

CHAPTER ONE

People watching is a necessary activity for a writer. I gazed out the bookstore’s window and studied the passersby. Their movements, their interactions. The expressions on their faces. Are they potential characters? Victims, perhaps? Better yet, killers. 

Either way, after two hours plastered to the chair, I squirmed like a kindergartener ready for a nap. Pins and needles, brought on by immobility, constituted cruel and unusual punishment, an appropriate sacrifice to the writing gods. Too bad they weren’t appeased today. Or yesterday, for that matter. 

The letters on my laptop screen merged, separated, and merged again. The cursor at the end of the last sentence flashed and mocked. Elusive words disappeared into my swampy brain as quickly as will-o’-the-wisps.

The grandfather clock chimed twelve while the Davenport twins stared at the twisted limbs and oddly angled head of their father, splayed face down on the living-room Oriental rug. 

Everyone loved the twins in Double Trouble, and now I had to come up with a sequel to the smash hit. No point in a successful first novel if you couldn’t write a second. However, unlike this one, that book wrote itself. A volcano of words erupted whenever my fingertips touched the keyboard. Turning points and plot twists flowed like lava down a mountainside. Characters swirled through the air like ash and settled in perfect proportions. All of which left me with an agent and a contract for a second book that refused to allow me to write it.

So, what now? How would each of my teenaged detectives react? Dana, strong and reticent, and Daniel, the resourceful social butterfly, often traveled in opposite emotional directions. Shock for both, certainly. Perhaps anger for Dana and tears for Daniel? Perhaps not. Too clichéd. What if Daniel called for help while Dana checked for a pulse? Only, Victor wore the blank stare of death. Okay, call the police, skip the pulse check. Done. Next?

“Jennifer Marie Dawson!”

I snapped my head toward the voice. Aletha’s unblemished, dark brown skin highlighted her flawless white smile. “What? Jeez, you scared me. Furthermore, I told you my middle name because you asked, not so you could use it, Aletha Looo-eeez Cunningham.”

In a display of coordination I’d never even experienced in my dreams, she settled with a dancer’s poise into the seat opposite me and placed a cardboard cup of coffee on the table. “Here’s another round. Cream, two sugars, the way you like it.”

I hefted it toward my lips, and the picture that always made me smile caught my eye. Aletha in an oversized wingback chair with a tiger-striped kitten asleep in her lap and an open copy of To Kill a Mockingbird in her hands. Ravenous Readers in cloud letters floated above her head and below: Books Make the Best Friends. 

“Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.” Steam tickled my nose, and just one small sip instantly warmed me all the way down. Perfect.

Aletha motioned toward my laptop. “How’s it coming?”

“It’s not. Mental-pause has commandeered my brain.”

“Oh, please, Jen. You’re only twenty-eight.”

“Maybe, but they’re dog years.” I waggled my eyebrows, along with an imaginary cigar.

“What’s that supposed to be?”

I dropped my jaw. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen the Marx Brothers.”

She took a sip from her cup. “Were they a boy band?”

“They were comedy actors in the thirties. Every time one of their movies came on TCM, Gary made me watch with him.”

Aletha wrinkled her nose. “Sounds awful. I’m ten years older than you and never heard of them. Your stepfather was mean.”

“It wasn’t so bad. Nothing like a little Monkey Business. After a while, the old shows he loved grew on me. Besides, the positive time we spent together made it worthwhile.”

Her ever-vigilant hazel eyes flicked around the store, then back to me. “No progress?”

“What else is new? Three whole sentences today. It might be a record.”

“Hmmm. Three sentences in two hours. It’s possible.”

I stuck out my tongue, stood, and stretched my arms overhead. The soft concerto, which emanated from the ceiling speakers, flowed over me. Russell Jeffcoat—friendly and clever with a hint of darkness underneath—poured coffee into the community urn. The bouquet of fresh brew tantalized me the way his mahogany eyes did. My fingers itched to run through his wavy brown hair. I looked away.

A fortyish woman decked out in a pink, orchid-covered sack dress flipped through a book in the Writing section.

Don’t do it. Run before it sucks you in!

Aletha had named her new bookstore Ravenous Readers with the hope Riddleton actually had some. She’d lined the walls with hand-hewn cherry bookcases, giving the place the feel of some rich guy’s private library. Carved wooden plaques identified genres in alphabetical order from Art to Writing. A nice idea, but maybe she should’ve left writing out altogether. Only a sadist would encourage someone to put themselves through that kind of torture. Aletha bore no resemblance to a sadist.

