward, braced his arms on the table and lowered his voice. “What type of lead?”

“I have to see someone.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

My eyes widened. “Definitely not.”

Will arched a brow. “Sadie, is this going to be dangerous?”

I scoffed and rose. “Nah.”

He stood as well, mentioned to the bartender to put the drinks on his tab and followed me out. “I don’t believe you.”

Outside, we walked along the shadowed concrete and stopped at my vehicle. “I’ll be fine, Will. Trust me.”

He narrowed his gaze but said nothing.

I stuck my finger at him. “And no cyber-tracking either.”

Will was a genius with computers, the internet and all things electronic. Unbeknownst to me, while helping clear my name, he had installed a tracker on my phone. At first, I was miffed because it felt like an invasion of privacy but since that program had saved me from almost getting caught breaking and entering, I couldn’t blame the guy. Deep down, I appreciated having someone to watch over me, like an electronic guardian angel, but I couldn’t confess that to him.

“Sorry, no promises.” He continued over my attempt at protesting. “I won’t follow you. Just...text me if you need any help.”

“Fine.” 

We said goodbye and as he walked away, I considered my next stop. Dangerous? Maybe. On second thought, definitely but if it would help Tanya a little thing like danger wouldn’t stop me.
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I was ten minutes away from my destination when I got a text from Will.

Lawyer says you can visit Tanya. Arrangements made. Police station on Edloe.

God bless the man. I text back my thanks and for a moment, considering continuing on my task but decided seeing Tanya was more important.

At the rectangular two-story building, I walked through the doors, up a few stairs, through another door and strode toward the long counter that partitioned the rest of the room from access to the public. The gatekeeper, a tall slim Black man, watched me approach, his face an expressionless mask. 

“I...” my voice caught in my throat and my hands shook slightly. This type of environment brought back too many memories, none of them pleasant. My throat constricted thinking about Tanya and why she was here.

“I..um...I’m here to see a prisoner.” My breath hitched on the word. Prisoner. Geesus. “I believe arrangements were made with her lawyer. The person’s name is Tanya Woods.”

“One moment please,” the officer instructed. He tapped a few keys on his computer, then nodded. “She’ll be brought up from holding. You can see her in one of the interrogation rooms. This way, please.”

My legs heavy, as if walking through a quagmire, I followed him to a room, which he opened. My heart was thundering against my ribs, banging to be released.

“Wait here. She’ll be a few minutes,” he said.

The small square room had a table and two chairs. Sitting lasted less than a minute because I was too keyed up for anything else but pacing and thinking of how things stood between Tanya and me. Our relationship was tenuous lately. I’d crossed a line by asking for help from two young adult offenders under Tanya’s care in StreetSmart to help absolve me of murder charges–without her consent. Although she never found out, she had seen Will and me together several times and had come to the incorrect conclusion that we were seeing each other, despite the difference in our ages. I’d lied and said he had been helping me with some moving jobs because if Tanya ever found out that I’d asked Will to break his parole, which he did willingly, Tanya’s and my friendship would be over. Period. My betrayal of her trust still bothered me, like a persistent pebble in a shoe, but I’d done what I had to for survival. 

And now I hoped the eggshell feeling that cropped up over the past six months between her and I would be over so I could help her. 

The door opened and I heard the metal clinking of handcuffs. I turned and took in my best friend, hands locked behind her back, her entire demeanor a mixture of confusion and sorrow. The guard unlocked the cuffs, brought Tanya’s hands forward and cuffed her wrists again so that her hands were now in front.

“You have ten minutes,” the female guard said and left the room.

Tanya stared at me, almost in incomprehension then her face crumbled and tears filled her eyes. 

“Sadie,” she cried.

I rushed forward and enveloped her in my arms, irritated at the barrier of her bound hands. “I’m here. I’m here.”

She sobbed, her breath coming out in gasps, her shoulders shaking. Seeing her in such distress pulled me back to how we met as children in Oxford Alabama when she’d come careening around a corner on the run from a pack of girls bent on beating her up for whatever reason. Her wide eyes and tear-streaked face showed such fear that I shoved her into a nearby building and told the group of attackers she’d gone into the department store across the street. Once the coast was clear, the two of us escaped and I called my brother to come get us. We cleaned her scraped knees, took her home and from that day forward, Tanya and I had been best friends. Even after our family moved to Amarillo, we stayed in touch and eventually reconnected when Tanya’s father got a transfer to Houston and I came down to attend the city’s community college.

Tanya had needed me then and she needed me now. After a moment, I led her to the table, pulled out her chair and eased her down. I had a feeling the guard, who was watching, wouldn’t like me bringing my chair right next to Tanya’s so I went around the table and sat down opposite her.

“Are you okay?” An inane question but I couldn’t think at the moment.

“I guess,” she said in a defeated, thin voice.

I reached across the table. Screw the people who might think I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to, and gripped her hands. “Tell me what happened.”

Her forlorn gaze connected with mine. “I don’t know where to start.”

“The beginning.”

She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Crystal and I had gone out for dinner before heading to the all night Indie movie event with the rest of the StreetSmart group.”

“What time?”

“Nineish. The movies started at nine but we were late. The crew was already there and we sat in the row behind them.”

“And then what?”

“We...we ended up leaving early,” she said with hesitation.

Something in her tone made me ask. “Any reason? Were you tired, didn’t like the movie?”

She paused. “No. We actually had an argument, well a continuation of the argument that started at dinner. I thought going to the movie fest would give us a break from it but Crystal had other ideas.”

I pursed my lips. “Can you tell me what it was about?”

“Crystal wanted to take our relationship to the next level.” Tanya scratched her nail on the smooth table. “I wasn’t ready. That’s why we were fighting.”

“Take
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