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  Chapter 1

Leaving Normal


HELEN WAS a sly one. As I stared at what she swore was little more than one of many retirement projects, I knew I was in trouble. This long-haired tabby cat… was a simple robotics project? 
“I don’t need a pet,” I insisted.
Pets were… chaotic. I expected that a programmed one would be no different, or worse — it would be a condensed interpretation of her favourite cat behaviours. Really, I liked that my life was unchanging. Set in stone. I didn’t live by the clock, but I knew more or less what each day held.
Now, at seven p.m. on an otherwise average Wednesday evening, I stood in the brightly lit and, until now, secret basement workshop of my slender elderly friend’s home, watching what she swears is a robotic cat as it walks and meows and grooms. Helen’s not much for practical jokes, so I’m inclined to believe her, but….
“Kara, he’s not a pet — he’s a companion,” she countered. “He’s far too sophisticated to be marketed as a simple pet.”
A companion.
The cat jumped off the workshop counter and rubbed up against my leg as though asking for attention. Out of habit, I bent to pet him. His fur was soft, warm. He felt… like a biologically live cat. She had to be kidding.
“And he seems to like you,” she added.
“If it’s programming, does he have a choice?”
Helen scowled.
“You’ve got the wrong cat sitter, Helen. Trina went away for a week and her toy poodle made it a habit to pee behind every flowerpot in my house, and that was after being outside with me all day.”
“You’re not his owner. He doesn’t act like this toward other people unless he chooses to. His programming allows him to make quite a few decisions for himself. You’ll do fine. You know he only looks like a cat, right?”
She caught me mulling it over as my mind shifted from a hard “No” to “This might be interesting.”
“He’s completely digital and far more advanced than the ones you can buy online.” She reached out and pressed a small black disk about the size of an ear plug case into my hand. “This homing disk is only until he gets your home properly geolocated in his system. Drop it inside, near a door.”
The cat jumped back up on the counter and sat facing us.
“How often do you change his batteries? It’s a little eerie. I wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t told me. He looks real.”
He tipped his head to one side and made a face that seemed to say, “What do you mean, real? Of course I’m real.”
“Like a live cat. You know… a dusty-brown North American long hair with a striped tabby pattern and the classic M on the forehead,” I elaborated, then realized I was talking directly to him. A tingle went through my ears as my face heated up.
“You know details like that, but don’t own a cat… are you an ailurophile, by chance?”
I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t know what that is, so probably not. I talk to a lot of people who’ve found strays or lost a pet. They get pretty descriptive.”
“Either way, I’ll take it as a good sign. And he likes you,” she repeated. “Take me up on this before I change my mind.”
I glanced at Helen. There was a twinkle in her eye, as I imagined a drug dealer offering the first dose for free would have.
I had to admit, part of me really wanted to. I loved animals, even if I didn’t have any of my own. A robotic cat was cool — right out of a science fiction novel.
“Are you sure?” I reached out and gave his head a pet. He leaned into my hand and I heard a purr. “Purring? I feel vibrations. How is he actually purring?”
“I can’t give away all my secrets.” She looked at me, smug, knowing I was going to leave with this little guy.
Insured or not, he’s an expensive thing to entrust to someone she knew superficially.
“Two questions. Why me?” I hesitated. “And why now? Cat thing aside, I’m not much of a tech person, to be honest.”
Helen’s smile faded. “Because my granddaughter Cindy isn’t responding to my texts. We’ve never been close, but we were in the middle of an argument.” Her hands clasped each other in front of her. “And I trust you. I’m hoping he’ll lead you to her and you can tell me how she’s doing. She’s always either at work or at home. Nick can let me see for myself.”
“Spying?”
“No, not really. She waved her hands palms toward me. “You don’t have to do that part if you’re not comfortable with it. I still need you to take him with you. I need to see how he fares outside the predictable confines of our home, and until he gets out into the world, I won’t see what modifications he needs. He’s waterproof and fairly sturdy. If you can take him with you everywhere, including while you’re working outside, that would be perfect. If you can’t tell this close up that he’s artificial, no one at a distance will either.”
At the word artificial, he gave a sound that was not unlike “humph.”
“So, how smart have you made him?”
“I think you’re reading too much into his behaviour. He doesn’t have a lot of random-access memory. He’ll stick to his programming, so he’s about normal for a cat, but he can ad-lib within those parameters.” She suddenly started coughing hard enough to turn her face red, but soon stopped.