Up the middle of the store, she’d arranged tables, surrounded by tufted armchairs, which led to a coffee bar near the back stocked with complimentary regular brew, along with a variety of cappuccinos and espressos priced for regular people. I ogled the pastry case stocked with fresh cookies, muffins, and croissants, courtesy of Bob’s Bakery across the street. Nope, not today. Only as a reward for progress. In the front of the store, more tables, and a comfy couch with a couple of wingback chairs covered in a low-key brown-and-gold-striped fabric tempted folks to settle in for a good, long read.

“I love this place.” Circulation restored, my bottom reunited with my well-padded seat. “You’ve made it personal, not like one of those chain stores.” I twirled my not-so-lucky monogrammed pen on the table. “You have a gift for atmosphere, and I can’t imagine writing anyplace else. Except, maybe, at home, in my pajamas.”

“Thanks, Jen. I hope more people will feel the same way someday.” 

The Writing woman wandered on, empty-handed, to the Romance section. 

Aletha’s gaze followed her. “This was always a dream of mine. My old neighborhood didn’t even have a library. If even one kid gets hooked on reading, I’ll consider it a success. Story Time’s getting some attention. We had four children this morning. The most yet.”

“Three more than when I fill in for you.” I checked out the empty children’s section. Child-sized tables and activity zones, along with hundreds of titles selected to satisfy each level of reader, created a safe haven for imaginations to run wild. All nestled under the protective eyes of a pair of life-sized giraffes, which bookended the heading Ravenous Kids painted on the wall in rainbow colors. If I’d had this place to go to as a child, I’d have my tenth book completed by now. “They’ll come once word gets around. People in small towns can be weird. It takes them a while to warm up to new things, but once they do, you can’t get rid of ’em. That’s one of the reasons I left.”

Aletha relaxed into her chair. Her fingers massaged the pearl choker around her neck. “Maybe, but you’ve only been back six months. Things might’ve changed over the ten years you lived in Blackburn. Sometimes I wonder if I made a mistake.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’re only saying that because you’re my friend. I picked this town because I thought, out here in the boonies, people would appreciate one of the advantages of urban life without the hassles of the city. Maybe it was foolish to believe they still love books.” She cradled her coffee cup with both hands. “Growing up poor the way I did, reading gave me a way to escape. And hope for a better future. I have my mother to thank for that. We read together every night when I was little.” Her eyes glistened.

“You’re not foolish at all.” I reached across the table and patted her hand. “Business will pick up. Just give it time.”

She offered a half-smile and examined her impeccable manicure. “I’m not sure how much time I have. We might not make it until next year’s payment.”

Next year’s payment. “I wouldn’t mind winning a writing contest that pays that much.” Enough to open a bookstore from scratch and maintain it for five years until it could support itself. I took a large swallow from my cup. With luck, the caffeine would travel straight to my brain.

“The Your Life contest wasn’t a real writing competition. Not the kind you might enter. It was an essay contest.”

Resting my forearms on either side of my laptop, I inched my untouched how-to-write-something-people-want-to-read book away.

“They make a selection based on what you want to do with the money if you win. I never would’ve won if they’d judged my writing skills.” She took a dainty sip of coffee. “Those people changed my life. Years of running businesses for others, and now here I am, finally doing what I was meant to do. No way that happens without the contest.”

“Maybe, but don’t be so fast to give up on your dream. You convinced the contest judges how much this meant to you, you’ll convince Riddleton.” I sent her a crooked smile. “You hooked me, didn’t you?”

She jutted her chin toward my laptop. “Good advice. Perhaps you should listen to yourself once in a while. I’m counting on your book signing to bring them here in droves.”

“Sorry, I don’t have that many friends or relatives. Or the money to bribe them.”

“The signings you did for Double Trouble brought lots of people in.”

“True. I made ten whole dollars off those sales. It paid for lunch, remember? Well, mine, anyway.” I flashed my best grin.

With a wink, she stood, and her gray skirt swished at her knees. “You have more friends than you think.”

Doubtful. Couldn’t worry about it right now, though. A book needed writing.

My latest attempt to memorialize Daniel’s reaction to his father’s death had fallen prey to my delete key when the bells over the door jangled. Eric O’Malley materialized, resplendent in his navy-blue Riddleton Police Department uniform. He waved to Aletha, sauntered to the coffee urn, and filled a cup.

Eric, a couple of years older than me, had red hair, combined with freckles sprinkled across his pallid cheeks. He reminded me of a third-grader. Take away his standard-issue protective vest, which gave him a chest, and he resembled Opie Taylor in a Barney Fife suit. Hard to believe elementary-school Opie managed to become a police officer. Nevertheless, Eric had graduated the police academy, so either the academy functioned as a Montessori school or he hid his strength well.

