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      This is for all the women over fifty who still feel twenty-nine in their heads.
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            Sense And Scent Ability

          

          A NORA BLACK MIDLIFE PSYCHIC MYSTERY BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      My name is Nora Black, and I’m fifty-one years young. At least that’s what I tell myself, when I’m not having hot flashes, my knees don’t hurt, and I can find my reading glasses.

      I’m also the proud owner of a salon called Scents & Scentsability in the small resort town of Garden Cove, where I make a cozy living selling handmade bath and beauty products. All in all, my life is pretty good.

      Except for one little glitch…

      Since my recent hysterectomy, where I died on the operating table, I’ve been experiencing what some might call paranormal activity. No, I don’t see dead people, but quite suddenly I’m triggered by scents that, in their wake, leave behind these vividly intense memories. Sometimes they’re unfocused and hazy, but there’s no doubt, they are very, very real.

      Know what else? They’re not my memories. It seems I’ve lost a uterus and gained a psychic gift.

      When my best friend’s abusive boyfriend ends up dead after a fire, and she becomes the prime suspect, I end up a babysitter to her two teenagers while she’s locked up in the clink. Add to that the handsome detective determined to stand in my way, my super sniffer’s newly acquired abilities and a rash of memories connected to the real criminal, and I find myself in a race to catch a killer before my best friend is tried for murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think I have a brain tumor,” I blurted as I flung open my front door for my best friend, Gillian “Gilly” Martin. She held a bottle of wine in one hand and a grocery bag filled with honey buns, potato chips, salted nuts, and chocolate-covered raisins in her other.

      “You don’t have a brain tumor.” Gilly passed off the bag and the bottle, then brushed past me, shrugging off her coat and hanging it on the hall tree. It had been a cold March, with temperatures in the low 40s most days. Under the coat, Gilly wore a form-fitting, long-sleeved, baby blue turtleneck sweater and black palazzo pants that flared out over a pair of black flats. Her straight chestnut-brown hair was in a loose ponytail for our girls’ night in.

      “Are you pooping okay?” she asked. “The doctor said you weren’t supposed to strain. You could pop internal stitches.”

      “Quit asking me about my bowel habits,” I said. “As of yesterday, I’ve been cleared to resume normal activity. Like straining when I poop. Besides, I’m worried about my head, not my butt.” After all, my mother had died of brain cancer. “I’ve been…” I trailed off, trying to find the right words. “Seeing things.”

      Gilly squeezed my shoulder in an effort to comfort me. “You had a hysterectomy, Nora. Didn’t the doctor say you might feel strange for a while?”

      Um…if strange included dying on the operating table and then discovering strong scent-induced hallucinations, then yeah. I felt strange. I mean if death was gonna bring me a gift, I would’ve liked something a lot more useful than the ability to smell other people’s troubles.

      How could I possibly explain my new weird ability to her? Well, obviously, I couldn’t. It had been eight weeks since my surgery, and I still hadn’t figured out a way to confide in Gilly.

      “Nora?”

      I sighed. “I need a drink.” I lifted up the wine bottle. “Let me pop this sucker.” Gilly still looked concerned, but I smiled and nodded toward the living room. “Be right there.”

      A few minutes later, I handed Gilly her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon and sat down next to her on the couch.

      “You know, regular activities include sex,” Gilly said with a little too much enthusiasm. She waggled her brows at me.

      “Sex hasn’t been a regular activity for me in a very long time.” Two years to be exact. I wasn’t a prude. It’s just that there hadn’t been a lot of opportunities. Between caring for my mother during the last stages of her illness and dealing with painful uterine fibroids, dating and sex were the last things I cared about.

      “You are way too hot to be celibate.”

      “Sure.” I patted my swelly-belly. “I’ve gained ten pounds in the last two months.”

      “You just had your guts cut out,” she said with a fair amount of exasperation. Then she flashed me her signature Gilly Martin smile, and added, “Besides, men like women with curves.”

      I frowned and pinched some of my stomach fat. “It’s too squishy to be a curve.”

      She laughed. “Girl. I got squishy curves all over.” She rubbed her tummy. “Including my midsection.” She fluffed her ponytail. “And I’m sexy as hell.”

      I grinned. “You certainly are.” I had always lacked the confidence Gilly displayed about her looks and body. She wasn’t wrong about her sex appeal. Men were drawn to her like bears to honey.

      “Have I told you lately how happy I am that you’re back in Garden Cove?”