“Are you alright?” I asked.
“Asbestos in the workplace — it’s probably a wonder I’m still breathing,” she said. “You’ll help test him?”
That made me pause. Don’t get me wrong — I liked Helen and Desmond. They’d retired from high-paying jobs in research and development in some secret, remote lab. To their chagrin, Helen couldn’t stay retired, so she started her own secret lab here in the basement. She said she trusted me, but how well did I know her and Desmond, really? I’d only known them a few months. But, yeah, I guess I trusted them, too.
“He’s insured, if that’s your concern,” Helen said, putting him in my arms. “I only intended for him to be a smarter version of the toy robots used to calm and comfort patients, but he’s too advanced for that. He needs to get out. He’s bored in here.”
“How do I take care of an artificial cat?” I frowned, ignoring the part where she said he was bored.
“Well, his litter box is a charging and diagnostic station. He won’t need food or water… or litter. I didn’t make him that real.” She chuckled to herself. “Do your best to treat him like a regular cat. We can start with a short trial period.”
He wasn’t as heavy as I expected — a little lighter than a live cat, not heavier. He tipped his face up and gave me a nudge on the chin. His nose was warm and soft.
“Sorry, what is his name again?” I asked, petting him again. His soft fur and warm body would fool anyone, I’d wager. He looked up at me and did that slow blink thing that animals do when they’re calm and content. It was endearing, even if it was engineered.
“Nick.”
“A people name?” I smiled. It suited him.
She shrugged. “Desmond will drop the litter box off at your place tonight, sometime around nine p.m. If you need more time, take it. A week might be better, to give him a proper test run. Bring him back when you have some news about Cindy.”
“What if he…” I peered down at him as he leaned back into the crook of one of my arms. I didn’t want to suggest something could harm him, but it was possible. “You know…”
“He’ll come home at the first sign of a malfunction. If he can’t make it back, he’ll send out an SOS.”
“Like a loud meow, or something?”
Helen smiled, but there was no humour in it. “No, he has a sim card, and is Wi-Fi and Bluetooth enabled. His connection password is ‘blueBits’. Small b then capital B.”
I stared down at him a moment. He chirped a question, and automatically I rubbed his head as though to comfort him.
“Okay, we’ll see how Cindy’s doing and I’ll bring him back. It’ll have to wait until after work, though. The festival is only a month away.”
Perceptibly, my tension melted away and Nick resumed purring. I’d fallen into a trap, to be sure, though temporarily. A fluffy, adorable trap.
✿✿✿






  
  Chapter 2

Cindy


I’M NOT sure how other people managed to sleep when a cat nestled right up against the side of their neck. I had a kink now that I was sure would last the day. Not that I’d complain. Every new thing required adjusting. 
His litter box was a large, rounded, rectangular plastic container with all six sides intact except for a small door he walked through. It appeared, for all intents and purposes, like an enclosed litter box. My comfortable little brick house had once been a home for six, but never a cat. I’d put the box behind the wall to the kitchen. It wouldn’t stink, so why not keep it convenient?
Last night he’d climbed up on my bed, curling up on my pillow, as though having a whole other side of the bed, pillow included, to himself wouldn’t work. He would need to be with me at work today, I supposed.
Working for the city of Widowbrook, population fifty thousand at the last census, my work as a horticulturist for the Parks and Recreation department included all plant life and supporting features in the south-east quadrant. Not the most glamorous job, but I loved it. Nick would walk about seven miles with me today if I stayed on schedule. 
After I dressed, we sat for a moment on the living room couch, part of my usual daily routine. I smiled, stroking his fur. It really felt like cat hair.
“We need a cat harness, to help maintain the illusion,” I thought aloud, more to myself than him. He wore a collar and license tag, but a harness would explain why a cat was acting more like a dog. I patted my jacket pocket, ensuring his homing device was in there. Helen wanted it at the door, but it might be better to have it with me for the first while. Home was a ways away from where we’d be working today.
He stood up on all fours, then stretched his legs out in front, dropping his front end as he did, and giving what I would describe as a non-committal meow.
“Is your battery good to go?”
He tilted his head at me.
“I mean, is it fully charged?”
His response was to sit down and lick a front paw. He seemed to do that when he liked something I’d said.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” I put my tea mug in the sink and went to put on my shoes. “First thing today is a short department meeting. If your test run goes longer than a couple days, I’m thinking we’ll need to get you registered as an emotional support animal so I can keep you with me. The hard part will be getting people to believe I need you. I mean, ten years ago it would have been believable. Now, not so much.”