I hadn’t trusted law enforcement since the FAA investigators determined my father’s plane crash had resulted from “pilot error.” My mother always said Jack Dawson could fly a bumble bee if its wings were big enough to carry him. No way did he make a mistake. Something else had to have happened, and someday, I would find out what.

Eric was hailed as one of the good guys, though. We became buddies the day he stopped me because my car’s muffler roared like a bull moose during mating season. He gave me a warning. Even helped me fix it the next day. “Have duct tape, will travel,” he said when he showed up at my door, unexpected, with the large, gray roll.

I held my breath and scrunched in my chair behind my laptop to avoid a rehash of our last conversation: fifteen minutes of Eric determined to convince me running could solve my writer’s block problem. Just once, I’d love to meet a man who didn’t assume he knew what I needed.

Eric sipped his coffee and his gaze fastened on me. No doubt his calculations included how to restrain me while he shoved running shoes on my feet, without using a Taser. 

The back of my neck prickled. I tried to concentrate on my work, while actually listening to Russell’s mellifluous voice—smooth, rich, and soothing as honey—entertaining someone in the background.

Who was the person at the counter? I couldn’t quite see from where I was sitting. Not that it was any of my business. My relationship with Russell so far had consisted of a few casual chats, a collision of hands when we both reached for a stirrer at the same time, and lots of covert appraisals by me.

When Eric dropped his empty cup in the trashcan by the door, waved, and went back on patrol, my lungs resumed their function. Mental forehead wipe. Whew! Dodged that conversation for today.

I refocused on Russell, but Aletha’s lithe frame appeared between us. 

“He’s sweet on you.”

“What?”

She angled her head toward the door. “You heard me.”

I crinkled my nose. “Eric? No way. We’re just friends.”

Aletha arched one eyebrow.

“Besides, he only wants me to go running with him. With his group, anyway. He says it’ll help my writing.”

Eric had invited me to join the Riddleton Runners, the three of whom trained for the town 10K next year. He even believed he would win. Possibly, if his cop buddies stopped everyone ahead of him in the race for speeding. 

“And?”

“And I’m not going. I’m not a runner.” Last time I ran anywhere I’d had too much coffee on an empty stomach. It took two days for my legs to recover. Even worse, Eric wanted me to do it at eight on Saturday morning. Maybe if a psychopath chased me. Then I might break into a trot.

Her eyes sparkled. “Your lack of interest wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain coffee guy we both know, would it?”

Russell passed a ham and cheese croissant to a twenty-something blonde whose shiny hair fell halfway down her back. His smile reached all the way to his visible-from-a-mile-away eyelashes while she giggled at whatever he’d said.

“Perhaps.” I pursed my lips. If pressed, I’d describe Russell as a witty charmer, oblivious to the effect he had on people around him. His good looks—more longshoreman than barista—and mischievous smile reminded me of what I’d neglected since my ex-boyfriend Scott had discarded me to take a job in Paris. Loneliness seemed an odd sensation for someone like me, who’d spent most of my life either alone or wishing I was. “Why bother, though? He’s not interested.”

“You sure about that? Besides, maybe if you go out with him, he’ll give up on me.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

“Forget it. I’m sure it’s only my imagination.” Aletha picked my pen up off the table. “I might get my husband one of these for Christmas. Where did you get it?”

“Scott gave it to me when Double Trouble was published. To bring me luck with the second book.” Leave it to my ex-boyfriend to give me a defective lucky charm. He should’ve just bought me a box of cereal instead. At least, the marshmallows would give me a little enjoyment.

She handed it back to me. “You mind if I take a picture of it? Maybe I can find it online.”

“Sure. Go for it.” I centered the pen on the table.

Aletha took out her phone and snapped the photo. The bells jingled again. She turned to greet a gray-haired man who held hands with a pigtailed girl, around six or seven years old.

As Aletha squatted to chat with the child, I clipped my pen to the front cover of my how-to book. The cursor on my laptop screen summoned me back to work. 

What would Daniel say? Maybe Dana should start. It might work out better.

The grandfather clock chimed twelve while the Davenport twins stared at the twisted limbs and oddly angled head of their father, splayed face down on the living-room Oriental rug.

“Oh my gosh, Daniel, it’s Father! What’s happened to him?”

Ugh. Highlight, delete. Time to give it a rest.

Add me to the list of one-hit wonders.