      I rolled my eyes then grinned. “All the time.”

      “I can’t help it. I missed you when you lived in the city.” Her sigh held a hint of sadness. “Though, I’m sorry for the reason you had to come home.”

      Last year, my mother’s brain cancer had progressed to its final stage. My father had died ten years ago, and I was an only child. Mom only had me. So, I’d taken a compassionate leave of absence from work as a regional sales manager for a prominent health and beauty line to care for her. It had turned into an early retirement when my employer decided they wanted to keep my temporary replacement, a younger, more cutthroat version of myself. Thankfully, they’d offered me a generous severance package if I would go quietly, including covering medical insurance costs until I qualified for Medicare in fourteen years.

      I’d accepted their offer. Spending time with Mom until her final moments had been a blessing. I didn’t regret a minute of caring for her. Of course, from the hospice workers, the aides, the nurses, the volunteers who would sit with her while I shopped, and even the chaplain who brought her some spiritual comfort, I hadn’t done it alone.

      My mother had been the rock of our family, a major source of comfort and stability. When she got sick, she’d minimized the severity of her cancer because she hadn’t wanted me to worry. Honestly, I believed she’d beat it. I’d never seen Mom not succeed when she put her mind to something. If only I had known how bad it really was, I would have come home sooner.

      Reconnecting with Gilly had been one of the major bright spots since moving back to Garden Cove. We’d been inseparable during elementary and high school. She’d been the maid of honor at my wedding and had done the pub crawl up in the city with me when my divorce had been finalized. I had been twenty-nine at the time. It was hard to believe that twenty-two years had passed since then. When I was in my teens, I couldn’t wait for high school to be over so I could make my own life. Then in college, I couldn’t wait to graduate so I could be married. Later, when my marriage fell apart, I couldn’t wait to be out of it so I could move away from Garden Cove and start my career.

      I’d spent so much time wishing my life away that I’d failed to really live in the moment. I didn’t want to be that person anymore.

      My whole life had been go-go-go, and I was ready for some slow-slow-slow.

      I squeezed Gilly’s hand. “I missed you, too. You know, it’s not too late to quit your job and come work with me in the shop.”

      Gilly smiled. “I like running the spa at the Rose Palace Resort.”

      “I know you do.” I didn’t press her. We’d had this conversation a dozen times since I’d bought Tidwell's Diner and converted it into an apothecary, where I sold homemade beauty and aromatherapy products. I couldn’t afford to pay her what she was worth, anyhow. But it didn’t stop me from wishing we could spend more time together. I considered myself lucky that she'd had tonight free.

      Gilly was a single mom to teenage twins, and the high school was out for their short spring break that would end on Monday and Tuesday thanks to snow days in January that they still had to make up. The kids were doing overnights at their friends, while Gilly had packed a bag to stay in my guest bedroom and leave for work in the morning from here. Hence the wine. “How are the kids doing?”

      “Like they would tell me.” Gilly snorted. “They’re teenagers, so they share as little as possible. Marco seems to be doing okay. He’s dating a girl a year older than him. A senior. Can you believe it? I wouldn’t have ever dated a younger boy in high school.”

      “Marco’s a good-looking kid.”

      “He’s only sixteen and just like his dad,” Gilly agreed. “Oozing charm and confidence. Worries me sometimes.”

      “He’s not anything like Gio,” I assured her. Marco, while moody and temperamental at times, had a kind heart, unlike his father, who only cared about himself. The twins never saw their dad anymore, and that was on Giovanni Rossi. After the divorce, he took a head chef position at an Italian restaurant in Vegas. He used his work as a way to avoid parental responsibility. Too often, Gilly carried that burden of guilt, as if it was her fault Gio had abandoned his kids.

      “What about Ari?” I asked.

      “She made the honor roll.” Gilly’s daughter’s full name was Ariana Luna Isabelle Rossi. A beautiful name, but she preferred Ari. The girl marched to the beat of her own drum, and I loved that about her. Where her mother was hyper-feminine in both hair and clothes, Ari wore her hair like James Dean, and her outfits tended to be androgynous.  “She’s so smart, but I can’t help but worry about her. She’s so damned quiet. How in the world did I, a woman who can’t shut up, raise a daughter who doesn’t like to talk?”

      “You got me there,” I said, offering a sly smirk.

      “Nora!” She smacked my arm. “You’re terrible.”