He did a kind of short meow, almost a chirp, and rubbed up against my leg.
“I’ll take that as agreement about the registration.” I caught myself smiling again and had to laugh. Perhaps I was lonelier than I wanted to admit.
✿✿✿
At work, no one questioned his presence, and a few stooped down to pet him or rub him under the chin. No one gave him a second look, which was a relief. The meetings rarely took longer than 20 minutes and soon we were all off to our respective jobs. I was heading out to tackle a particularly invasive vine. It was digging through the back wall of the town pool. Hank waved to catch my attention.
“Hey, Kara. Hold up a minute.”
“Sure, boss. What’s up?” I turned as he walked over, wondering if this was about Nick. I started to fabricate a few excuses in my head, then decided not to say anything at all.
He was my senior by about 15 years and ran the department like it was his hobby shop. Good thing he loved this city.
“There’s a chip truck parked on the road next to the NEPA parking lot. Can you get it towed? The truck owners said they’ll get to it later in the week, but it’s in the spot where the Widowbrook Senior’s minibus parks.” Hank had loaned the department tow truck to the north end Parks crew, probably in exchange for help at the festival.
“Chip truck? Like, potato chips?”
“Yeah, it’s a small panel van, so I’m thinking it’s not a high priority for them. They could have towed it to a repair shop themselves, but they’re…” He shook his head, clearly unimpressed. “They’re getting more than a towing bill on this one.”
“No worries, boss. I’ll call someone and have it towed to Huey’s Fix-All.”
NEPA was what most of our department called the New Evangelical Pentecostal Assembly. That name was quite a mouthful. Oh well, they’re good people — not nearly as pretentious as their moniker. Human, of course, but they did try to be a benefit to the city. They ran a soup kitchen three days a week at lunchtime. I volunteered there to help fill in for people taking vacations, but they never seemed shorthanded.
I dialled the number for Huey’s, agreeing to meet them on site to sign for the job. As I left the department office, I checked to make sure Nick stuck close. It would be embarrassing for him to need the homing beacon already.
“Hey Nick,” I said, leaning down to pick him up. Collar and leash or no, I’d feel better carrying the little guy. Er, little robot. Whatever.
✿✿✿
NEPA was a cute little church at the east-most edge of town. White and brown brick, with a brown thatched roof with white trim, surrounded by a nice, thick hedge standing about six feet tall.
As we approached the church’s parking lot, I let Nick walk, keeping his leash short. There was a crowd around the van and police tape keeping the curious folks of Widowbrook back. Pastor Collin stood to one side, arms crossed. His face was neutral as he stood alone near the church. The middle-aged yet grey-haired, slightly paunchy pastor was well known as a man with a quick helping hand and ready smile. He looked grim today. Walking over, I nodded my greeting.
“Did I miss a potato chip heist?”
He shook his head as we made eye contact. Something about his bearing sent a chill down my spine.
“What’s happened?” I asked.
He shook his head again and sighed. “It’s Cindy Clarke. She’s dead.”
Cindy… did I know Cindy? I met a lot of people in my job, so maybe. An image popped into my head. Five feet tall, dark hair, married with kids, if I remembered right.
“In a chip truck? But those have safety features to prevent… being trapped in there.” I argued with reality a moment. A chip truck wasn’t supposed to be a death trap.
“True.” His voice was flat, as though he too was only now processing the situation.
That was plain wrong. From what I knew of her, Cindy was a cheerful, highly talented, and revered candle artist. Her clients loved her. Now what would I tell Helen?
“Helen and Desmond,” I said, thinking out loud. “Has anyone told them?”
He shook his head. For a preacher, he didn’t talk much.
I turned back toward the scene of the crime. I couldn’t see inside the truck — they’d erected a cloth barrier using a photographer’s backdrop and stand. It made sense. This was a fairly public murder scene, and they needed to concentrate as much as possible. If the frequent flash of forensic cameras was any indication, there would be stacks of reference photos.
The officers outside watched the crowd. I’d heard criminals like to watch the investigation and see how bystanders reacted to their evil. Was one of them the killer? Was a chip truck her place of death, or was that where she’d been hidden after her death? I couldn’t stand it anymore and stared down at my feet instead.
Nick walked toward the crowd and leaned into his collar, straining to be set loose. He turned to look at me. The idea that Helen or Desmond could control him from a distance, and might watch through his eyes, struck me.