Chin in hand, I stared out the window. There were never many people on the street on a Friday afternoon. Riddleton—the best-kept secret on the shore of Lake Dester—had become a bedroom community as more young people relocated from the city to the country. Ironically, the young people who grew up here and then departed for college vowing they’d never return came back when they had kids of their own. Regardless of how big the former stagecoach rest stop in the middle of nowhere grew, though, the small-minded, one-horse-town mentality still suffocated me. I had to get back to the city, where I could fly, without concerns about the naysayers’ judgment.

The place wasn’t all bad, though. The one-horse-town mentality also included the belief that someone in need was everyone’s responsibility. So, while it challenged my sanity when everyone knew everything about my business, if I needed something, help was never more than an outstretched arm away. They had to stay that close so they could hear all the gossip. 

I slid my laptop into my messenger bag and gathered the empty cups lined across the table. Shot glasses on a bar for losers. My usual goal consisted of one written page per cup. But today? It was more like one word per cup. 

I waved to Aletha, disposed of my trash, and stepped out into the inferno known as a South Carolina autumn, the bag hanging from my shoulder, a weighty reminder of another wasted day.

A shout from behind stopped me in front of the police station, next door to the bookstore.

“Jen! Wait up!”

I swiveled around as my lungs worked overtime to suck in the water-weighted air.

Russell trotted toward me with a book. His biceps strained against his polo shirt sleeves, riveting my attention. “You left this.”

My how-to book. Way to make a good impression, Jen. 

“Thanks, I forgot about it.”

His crooked grin glistened in the sun. “No problem.”

Heat crept into my cheeks. Why did I turn into a twelve-year-old every time he came into view? With a reply stuck in my throat, I nodded and headed for home, the sidewalk hot enough to melt the rubber soles of my sneakers. Perfect day to spend at the lake. Or wandering around the shopping malls of Blackburn or Sutton, the two cities closest to Riddleton, collecting characters. And expensive things I didn’t really need. 

I quickly covered the three blocks and climbed the stairs to the second floor of my building. My apartment brought to mind the pictures of the aftermath of Hurricane Hugo, just the way I’d left it. I flung my messenger bag on the couch and dropped the worthless advice book on the coffee table. It rebounded off the clutter onto the carpet. A piece of paper fell out.

Meet me at Antonio’s at 8:15 tonight.
Russell

Huh. I might have a reason to stay here after all.




CHAPTER TWO

The scrap of paper quivered between my fingers. Did Russell just ask me out? My mouth went dry. Why didn’t he ask me in person? He was a shrinking violet now? He flirted with every female under sixty. Some older if they didn’t look it. Was his suave, debonair façade just an act for the public? Maybe, deep down, we had more in common than I thought.

However, visions of my arrival at the restaurant, a perfect meal with conversation that snapped and sparkled, then Russell ghosting me, appeared in quick succession. A silent movie in my head. That did it. No way did I want a handsome, witty distraction from my writing. Yup, I’d tell him that. He didn’t need to know about the dread that wrapped itself around my heart whenever I found myself in the same room with him.

Actually, why tell him anything? Maybe the note fell out on my way home. Or, I didn’t see it. 

Nope, not going.

The crumpled note hit the trash on the first shot. Problem solved. No man would ever hurt me the way Scott had, again.

Although, I had to consider Russell’s cheeky grin when he handed me the book. Those crinkles on either side of his eyes, and the way they reflected the sunlight. The bowling ball in the pit of my stomach when he spoke to another woman.

Who am I kidding? Of course, I’d go. 

Or not. 

My shoulders sagged, eyelids heavy. A nap might help. My overburdened brain needed a rest. 

I stretched out on the couch, and my thoughts wafted like feathers on a breeze. I tossed and turned, too hot or too cold, yet managed to drift into a fitful, dream-filled sleep. My eyes exploded open amid a tirade by my mother, but her words evaporated into the mid-September living-room twilight. A good thing. She never said anything worthwhile in my sleep.

Six thirty. Time to get ready for my date. It seemed I’d decided I was going after all. A straightforward dinner with someone new might reconnect me with the social world, which could bring me back to life. Bring my work back to life.

Or, Russell could shatter my heart into a billion pieces.

In the shower, hot water poured over my shoulders to sluice away my folly. An involvement with Russell would amount to the act of an emotional kamikaze. Still, we’d share a meal, not plan our wedding. What did I have to lose? Besides my favorite place to write?

Nonsense. I wouldn’t give up my sanctuary or my friendship with Aletha just because I had a bad date with Russell. Perhaps I could convince Aletha to fire him instead. After she finished laughing at the concept. 