      “Ouch.” I rubbed the spot and laughed. “I really am. Good for Ari, though,” I said. “She’s always been a smart cookie. And her drive and ambition to excel will take her places.” I didn’t have children by choice, but that hadn’t stopped me from agreeing to be Marco and Ari’s godmother. When I lived in the city, I’d sent the kids packages every year for birthdays and Christmas, but I hadn’t spent a lot of time with them until I returned to Garden Cove. “She’s going to be just fine, even if she didn’t inherit her mother’s gift of gab.” I slung my arm around Gilly’s shoulders and squeezed, careful not to jostle our wine glasses.

      I caught the sweet scent of raspberries with notes of citrus and vanilla.

      Blurry shapes form…a woman stands in front of a large man who towers over her. Faces are hazy. It appears as if they’re both made of colored smoke.

      “It’s over, Lloyd.”

      I recognize Gilly’s voice.

      “Don’t be that way, Gilly,” the man cajoles. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Gilly’s voice chokes. “I really like you, but I can’t be with someone who would say those things. Especially about my daughter. Ari is a great kid.”

      She turns away from him and he grabs her arm. Gilly gasps as he yanks her against his body.

      “We belong together.” He manacles both her wrists with his large hands. “You have to give me another chance.”

      “Get your hands off me,” she says, pain evident in her shaking voice.

      “I’ll never let you go.” His menacing tone chills me to the bone. “Never.”

      “Hello.” Gilly snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Nora.”

      “What?” I said, blinking at my friend.

      Her brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”

      “You’re going to get grooves between your eyes if you don’t stop worrying about me.” Although, at this point, I had enough worry for both of us. “How is it going with the new guy you’re dating? Lloyd Briscoll, right?”

      Gilly went pale and the wine glass in her hand trembled. I took it from her, then placed both of our glasses on the coffee table. “Gilly?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, her voice pitched to an unbelievably cheery tone. “Didn’t you promise me a date with Mr. Darcy?”

      I’d wanted to tell her about my scent-stimulated hallucinations, and maybe now was the time. This was the first…er, vision I’d had about my best friend. Still…what if I was wrong? If I really did have a brain tumor, and these experiences were a symptom of being sick, then it would be stupid to worry Gilly. Besides, if she thought I was nuts, she might decide to tie me up, throw me in the car, and take me to the nearest emergency room.

      But her avoidance of my question, in addition to the vision, stirred a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I said softly.

      Gilly took a sudden interest in a loose stitch at the bottom of her sweater, tugging on it to avoid my gaze. “We broke up.” She paused. “Correction. I broke up with him.” Gilly pushed up the cuff of her sleeve and revealed finger-sized bruises on her wrist.

      “He did this?” I asked. My stomach clenched. What I’d glimpsed of Gilly and Lloyd’s interaction had been real. Holy crap. Without thinking, I asked, “Was it something to do with Ari?”

      Gilly gave me a sharp look. “How did you…” She shook her head then nodded. “I overheard him laughing with some of his buddies in the security office.” Her hands were shaking now, and there was anger in her voice. “They were talking about Ari.” Her eyes narrowed as her ire surfaced. “He called Ari a freak, and some other unsavory slurs that I won’t repeat, because she happens to wear her hair short and the way she dresses.”

      I took her hand and gave it a pat. “He’s an asshole.”

      “I marched right into that room gave him the it’s-not-me-it’s-definitely-you speech. He grabbed me and told me we were done when he said we were done.”

      “Is that after he told you he’d never let you go?”

      Gilly paled. “Yes. How did you know that?”

      Alarm kicked my adrenaline in. I skipped her question and went right to the important part. “That’s a threat, Gilly. You need to call the police.”

      “And tell them what? Who’s going to believe Silly Gilly over the head of security for the Rose Palace? Lloyd is an ex-cop, and he still has a lot of friends on the force.”

      “Yeah? Well, so do I.”

      “You mean your ex-husband chief of police who you haven’t spoken to in ten years? That guy?” Gilly scoffed. “Shawn Rafferty didn’t like me when you two were married.”

      Shawn and I had divorced for a myriad of reasons, but mostly because he’d changed his mind about wanting kids. I had not. When we divorced, we split everything down the middle, and since we didn’t have children and we were both just starting our lives, I didn’t sue for alimony. I didn’t want anything tying us together anymore. Not even a last name, so I took back my maiden name. And then poof, like magic, it had been as if the five years we were married and the four years we dated never existed.

