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Chapter One

 

“You have everything for school?” I asked as we pulled into the parking lot at the J.W. Dashwood Fine Arts High School.

“Yes, thanks, mom.” Shayla laughed.

She wasn’t my daughter, but one of my employees. Recently, she moved in with me and my roommates, because a few weeks ago, her stepfather beat her, sending her to the hospital.

Plus, she had an explosive relationship with her mother, Kenna. After Shayla was discharged from the hospital, Kenna washed her hands of her oldest daughter.

So, long story short, Shayla has been living with me ever since.

Somehow, over these past few weeks, I have slipped into a motherly role. A job I never thought I’d have, but here I am with a nearly eighteen-year-old.

“And do you need a ride to your parents’ house this afternoon?”

“No, I will take the bus and then order a ride share home.”

“You sure? I bet Hannah would cover for me, so I could take off an hour early.” 

It was just an hour, and it was during our slow time, so I could easily get away.

“I’ll let you know, but for now, my plan is bus and then ride share.” She smiled. “Have a great day.”

“You, too.”

I watched her hop out. She jogged over to a few friends, greeting and laughing with them. This made me so happy. I hadn’t seen her with friends, just getting to be a teenager.

When I first met her roughly five months ago, she was a serious, quiet girl, walking around as if she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. She opened up a bit while at the restaurant, talking and joking with the other staff, but still kept herself guarded. 

Still, it was good to see her for just a moment, being a kid.

But the biggest transformation had come in the past few weeks, since being away from her family. The weight of responsibility and abuse had been lifted. She could simply be a high school student enjoying her last few months of high school.

I headed across town to the restaurant. I would be a little early, but it didn’t matter. I loved being at the restaurant when it was empty. It got my creative juices going. Maybe I could brainstorm a new dish or perfect a current one.

A few hours later, we opened, and we had a special for the day ready to go. It was a honey Dijon roasted chicken with rice pilaf and steamed broccoli. When Noah came in, I asked him to post it on our website and the various social media sites.

“That should get us some buzz, right?” I asked him.

“Heck, yeah! That was a brilliant idea Cullen had. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it.”

I assigned my newest line cook, Eli, to Hannah’s station and had staged a new setup for Hannah. Since she’s my most experienced cook, I thought she was ready to take on more responsibilities and become a sous chef and, at times, take over as the executive chef when I was out.

I loved my job and had no intention of stepping back at least too much, but it would be nice to go on vacation or hit the competition circuit again. I missed the rush and adrenaline of the on-the-fly recipes from mystery ingredients, meeting new chefs, and, of course, the times I won were the best.

I have been to many major cities and seen lots of sights. Now that she’s retired, it would be fun to take Auntie Rita with me. She and Granny Ines had gone on a few trips with me, but at the time, they both had to work.

Plus, I had June and Parker in the evenings. Now it would be me and Hannah as the executive chef for the day shift.

My alphabet soup was created for one of these competitions from when I was in high school at the culinary arts school. Shayla would soon be getting ready for a similar competition through the school. My pastry chef, Natalie was mentoring her as she prepared for the competition in the pastry and baking category.

They were working on éclairs. It was an excellent idea. Simple concept, yet the skies the limit on combinations of flavors. The competition was in December, just before Shayla graduated. It would be her final project.

She had a full-time job here once she graduated, but I supported her if she decided to go on to college or if she wanted to work at a different restaurant. Though, selfishly, I wanted her to pick my restaurant.

Skye called out that she was going to unlock the front door for the day.

“Here we go Crock Potters! Time for another wonderful day.”

“Game faces.” Ripley laughed.

“Love the energy,” Noah yelled as he moved from the kitchen to the dining room.

Within a few minutes, our first orders came in and they didn’t stop coming for a few hours.

“It’s Monday. Why were we so busy today?” Hannah said with a laugh. “We were slammed.”

“I have no idea, but how many of those specials do you think you made?”

“I couldn’t even guess. A few dozen easily.”

“I guess I need to come up with a few more specials,” I mused.

“Yes, you do.”

“And Cullen is brilliant for his advertising strategy.” 

She nodded as she got to work cleaning and stocking her station again.

I did the same, then I walked around, touching base with the various kitchen staff to see if they needed anything or had any feedback. Once I’d talked to everyone, I went to the office to see if Noah was there.

He must still be out front.

I checked my phone. There was a missed call and a few text messages. One of the messages was from Shayla letting me know she had a ride home. Then the missed call and remaining message were from my friend, Officer Kyle Rafferty.

R: I need you to come to the station asap!

My heart slammed to a stop. What was wrong? Was it Granny, Auntie Rita, or one of my roommates-slash-best friends, Sawyer and Vee?

I hit his number to return his call.

“Jess, thank you for calling. Are you able to come into the station?” Rafferty asked. He didn’t even say hello, just got right to business, which had me in a near panic.

“Yes, what’s wrong? Who’s in trouble?”