Teeth brushed, I tussled with my straight black hair, which declined to cooperate. Even my cowlicks had cowlicks. Just call me Alfalfa. My blue-eyed, thin-nosed, pink-cheeked reflection in the mirror stared back at me for three whole seconds. A personal best. Dr Margolis, my shrink, insisted I look myself in the eye to recognize and validate the person inside. My mother taught me about the vanity of such contemplation and to only look in the mirror when necessary. Twenty-eight years of indoctrination had the lead so far. Thanks, Mom.

Now, what about clothes? Russell had on khakis and a polo shirt at work, except, since the store closed at eight, he’d have time to change. But the invitation seemed spur of the moment. Would he have anything with him to change into? Probably not. So, something casual. For a date at a nice restaurant? No, he’d expect more. Although, he’d seen me in jeans or shorts and T-shirts pretty much every day and had still asked me out. Perhaps he assumed I’d dress casually. Perhaps not. 

Enough. I should look the part. Tonight called for a little black dress. Add pumps and a black patent-leather handbag, which held a smidgen more than my keys, and consider the ensemble complete. If only I could put myself together as well on the inside.

It took three tries to lock the door behind me. My heart raced in a constricted chest.

Forget this.

A mantra Dr Margolis had taught me dropped into my mind. Deep breath in, slow breath out.

The influx of oxygen steadied my nerves. A few more deep breaths had me downstairs, ready to hike the three blocks through the finally-beginning-to-cool moist air to Antonio’s. 

The hardware store, bakery, and drugstore had already closed for the night, which left Main Street near deserted. Only the Piggly Wiggly and Antonio’s displayed signs of life. The stores across the street rested in darkness, except for Ravenous Readers, which stayed open late on Friday and had just closed.

Although alone on a nighttime street, I had no apprehension. My experience writing mysteries had taught me people had the capacity to do just about anything, but Riddleton’s crime rate neared zero, bolstered only by bored teenaged vandals or shoplifters. Kind of surprising, though, given the town’s location. When the engineers built the dam to create Lake Dester, the population grew much less than expected, and Riddleton remained a relatively sleepy little town. Plus, Blackburn and Sutton were just far enough away to keep most of their trouble to themselves. 

There was one exception, however. A guy whacked his neighbor with a baseball bat three years ago because the neighbor’s dog pooped in his yard. They settled out of court with a handshake and an agreement by the bat-wielder to pay the medical bills. The dog, however, ended up sentenced to life imprisonment within a newly fenced backyard, with no possibility of parole.

As I arrived at the restaurant, Russell, on his way out of the bookstore, held the door for a tall, thin man to enter. Russell nodded to him, stuck his hands into the front pockets of his khakis, and sauntered toward me.

My heart trip-hammered, and I squeezed dents into the almost purse. 

The cocky grin he flashed when he stepped onto the curb proved he knew how desirable he appeared.

He scanned me from head to toe. “You clean up pretty good.”

“Thank you. Nice jacket.”

He’d donned a chocolate-brown sport coat over his Ravenous Readers polo shirt. He brushed imaginary lint off his shoulder. “This old thing? I’ve had it forever.”

“I’ll bet.” We’d officially had our longest conversation to date. Now what?

After a silent moment, he said, “I see you found my note.”

“What note?” He broke into a smile, which made my heart do backflips. I might survive this evening, after all. 

I pointed across the street. “Was that Tim who went into the bookstore?”

He peeked back over his shoulder. “Yeah, which is a big surprise.”

“True. I’ve only met him twice, neither time at the store. He doesn’t come in very often as far as I can tell. Not his thing, I guess.” We strolled the few feet to the door. “Did he tell you about the surprise party, yet?”

“What surprise party?”

Oops. “He’s throwing a party for Aletha’s birthday next month. I guess he’s waiting until we get all the details ironed out before he invites people. He seems like a good guy. I know he loves Aletha, without question.”

Russell held the door open for me. “He’s all right. A little tiresome, though. All he ever talks about is his sailboat.”

We passed into the dining room of Antonio’s, and the aroma of fresh bread carried me back to the bakery my father often took me to before he died. The last time I enjoyed a black and white cookie. I choked back the lump in my throat and immersed myself in the gentle murmur of couples, families, and Nana’s ninetieth birthday party, as displayed on a banner draped across the back of the room.

Italian dinner music played as a hostess in a black vest with Antonio’s embroidered on it in red led us through the romantic glow of Tiffany ceiling lights to a table for two. Good thing I went with the LBD.

I rested my purse on a real tablecloth—no red and white checkerboard plastic in Tony Scavuto’s place—and we settled into our seats. A crystal vase filled with fresh snapdragons rested between us, flanked by two glasses of water. I hadn’t dined in an upscale restaurant since Scott and I had celebrated the fifth anniversary of our first date—a month before he accepted the job in Paris.