      But say what you want about my ex-husband, he’s a good cop. And, yeah, a good person. He and his wife had sent a lovely spray of lilies for my mom’s funeral, and Shawn had even stopped in at the visitation. Our conversation, the first one we’d had since my dad had died a decade ago, had been short but not unpleasant.

      “Shawn will believe you.” I clasped both of her hands and looked her in the eye. “Promise me you’ll call the police if that son-of-a-bitch comes within fifty feet of you again.”

      “We both work at the Rose Palace. Our paths are bound to cross.” Gilly blew out a breath. “But I’ll do my best to avoid him.”

      I stared at her hard, my mouth set in a grim line.

      She raised her hand as if taking an oath. “And I’ll call the police if he attempts to even talk to me.” She pushed my shoulder lightly. “Now, come on. I didn’t come over here to lament my tragic taste in men. You promised me a night of binge-watching Jane Austen movies, good wine, and all the popcorn I can eat.”

      My smile felt tight. Gilly was an adult, and she’d been living her life just fine for many years without me telling her what to do. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s fill up these wine glasses, and I’ll start the popcorn. You break out the goodies.” Like a weirdo, I loved mixing chocolate-covered raisins in with my salty popcorn. Yum.

      Twenty minutes later, we were sitting on my comfy couch with throw blankets over our legs, a large popcorn bowl between us and honey buns on the coffee table. Our wine glasses were full of Cabernet Sauvignon, and our undivided attention was on Mr. Darcy.

      “Why can’t real men be like him?” Gilly bemoaned after Darcy gave Elizabeth moon eyes.

      “No, thank you,” I told her. “I like the fantasy of Darcy, but he’s judgy and bossy and arrogant. Give me a guy who is genuinely interested in my happiness, and not what he thinks will make me happy. That’s the guy I’ll spend the rest of my life with.” Not that I thought such a man existed. I wasn’t content exactly, but I was resigned to living out my life as a single woman. I glanced at Gilly. At least, I knew I’d never be alone. Not with friends like her in my life. I nudged her and smiled. “Even so, I’ll happily root for Elizabeth Bennet to get her man.”

      “So, you are looking for a man,” Gilly said triumphantly.

      “You’re the worst,” I said.

      Gilly made a kissy face in my direction. “Best Bitches Forever.”

      High-beam headlights glared through my living room window. I shielded my eyes and waited for them to go off. They didn’t.

      “Who is that?” Gilly asked. “Were you expecting anyone?”

      “No. Just you.” I got up and looked outside with Gilly right behind me.

      “Oh. Oh, no,” she hissed. “It’s Lloyd.”

      “Go lock the front door,” I said. When she didn’t move, I said with more force, “Now!”

      Gilly took off toward the front door, and I moved quickly up the stairs to my bedroom, ignoring my creaky knees as I retrieved my gun case from my bedside table. My hands were trembling as I opened the case and grabbed my compact 9mm and a full clip of bullets. I loaded the gun while I returned to the front of the house.

      It was dark outside. “Is he still out there?” I asked.

      “Gilly!” I heard a man shout. “Gilly, come talk to me. I just want to talk. I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean it. I swear. I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Gilly had her body pressed against the wall and out of sight. “I think he turned off the light so he could see inside,” she said. “He won’t stop calling for me.”

      “How did he know you were here?” An awful thought occurred to me. “The kids?”

      “No,” she said. “They’re staying the night with friends.” She shook her head. “I told him a couple of days ago that I was coming over here to celebrate your recovery.” Her pitch went up a notch as tears flooded her eyes. “I’m so stupid.”

      “He’s stupid. Not you.”

      “Gilly!” he bellowed. “Come out and talk to me. Don’t make me come in there after you.”

      “That is just about enough.” I loaded a round into the chamber of my pistol and stalked to the door. “Call the police,” I said.

      “I already did,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get that jerk off my property.”

      I unlocked and opened the front door, walking out with my weapon extended in front of me. The wind whipped my hair across my face, and I pushed it back with my free hand. I hadn’t bothered to put on shoes, and the rough concrete from my walk bit into my socked feet. I ignored the discomfort as I took aim at the drunk in my driveway.

      Lloyd, a tall man, handsome, even with a receding hairline, gave me a look of sheer incredulity. He wore a dark nylon jacket with a tear in the pocket, his cheek was red and swollen, and his lip was bleeding. I guessed this wasn’t the first fight he’d started tonight.

      “Get back in your car and leave, Lloyd. And stay away from Gilly,” I said. “The police are on their way, and if you’re gone before they get here, I won’t file a complaint.”