I unsnapped the leash from his collar and watched as he walked under the barrier, over to the tail end of the truck, then leapt up inside. 
“Hey, cat! Out!” a crime scene officer says, moving his foot to force Nick back out.
Nick turned and jumped down, trotting back to me. Meowing, he stood and put his front paws on my leg, as though he wanted me to carry him. Right. He wouldn’t be able to see from his current angle. I picked him up, and he sat up tall, straining for a good angle.
As we waited for the tow truck, people came and went, with only a few who lingered — they seemed to have known Cindy. A couple were openly crying until Pastor Collin came over and guided them away to sit on a bench near the church.
Had anyone told her husband? And had he told their children?
My mind slowed a bit, pondering. Her children were young. Somewhere around five and seven, if I remembered right. I’d met Cindy and her family. In my job, I meet a lot of folks — mostly the citizen’s report ones — who believe I need to tell my boss which stores weren’t sweeping their part of the sidewalk or were letting their curb appeal wane.
I’d met Cindy because her children often played hide and seek outside, and one had gone missing. Cindy had been on the edge of panic, held only together by sheer willpower and need. We eventually found the child on the other side of a fence, pulling petals off a daisy and giggling as she watched them fall.
The tow truck driver pulled in and, spotting me, parked his truck and walked over.
“Sorry to waste your time, Ed. We can’t move it yet. It’s a crime scene. You might want to ask the detectives if they want you to move it to one of their… labs? Sorry, I don’t know where they would want it taken.”
“Yeah, it’s sad. Really sad.” His expression matched his words. “I heard on the way over. Wonder what’s going to happen with her candle shop now.” 
“Did you know her?” I wondered.
He shook his head. “Only by reputation. My wife has a lot of her candles. She was a big deal in the crafted arts world.”
Nick wiggled in my arms, almost causing me to drop him. I clutched him close, wondering briefly what he was thinking.
“You better let him go, before he scratches you,” Ed snickered.
Nick stopped and looked up.
“Fine, but you’d better not get us in trouble,” I warned Nick.
Ed smirked but covered his mouth. “Cat people,” he said, shaking his head.
Within moments, Nick skulked along, jumping up onto the bumper of the van again, hiding as best he could.
“I’d better keep a close eye on him. I’ll call you when we’re allowed to move the van.”
“Alright,” he said, but hovered nearer the van for a few minutes before leaving.
I stopped paying attention when someone commented on a cat moving in for an early lunch and a friend punched them for it. A heavy-set man in his 20s reached out to move him away, swatting a few times before Nick turned and hissed at him.
The second time the police shooed him away, I picked him up and took him back to Helen’s. I had to tell her about Cindy and that Nick had probably recorded the crime scene.
✿✿✿
We found Helen sitting on her front step. Her face was stone, as though she’d forgotten how to use the muscles.
“I guess you’ve heard,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic.
“It doesn’t make sense. She has no enemies,” she murmured. “She’s a candlemaker and designer. That’s nothing worth getting killed over. And there’s nothing I’ve done that could come back to her, especially with this outcome.”
That was a weird thing to say. What had Helen been doing aside from building robot cats? Sitting down beside her, I passed Nick over. He lay down on Helen’s lap and meowed up at her. She gave a weak smile and stroked his back.
“I’m so sorry, Helen. By the crowd gathered around her, this has shocked everyone. Thankfully, the police blocked their view as soon as possible.”
We sat in silence for a few minutes.
“Today’s video might be a little too graphic. Nick jumped up into the potato chip truck while Cindy was still there. He got kicked out twice but captured part of the investigation.”
“I’ll skip the review today,” Helen said, wringing her hands. “The police are on the job. I’m sure they’ll get it right.”
“Sorry, but I have to get back to work. I don’t think I can watch over him at the same time. He isn’t listening to me, and I can’t run off after him when he gets an idea.”
“Wait.” Helen moved Nick to the crook of one arm and stood up to grab my arm. “Keep him with you.”
“Sorry, Helen. After work I can help, as long as I can drop him off again after.”
“This is about Cindy — I need you to help him get more information. I need to know who she’d been in contact with over the past few weeks. Were there arguments, or anything else that might tell us why she was found the way she was?”
I frowned. “You want me to be a detective? I’m not—”
“No, no. If you go around and ask questions, Nick will do the rest.” She thrust him into my chest, forcing me to take him from her. “And if you happen to find information about the murder, that can only be good, right?”