The hostess supplied us with leather-bound menus and disappeared to retrieve the bottle of wine Russell ordered. The menu shook in my hands, so I propped it against the table.

A woman whose skin-tight sequined dress screamed more Monte Carlo than Riddleton stopped at our table. “Hi, Jen. I loved your book.”

Heat rose into my cheeks. Would I ever get used to this? “Thank you.”

“Can’t wait to read the next one. Those twins are marvelous. How much longer do you think it’ll be?”

Sometime between next week and never. “It’s coming along. You can’t rush the process, you know.”

“I know, but hurry, okay?” She showed me every one of her thirty-two pearly whites and shimmied away.

I smiled at Russell and locked my teeth together so tension wouldn’t twist it into a grimace. What had he said? Oh yeah, something about Tim and his sailboat. I opened my mouth and my jaw cracked. “I take it you have no interest in sailing?”

“It’s not that. Tim’s obsessed with it. One afternoon, he spent an hour telling me about the properties of new rope and how it stretches when it gets wet, if it’s not synthetic. I wanted to hang myself. He never noticed my eyes rolling back into my head.” Russell sipped his water. “At the very least, he should’ve given me a merit badge for sitting through the whole lecture.”

“I agree.” It had to be a bad scene if Russell complained about it; he loved conversations with people. Tim had never seemed self-absorbed to me. The night I had dinner with them, he doted on Aletha, supporting her ideas about the bookstore and ensuring her wineglass never emptied. Then the day we’d discussed Aletha’s party at the diner, he’d focused entirely on her happiness. Clearly, Russell didn’t share Tim’s interests, though. “How about two badges. One for boat safety and one for knot tying.”

His smile made his eyes twinkle in the lamplight. “Definitely! Did you know Tim insisted on using some of Aletha’s prize money to buy the sailboat and the house? The payment was supposed to go into the store. When I asked her if she enjoyed sailing, her eyes bulged like a Pekingese puppy’s. I changed the subject before they popped out.”

Aletha kept her secrets well. Guess it was safe to assume Russell wouldn’t be escorting Tim to the prom this year. And Tim wouldn’t be taking Russell sailing anytime soon. I couldn’t fault Russell for being protective of Aletha, though. However, which one of us was wrong about Tim? 

“She never told me.”

A waiter poured our wine and we placed our orders: chicken parmesan and spaghetti for me, linguini with clam sauce for him. I sipped the white Moscato, which I’d never tasted before. An excellent choice. Sweet enough and it didn’t come in a box. I lifted my glass in a silent toast to my new favorite wine. The alcohol reduced the tremor in my hands from six point eight to four point three on the Richter scale.

Russell tasted his drink. “Aletha told me, in Tim’s mind, the contest was about wishes, so he wanted his fulfilled, too. She tried to make him understand the hundred-and-fifty-thousand-dollar-a-year prize money payout had to go into the business. He pouted like a three-year-old and she relented. They made down payments on both the house and boat so she’d have enough left to open the store.”

I took another sip from my glass. Apparently, Aletha wasn’t as forthcoming with me as I was with her. “What a shame. Aletha never said a word to me about any of this.”

“She broke down and told me one day after they’d had a big fight. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know either.” He grinned. “On the bright side, if he hadn’t bought a boat, I wouldn’t have my merit badges.”

“Very true. Were you a Boy Scout?”

He pinched his lips into a line. “No. My father didn’t believe in stuff like that. And, we moved around a lot while he climbed the corporate ladder.” 

Scott had also moved around a lot as a military brat. Consequently, commitments weren’t his thing. A hard lesson for me to learn. My next mouthful of wine didn’t taste quite as sweet. “How did you end up here?”

He rearranged the napkin in his lap and clenched his jaw. “I needed to get away from my father. Live my own life without him trying to control every aspect of it.”

Russell refilled my wineglass and I took another gulp, which sledgehammered my gullet. Some food had better show up soon. I reached for my water, caught the lip of the tumbler, and almost knocked it over. 

He studied me over the rim of his own glass. Perhaps calculating how much difficulty he’d have if he had to carry a sozzled me to his car. Poor guy, I’d gained some weight in the last few months.

Luckily, the waiter returned with our salads and rolls. 

Bread buttered, greens slathered in vinaigrette, we ate in silence until Russell considered me with his last forkful of lettuce halfway to his mouth. “I’ve been doing all the talking so far. Let’s talk about you for a while.”

Let’s not. “There isn’t much to tell.”

“I’ll start with something easy. How did you become a writer?”

My water went down the wrong way, and I coughed. Deep, racking coughs. 