      “You can’t shoot me.” He laughed. “Castle law means I have to be in the place you live. Otherwise, you’ll go to jail for assault or attempted murder.”

      “The way I see it, I can shoot you, then Gilly and I can drag you into the house.”

      He walked up to me and pressed his chest against the barrel of my gun. “Go ahead, tough girl. Shoot me.”

      The sour scent of beer mixed with whiskey made my stomach roil.

      I recognize his out-of-focus form before the reek of booze confirms it. “Bitch!” Lloyd yells. He grabs a red-haired woman, his hands encircling her throat.  Like Lloyd, I can’t make out her face, and with her knees buckled, I can’t tell how tall or short she might be, but I can feel her desperation. She struggles to escape but he is too strong.

      “Please,” she whispers, barely audible. “You’re…choking…me.”

      He throws her to the ground and straddles her, his thick hands squeezing her throat. But who’s his victim? I’m helpless. She’s dying. He’s killing her.

      I snapped out of it, full of rage. I lifted the 9mm higher and aimed at Lloyd’s head. Something in my eyes must have frightened him because he took several steps back.

      Sirens sang out in the distance.

      “Tick-tock,” I said to Lloyd. “A smart man would already be in his car.”

      He scowled at me.  “Crazy bitch.” On that note, he jumped into his vehicle, started it up, and squealed his tires as he reversed out of the driveway.

      Gilly came running outside clasping a butcher knife. “Oh my gosh, Nora. You’re a freaking superhero.”

      “When the police arrive, I’m filing a report,” I said, trying not to pass out.

      She whipped the knife around in the air. “But you told Lloyd⁠—”

      “Gilly, stop waving that thing before you hurt yourself.”

      She blushed as she dropped her arm to her side. “I forgot I was holding it. What are we going to say to the police?”

      “The truth. Lloyd Briscoll is a bad guy, Gilly. Like, really bad.” I shivered as pieces of the vision played in my head. “He needs to be reported. And you need to show them your bruises. I have a feeling this man isn’t going to leave you alone without encouragement.”
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      The stringent scent of tea tree oil combined with the smoother notes of jasmine was a welcome relief as I stirred the essential and perfumed oils into a large pan of melted glycerin. I inhaled deeply, trying to calm my nerves.

      Last night’s scratch-and-sniff vision featuring Lloyd the douchebag had really freaked me out. I’d wanted to tell the patrol officers about it, but what could I have said without sounding certifiably insane? Oh, and by the way, Lloyd might have strangled a woman sometime in the past. What does she look like? Red hair. Face, blurry. Eyes, blurry. Any distinguishable marks? You mean other than blurry?

      Yeah. Sure. I could totally see my accusation getting the serious attention it deserved. And honestly, I wasn’t sure if what I’d seen was real or an overactive imagination.

      I waved my hand over the pot, inhaling the calming scents again. Right now, I just wanted to surround myself with delightful smells that wouldn’t instigate murderous memories.

      Pippa Davenport, my one employee, poked her head into the workshop. “Nora? Why are you hiding out in the kitchen?”

      “It’s not the kitchen, Pips.” I waved my hand around. “No food is prepared here.”

      Pippa was a thirty-something blonde, willowy, and fine-boned. She was one of the most loyal people I’ve ever had the privilege of working with. I’d hired her as my personal assistant when I had been the regional sales manager for one of the top beauty suppliers in the country.

      After my mom died, I’d used some of my savings to buy Tidwell’s Diner and turned it into Scents & Scentsability, a shop that specialized in homemade luxury bath and body soaps, lotions, and oils. When I was nearly ready to open for business, Pippa had been my first call. She didn’t hesitate to quit her city job to move down to Garden Cove, which made her just the right amount of nuts in my book. We’d been running the shop together for the past eight months, with her taking on the lion’s share of the work for the last eight weeks while I recovered.

      Pippa smirked. “Fine. It’s not a kitchen. But if I were you, I’d turn off the stove. You heard about the Still River Steakhouse out on 40 Highway, right?”

      “No.” Still River was one of the few fine dining restaurants we had in the area. They specialized in aged premium steaks and fresh seafood—well, as fresh as seafood could be in the Midwest. Dad used to love going there, but since my return to Garden Cove, I’d avoided the place. Too many good memories knotted my chest with breath-stalling grief, and we’d had wonderful times at Still River. “What happened?”