Generally, my day had a little flex in it, but this was a murder case.
“I’ll try. I can ask a few of her friends and family to recount the last few times she’d been with them. That’s all you’re really asking me to do… and to open doors.”
She nodded.
“Okay, for a day or two.” I rubbed Nick on the head reflexively. 
“Good,” she said as her shoulders dropped into a more relaxed position.
A pleading in her eyes convinced me I had to help. Her granddaughter had died an unjust death. She wanted more than a memorial — she wanted a concrete reason. She wanted the killer caught, and she wanted to be a part of the hunt.
Suddenly, I did too.
✿✿✿






  
  Chapter 3

Shaken


IF MY gut wasn’t churning from the thought that my path may intersect with Cindy’s killer, the looks I got as I walked with a leashed cat would have been amusing. He was, after all, leading me along as confidently as any dog. Very un-cat-like, I mused. 
The first place Helen wanted us to go was to Cindy’s workplace, Candle Dreams. If they let a cat in, it would be easy for Nick to snoop around a bit. I doubted they would. Maybe I ought to get a cat harness that read “emotional support animal”.
“Hey, Kara. Who’s your new friend?” a man’s voice called out. I turned and spotted an elderly gentleman headed my way. There was a bit of stiffness to his gait, but he moved fast.
“Oh, hello Mr. Garrows. This is Nick — I’m cat-sitting for a few days.”
“Oh? Who’s his family?”
“Well, I’m not sure. Do you know Helen or Desmond Landers?”
“Can’t say I do.”
I smiled, bending down to pick Nick up. He seemed to protest a moment, then relaxed. As Mr. Garrows pet Nick’s head, I took the opportunity to watch the activity outside the candle shop. They chose a good location with a lot of foot traffic. Still, I had to wonder how many of them were gossip seekers.
Nick started to squirm, so I set him down. “We need to get moving, it seems,” I said.
Mr. Garrows took a step closer. “I hear you were at the hashtag ‘death truck’ and your cat got his paws into the evidence pile.”
My eyebrows shot up at the phrase ‘death truck’. Did everything have to fit hashtag formatting these days?
“Talk’s spread this far already, eh?” I said, calming my expression.
“Sorrowful news for us all. If her husband weren’t such a lout, I’d be more forgiving.” He made a tsking sound and turned to walk away. “A cad, really.”
Lout? Cad? Interesting choice of words. I could always count on Mr. Garrows to have depth in his vocabulary. He’d taught college English for a couple decades. The old-fashioned words were his favourites. Funny that he was up on internet terms, but not surprising.
“Wait, forgive him for what?” I called out after him, but he didn’t respond, hurrying away.
Turning back to the shop, I waited to see what Nick wanted to do.
“Should we test their observation skills and go in, Nick?” I squatted down to pet him, wondering if he transmitted what we were doing via wireless immediately back to Helen, or if he waited until his “litter box” time to pass the information on. I’d have to remember to ask her later, before my imagination ran away with me. “Once we’re in, Helen will want you to eavesdrop a bit here and there. Can you do that?”
He looked up at me and gave a slow meow.
“Wish I understood. Sorry. I’m sure we’ll work out a way to communicate.”
He started chewing and nipping at the leash, growling as he did. What was he thinking? I let him off the leash out of curiosity more than anything. Nick looked at me and hissed, as though instructing me not to follow right away.
For some reason, I blushed. As though on cue, someone opened the door and he darted in.
I waited a minute, then followed him inside. The softly lit shop felt shallower than it looked from the outside, but a hallway led to a back area. A wide set of rolling plastic drawers blocked that hall, at least enough to discourage traffic. I imagined the back was mostly storage, but also workspace. They offered classes, too, so the space had to look good and be functional at the same time.
I spotted Nick almost right away, sitting between two tall shelves in the only dark area of the shop.
No one stood at the cash register, but there were at least 15 people in the small store, all milling around. I stood close to the plastic drawers and leaned in, not sure what I was looking for. From here it was a plain, dark hall. Nick saw my curiosity and trotted over. I nodded, and he ran down the hall into the back area.
A man cleared his throat, startling me.
“Sorry, my cat is back there,” I explained.
“A cat?” The man heaved a sigh. His name tag said, “Lance, Candle Dreams Owner”.
“You seem busy — I’ll go get him.”