The waiter brought our dinner and held the plates until I regained control. 

My cheeks blazed, as did my ears. Slinking under the table into a little ball crossed my mind. I took another sip of water and nodded to our server.

He set the food down. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, thank you.” I’d bet Russell would never want to see me again, and nobody would blame him. I was surprised he hadn’t walked out, yet. Scott might have toward the end of our relationship, when he’d become so irritable. He’d given up on us months before he left. Nice of him to tell me.

“Good,” the waiter said. “I couldn’t remember a single thing from the Heimlich poster we have hanging in the kitchen.”

Alcohol-induced laughter made my ribs hurt, and my breath hitched into hiccups. Russell stared for a moment, then joined in until tears streamed down his face. The waiter smiled, red-faced, and backed away. People at tables around us, including the chief of police, Tobias Vick, and his wife Anne-Marie, chuckled too, although they couldn’t have known why. Hope he doesn’t call the men in white coats to take me away. Even some of the kitchen staff peeked through the swinging doors to check out the fuss.

The merriment tapered off the same way it began: table by table. I stared at my food and willed the warmth in my face to subside. Russell sat back in his chair, arms crossed, and a half-smile creased his full lips.

What do I do now? Make some lame excuse? Pretend nothing happened? Could work. “So, what were we talking about?”

“I believe we were talking about you.”

Not the response I’d expected. Scott would’ve had something nasty to say about my behavior. Maybe a relationship with Russell could turn out better, after all. Not that I was ready to even think about that, yet.

I took a gigantic swig of wine and recounted my father’s death and my mother’s subsequent remarriage. Then, a little about my years with stepfather Gary, which Russell punctuated with comments and questions that I sidestepped like a running back streaking toward the end zone. We’d have plenty of time later for all of that.

We ate and drank and laughed. Two hours seemed to have passed in about fifteen minutes. I had way too much wine, and Russell matched me glass for glass. But, unlike me, he showed no ill effects. The Tiffany lamps whirled above my head, and I ordered my queasy stomach to maintain control. It worked, for the moment. No way to know what five more minutes might bring.

When the restaurant emptied, busboys put the chairs on tables. Russell paid the check, and we stepped into the moonlit chill. He insisted he’d escort me home, and I rested my hand in the crook of his arm. He leaned in to kiss me. I jerked back and thrust him away. 

Russell stumbled but maintained his footing. He flushed. “I’m sorry. It’s too soon. I just—”

“It’s okay, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” Not true. The wreckage Scott had left behind had more than a little to do with it.

He ran his fingers through his wavy hair. “It’s my fault.”

“No, really. I shouldn’t have pushed you.” I turned away to avoid his gaze.

Over Russell’s shoulder, lights still blazed in Ravenous Readers. Inside, Aletha and Tim sat at a window table. The store had closed hours ago; why were they still there? 

Russell turned to see what had seized my attention. Aletha frowned and pointed her finger at Tim. When he reached for her hand, she yanked it away and stood, knocked her chair over, and stormed into her office. It seemed I was the one wrong about Tim.




CHAPTER THREE

A bladder call woke me at six on Saturday morning, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. Nothing compared to the hailstorm in my head. How much did I drink last night? Enough that my memory failed me. A hot ball in my gut suggested I root for the amnesia. The last time I drank that much, I dumped a pitcher of beer on myself at a frat party and won a wet T-shirt contest nobody else participated in. Or so I’d heard. It took months to live it down.

I stumbled to the bathroom with a bottle of Tylenol in one hand and a tube of Crest in the other. Tidbits of dinner with Russell surfaced. Splashes of Tim, Scott, Aletha, and lots of wine. And laughter? Aletha had argued with Tim. What was that about? Should I ask her? Nah, she’d never tell me. 

The rest hovered out of reach, snagged in the mire coating my brain. I vacillated between a need to know what I’d done and relief I had no idea. For now, relief led by a nose.

I swallowed a few capsules of pain reliever with a bottle of water, which knocked my headache back to a tolerable level. I loaded the coffee maker and fired up my laptop for another round of writing roulette, although the odds of a winning number came close to a million to one. However, the work on the fictional whodunit might take my mind off the real-life mystery of what I’d done, or hadn’t done, last night.

By the time the Davenport twins reappeared on-screen, optimism had become my word of the day. My writer’s block would collapse under my powerful mental sledgehammer. It had to. If I didn’t break through soon, my old pattern would reassert itself. I’d come too far to get discouraged and give up now.

The grandfather clock chimed twelve while the Davenport twins stared at the twisted limbs and oddly angled head of their father, splayed face down on the living-room Oriental rug. 