He let out a breath. “It’s Shayla. She’s okay, but her stepfather and mother have been killed. She was standing over the bodies when officers arrived.”

“What? Ohmygosh, yes, yes, I am on my way.” I hung up, grabbing my purse. As I whirled around to rush out of the office, I almost slammed right into Noah.

“Whoa, Chef, what’s wrong?”

“Shayla’s stepfather and mother were found dead. They have her at the station.”

“Do you want me to drive you?”

“We can’t both leave,” I said, even though it would be nice to have him along.

“Darn, you’re right.” Noah frowned. “Let me know what you learn.”

“I will.”

I stopped on my way out to make sure Hannah would be able to take over my station for the rest of my shift.

“Of course, Chef. Go help Shayla,” she said, tears in her eyes. “That poor girl.”

“She has had a rough life.” I bit my tongue to prevent saying more because a lot of us have, but right now, this was about Shayla. “Thanks for your help.”

Opening the back door, I found that it was raining. I groaned as I ran to my car.

“Great,” I said when I got into my car.

I grabbed a few tissues from my center console, wiping my face as best I could. Checking myself in the mirror, I looked like a mess. Oh, well. I was going to save my employee.

I shot off a text message to my roommates, Vee and Sawyer. They would want to know since they have both gotten to think of her as our fourth roommate and a little sister. We all did.

Their replies came after I was driving. The car read them for me.

V: Oh, that poor girl. Do you need us?

S: We can meet you there.

My car asked if I wanted to reply. I thought about what I wanted to say. Finally, I did reply.

Me: No, let me see what is going on and I’ll let you know.

With that, I continued to the police station. A mix of emotions ran through me, and the ride over felt like I would never get there.

My mind raced through scenario after scenario, but until I got there, I wouldn’t know for sure what was happening or how she was doing.


Chapter Two

 

I arrived at the police station and parked in a visitor’s spot. I hesitated, not wanting to face this, but I knew Shayla had no one else. Plus, I had promised her I had her back.

Taking a few deep breaths, I headed in.

Officer Dorian was at the reception desk. I had only met him twice, but his blank stare had me thinking he didn’t recognize me. Not that I expected him to, but since I had been called to come in, I thought he would at least be expecting me.

“Hello. Can I help you?”

“Yes, Officer Rafferty asked me to come in.”

“Have a seat. I’ll give him a call.” He grabbed the desk phone, but before he could dial, the door behind him opened, and Rafferty walked out.

“Jess, good, you’re here.” He gestured to me to follow him, his usually smiling face creased with worry.

I nodded and followed him as he led the way through the bullpen of the station. There were a lot of officers in the office at the moment. They fell silent when they saw me. 

Officers Roberts and Perez nodded hello. Chief Stone looked at me, rolled his eyes, then slammed the door to his office.

Well, that was rude. We had had an interesting history, so it honestly wasn’t that surprising.

Raff stopped at a conference room, gesturing for me to enter. I looked around, taking a seat where he pointed. When I didn’t see Shayla, my heart sped up. Where was she?

I flipped around to ask him. He smiled softly, putting a hand on my arm.

“I want to fill you in about what is going on before I get Shayla.”

He was a mind reader.

“Alright, but is she okay?”

“Yeah, she’s okay. Upset, obviously, but safe and in the next room.”

I stood, but then knew I needed to hear the details, so I sat again. I flashed him a weak smile.

“Sorry, what happened?”

“Her stepfather and mother were found shot. The stepfather was deceased when we arrived, but her mother was still hanging on. Shayla was there, covered in blood.” His eyes met mine.

“Wait, are you saying she’s a suspect?” I sat forward.

He frowned. “No, no. Well, yes.”

“What?” I blurted. 

“Now wait, let me explain. I don’t think she would do this, but it looks bad.”

“Where is Detective Upton?”

“He’s still at the scene. They are gathering forensics and talking to neighbors and witnesses.”

“There are witnesses?”

He shook his head. “Some neighbors heard the shots, but we haven’t found anyone who saw anything. It happened inside the house.”

“Okay, but why do you say it looks bad for Shayla? What makes her a suspect?”

“She was holding the gun in one hand and her mother in the other when we arrived.”

“What? There’s no way.”

No, that doesn’t sound good, but I knew she wasn’t the shooter. I had to admit, though, it didn’t look good for her, and I could see why the police immediately thought she did it.

If it was just her holding her mother, that’s one thing. I did the same when my sous chef, Earl, was killed on the night we opened the restaurant. I could still see him in my mind. His blank eyes. The hole in his chest. All the blood. 

No matter how this turned out, that part will haunt her forever.

“Wait! If she did it, how did you get there so fast that she would still have been holding the gun?”

“Um, that … I don’t know. A neighbor called and said that they heard a shot. We arrived roughly six minutes later. The front door was open, and I could hear her crying out. That’s when I found her.”

“You’re the one?”

“Yes. Roberts and I were first on the scene, but I was the first in the house.”