“It’s fine. At least he’s not a reporter. I’m going to start locking the door and only let people in by appointment.” He crossed his arms, apparently unconcerned that there was a cat roaming around the back.
“Oh, right. Cindy worked here, didn’t she?”
“We co-owned.” A pained expression flashed across his face. “Wait here.” He turned and went into the back, pulling the rolling tray back to block the way.
He came back a few minutes later with Nick in his arms, but not comfortably. Nick squirmed as though he needed to get into the back rooms again, then — for a reason I couldn’t understand — he settled down into the man’s arms.
I watched him handling Nick. He didn’t seem to think Nick was anything out of the ordinary. I reached out to take him, but now that Nick was sitting calmly, the man held him tight, looking down as he pet him.
I dropped my arms.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
His head moved side to side, slowly. “There aren’t many people on this planet you can truly call enterprising and adorable at the same time. Cindy was one of them. She brought an energy to the shop. It feels wrong to be here without her.” His voice was low, soft.
“I’m sorry for your loss.” I tried to sound consoling.
“Here’s your cat.” He held Nick out to me. “I’d better go talk to some customers. Cindy handled all the people stuff — hiring, firing, and so on. Now, I guess that’s on me.”
“I’m sure you don’t have to worry about that very often.” I held Nick close, mirroring the way Lance had held him.
“Two of our employees quit when they heard about Cindy, so I need to hire.”
“Oh.”
“They were only casual hires, but talented. I guess they were only loyal to her. She is kind of famous.”
“Her customers will miss her, too, I’m guessing. I don’t know much about the candle business, but I suppose it’s like other artisan crafts where fans and loyalty happen.”
“Definitely. We have several businesses who order directly from us, saying they trust our quality,” he said, then coughed into his hand before reaching for sanitizer. “They won’t stay here, I’m sure. It’ll hurt financially, but I won’t be able to handle the workload, anyway.”
“If you need to talk, I hope you reach out to someone. You shouldn’t go through this alone.” I was overstepping, but something about how his demeanour had changed while he held Nick. He was genuinely hurting.
“Talking does nothing. I need to work.” He nodded, reinforcing his statement.
That was my coping mechanism, too, so I smiled. What should I ask next? Maybe I needed a little notebook filled I with open-ended questions, like a proper detective.
The door behind me opened and Lance turned to look. A tall man carrying an enormous wooden box walked over.
“Hey, Max.” Lance turned back to me. The smile he put on was not reflected in his eyes. “I need to go.”
“Right, sorry — I didn’t mean to interrupt your day,” I said, feeling dismissed. I hurried out the door, noting a complete shift in his demeanour. I ought to get to work, anyway, I thought.
Nick meowed and tried to jump from my arms as we stepped out onto the sidewalk. I bent down and let him go. I was still too new to this to argue.
Instead of walking away, he sat down and started cleaning his paws.
I looked around, wondering what to do now. I thought I’d have to follow him around again. If anyone on the maintenance team saw me, how would I explain? I would have been tending the grounds of the petting zoo by this time on a Thursday, but only one person would care. My micromanager.
No sooner had I thought it than a familiar voice boomed at me from across the street. “Hey, Kara,” my boss, Hank, called from across the street. “You on a break already?”
I pulled out my cellphone and sent him a quick text explaining the disruption in my routine. Evidently, he hadn’t heard about the… about Cindy. I wasn’t ready to call it murder, although it clearly was.
He stared at his phone, and I could see his face go pale even at this distance. He reached out, grasping a light standard.
“You alright, boss?” I called out. The road was clear, so I jogged across to him. Would Nick follow? A glance back proved he was hot on my heels.
“Hank, you need to sit down somewhere. Did you know Cindy?”
“She’s my neice. We’ve been to a few family things at the same time.” His voice was rough. “She was so funny. Corny jokes — like how being a candlemaker made her the perfect choice when someone needed roasting at a party. No one could deliver a burn like she could, she said.”
Odd that he was family, and no one had told him yet. Then again, they weren’t immediate next of kin.
“What happened?” he asked, voice firmer now.
“I’m not sure anyone knows for sure, yet.”
I didn’t want to press the matter — he was already so shaken, but if I were him, I’d probably want more details.
“She was in the back of the chip truck. The police had it cordoned off before I got there.” I tried to sound as emotionless as I could.
He wavered in place and I reached out to steady him. “Take a deep breath, boss. We need to find you a seat.” I glanced around, remembering the small table and chairs the local pharmacy put out front this summer. “Chair,” I said, pointing
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