My fingertips hovered over the keyboard, poised, waiting for brilliance to present itself. Two minutes later … I was still waiting. Random thoughts floated through my mind like soap bubbles, which collided, then popped out of existence in an endless cycle. Why did I sign that stupid contract anyway? This second book might buy me a one-way ticket to the funny farm. 

What was that noise in the kitchen? A mouse? Never mind, it was the icemaker.

Focus.

Five more minutes …

How did I get home last night? Walk? Did Russell drive me home? Did he come in? Did we …? Nah, I’d have figured that out by now. Wouldn’t I?

Caffeine.

The wait for coffee struck me like having to stand in line for the bathroom with a Big Gulp-filled bladder. I poured the piping-hot brew into my “Creativity Begins with Coffee” mug and returned to my desk to stare at the screen some more.

Where’s my lucky pen? That would fix it. 

I searched the desk, the coffee table, the floor, and my messenger bag. No luck. The pen had disappeared. Just like the guy who gave it to me. 

Forget it. It hadn’t helped much, anyway. 

Back to work.

Was that a fly by the window? No, it was a mosquito. The new guy moved in downstairs yesterday. I’d have to go introduce myself later. Brittany said he was a banker or a lawyer or something.

FOCUS!

An hour and three cups later, I glared at the screen while my right leg bounced nonstop. Obviously, creativity didn’t begin with coffee. Not today, anyway. Time to concede defeat. Almost seven thirty, and any progress I’d made involved my headache, which, after another bottle of water, had all but disappeared. However, what to do with all this excess energy?

I could clean my apartment.

Nope. Not gonna happen.

I paced from living room to bedroom and back. Deep breaths forced oxygen into my brain, and the mental fog thinned into a haze. 

More deep breaths …

What if Eric had a point about exercise?

No way. I didn’t run. Would never run. My two left feet were all thumbs. I’d fall and hurt something. Or someone. What a crazy idea.

Crazier than staring at a computer screen all morning?

Yes, well … maybe. For Pete’s sake! 

I’d need an EpiPen for my exercise allergy. However, my current writing plan didn’t work.

Oh, what the hell. It couldn’t get any worse—could it?

At a quarter to eight, my feet dragged me downstairs for the two-block walk to meet Eric, along with the rest of his cult. I’d lost my ever-lovin’ mind.

A couple peered in the window of Bob’s Bakery, known for its egg and cheese croissants and overfilled donuts. They were the only people on Main Street while the sun burned off the morning mist. The temperature remained tolerable, but humidity added ten degrees, so sweat blossomed on my forehead. An impulse to turn left toward the bookstore grabbed me. To turn toward Russell.

Russell. His half-closed eyes.

Oh my gosh, I’d pushed him! He’d tried to kiss me, and I’d shoved him away. My best first date ever, now maybe the last.

When would I learn? Maybe I had a worse allergy to relationships than exercise.

Concentrate on something else. 

My stomach dropped as I passed the 1940s A-frame houses on either side of Park Street. My childhood had been spent in a similar neighborhood on the other side of town. 

I thrust away the memory. I’d escaped and would never go back.

About a hundred yards past Second Street stood a wrought-iron arch. Riddleton Park. Two people jogged in place beside a fence.

Last chance to turn around.

Eric waved. “Hey, Jen! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

Too late. 

“I didn’t expect to be here.”

His baggy green running shorts and red Riddleton Jackrabbits tank top hung from his reedy frame. Maybe he’d grow into them one day.

Eric gestured to a short, rotund man beside him, in gray sweatpants with a matching sweatshirt long enough to double as an evening dress. “Do you know Angus?”

“I’ve seen you in the diner.” I stuck out my hand. “Jen Dawson.”

Rather than shake my hand, he just held it in his warm, moist one. “Our resident writer. I loved your book so much, I read it three times.” He bowed.

My cheeks flushed. For a second, I’d expected him to kiss my hand. Or ring. Good thing I hadn’t worn one.

“Angus Halliburton, proprietor of the Dandy Diner, at your service, ma’am.”

A snicker bubbled up, but his earnest gaze made me bite my lip and try for a curtsy, except I caught my foot on my opposite calf. My leg buckled. I grabbed for his sweatshirt, missed, and hit Angus in the belly. He doubled over, and knocked me sideways into a stone bench. Air expelled from my lungs in a grunt Porky Pig would be proud of, and pain shot through my ribs. Smooth move, Jen.

Eric leaped to help me back to my feet. A knight in baggy gym shorts. I took a tentative breath and massaged my side.

Sir Eric peered at me. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, desperate to
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