“And why are you telling me all of this?”

“Because you’re her guardian, at least since the incident with her stepfather and her mother signed those papers to allow her to live with you.”

“Oh, she actually signed them. I didn’t know.”

“Nobody told you? She signed them last week.” He held up a finger, signaling he needed a minute. He left the room, coming back a moment later with papers. “Here. That’s a copy for you.”

I read them. Yes, in fact, here it was. Kenna Stokes had signed over a power of attorney to me.

“I didn’t know that she had officially done this.” I looked at it once more. “Now what?”

“Now, do you want to see her?”

“Of course.” I popped up and followed him to the next room.

Walking in, my heart sunk. There she was, looking so small and helpless, still in her blood-soaked clothes. She was quietly sobbing. She slowly looked up. When our eyes locked, a small, choking sound came from deep inside her. My heart instantly broke.

“Jess?” Her voice catching in her throat.

I went to her immediately, wrapping my arms around her.

“It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m so sorry,” I whispered as she began crying heavily. 

We stayed like that for a few minutes while Raff just stood at the doorway looking around awkwardly.

“Can we get her some clean clothes? Is she allowed to wash up a little bit, too?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, of course. Let me … um, let me figure it out.” He looked her up and down. “You’re a small?”

She looked at me, then back at him, nodding. He bobbed his head once and left. With him gone, I took advantage of being alone with her.

“Are you okay?”

“My mother … she died in my arms.”

“I’m so sorry.” I squeezed her hand. “What happened?”

“I took the bus home so I could get my stuff, figuring I would get a ride share back to your place, our place. When I arrived, I went in the front door. Nobody was there, but I heard the back door slam shut. Since I didn’t see anyone, I went to my room. Then I heard a weird sound from down the hall, from my mom’s room. I went to see what was going on. That’s when I saw her and Mikey on the floor. He was clearly dead, but mom was still breathing. It was shallow. She reached for me.” 

Shayla’s voice wavered, but she took a couple of deep breaths. “Her voice was so quiet. She said ‘They will get me, too.’ I asked who, and she tried to say a name, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. That’s when I saw the gun. I picked it up. Gawd, I don’t even know what I was thinking.”

She wiped her eyes as new tears fell. Blood smeared across her face as she wiped it with her sweatshirt sleeve.

“And that’s when the police arrived?”

“Yes. She took her last breath in my arms just as Officer Rafferty came in.” She fell against me, crying again. 

That’s when Officer Perez came in holding a bag. She looked at me and then at Shayla, giving us a half-smile.

“I brought clothes and can escort you to the bathroom. Our bathroom, not the public one. We have showers in there.”

Shayla stood, looking down at me. It looked as though she wanted to say something.

“Do you want me to come with you?” I asked.

“Yes, wait. No, I can go by myself.” She straightened her back, holding her head high, but she didn’t move.

I could understand her desire to be independent and confident, but I could see the wide-eyed little girl deep inside. She was scared and there were many reasons to feel that way. She was now an orphan at only seventeen and a suspect in murder.

There was no reason for her to do this by herself when I was here and knew many of her feelings.

“You don’t have to do this all alone. You aren’t alone.”

She looked at Officer Perez. “Can she come with me?”

“Of course.”

“Great.” I stood, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, then together we followed Officer Perez. 

We entered the bathroom and locker room area. It was quiet here away from the noisy bullpen area. There were two bathroom stalls, two sinks, and a row of a dozen dark green lockers. Only one had a lock on it. 

“I’m the only female currently, at least since Wilson left last year, so this should be private for you.” She smiled. “There are showers back that way, and I put some shampoo and soap in that bag. You can find a towel hanging by the shower.”

“Thank you,” Shayla mumbled.

“I’ll wait out here, but holler if you need anything,” I said as I sat on the wooden bench. She nodded and disappeared into the other room. Lupe Perez took a seat on the other side of the bench.

“You think she did it?” Perez asked me.

“No, there’s no way. She’s the sweetest girl. Funny and generous.”

“Yeah, I agree. She’s been dealt a bad hand in life.” She mumbled, looking over her shoulder, “there is a theory about it being a murder-suicide.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but that’s just a theory. No proof. We have to wait for the autopsy, forensics, and the detective’s report.”

“That should clear Shayla, though, right?”

“Yes, it should. We’ll just have to wait to see what Detective Upton finds.”

We sat in silence, listening to the splashing of water in the other room and I swear, I could hear Shayla crying. This wasn’t going to be easy, but I was going to clear her of any wrongdoing, no matter what the police thought.

The water turned off, and a few minutes later, a clean Shayla came to join us.

“Feeling a little better?” I stood to greet her.

“Yeah, a little.” She looked at Officer Perez. “I threw my old clothes out. I hope that’s okay.”

“Yeah, of course.”

“I just wasn’t sure if you would need them for evidence. They are in the trash back there.” She gestured towards the shower area.

“Okay, I don
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