      “It burned to the ground last night. I was getting coffee at Moo-La-Lattes this morning, and I overheard Fletcher Davis telling Greg Spiers that the fire investigator thinks it was an oven fire that got out of hand.” She eyeballed my stove.

      “That’s terrible.” I didn’t intend to avoid Still River forever, but now, the choice to go there was gone. It felt like another loss on top of all the others.

      One of my dad’s pals, Lester Blankenship, used to own the restaurant, but he would be in his late seventies now. I wondered if he was still the proprietor or if he’d sold it to someone else. Either way, having your place of business burn down had to be traumatizing. “I hope the owner had enough fire insurance. Was anyone hurt?”

      Pippa shrugged. “Not that I heard.”

      “You’re getting to be a real townie, Pips. Pretty soon, you’ll be president of the gossip phone tree,” I teased.

      She clucked her tongue. “And you’ll be the town hermit, growing moldy and hunchbacked as you stir your witch’s brew.”

      “Am I a witch or a humpback hermit in this scenario?”

      “I think you can pull both off if you try really hard.” She stopped smiling, then gave me a once-over. “You look pale, Nora. Are you sure you don’t need more time off?”

      “Nope. The doctor gave me the thumbs-up to return to normal activity.” I hadn’t told her about my run-in with Lloyd. She would worry about me even more and would want to get involved with the situation. Despite being younger, Pippa often acted like my second mother. I’d seen her make CEOs cower. The woman was fierce. “Pippa, there’s no need to treat me like an invalid.”

      “I’m treating you like someone who had major surgery two months ago.”

      “I’m A-okay,” I said. My phone beeped a notification.

      It was my biweekly reminder to change my hormone replacement patch. No wonder I was feeling a little run down. I always felt more fatigued the third day after putting a new patch on.

      “What’s that?” Pip asked.

      “Just one of the perks of getting rid of your lady parts. Hormone replacement patches.” Pippa was staring at me, and I finally said, “What?”

      “The bus dropped off a load of tourists at Dolly’s Dollhouse Emporium. They’ll be at our place shortly. Since you promised Gilly we would pass out samples, I need you to get your A-okay butt out of the kitchen and behind the sample counter.”

      See? Fierce. “I’ll be out there in a sec,” I said with resignation. It was the resorts’ off-season, so the managers had organized tours every weekend in March to generate extra revenue for the town. Gilly, who was on the tourism board, had made sure my shop was approved as one of the stops. I’d been excited at the prospect of getting on Garden Cove’s tourism map because, well, cheap marketing. I hated to admit I was shaken up after last night, and I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with the retail end of my business today.

      “Come on, Nora. What is going on?” Pippa asked as she put her hands on her hips. She squinted at me. “You’re not yourself. Are you pooping okay?”

      “Seriously? I don’t know why you and Gilly are obsessed with my bowel movements.” I put up my hand to stop her from talking. “Do not say a word about straining, unless it’s related to making soap.”

      She grinned and held up her hands in surrender as the dulcimer tones of our door chimes shifted her attention.

      “Saved by the bell,” I said. “We better get out there.”

      Pippa wagged her bone-thin finger at me. “We’re not done with this conversation.”

      “Hello,” a woman called. I recognized Gilly’s voice.

      I pushed past Pippa, apologizing as I made a beeline to my best friend. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Gilly’s brown eyes lit up when she saw me. “I volunteered to play tour guide today.” Her voice grew quiet. “Besides, Lloyd was in his office today, and this was the easiest way to avoid another confrontation.” She wore a white puffy winter coat, black wool pants, and gray and white fuzzy boots. “Though, if I’d known how cold it was going to be, I might have given it a pass.”

      It was thirty-eight degrees out, but most of the snow from the previous week had melted, so at least people weren’t slogging through ice and mud.

      “Good. That man is a menace.” The farther away she stayed from Lloyd, the better. “Besides, this weather suits you. You look like a gorgeous ski-bunny.” I peered out the window at the faces staring from the bus. “How many do we have coming?”

      “Thirty-seven on this trip.”

      “Is that good?”

      “They paid four hundred and forty-nine dollars and ninety-nine cents each for this weekend event.” She grinned. “So, yes, really good.”

      “Then you’re buying dinner tonight,” Pippa said to her.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I countered. “As a big thanks to both of you, Pip, for holding down the fort while I was out, and Gils, for bringing in business, I’ll take you both to the Pit for dinner.” The Bar-B-Q Pit had the best ribs in town. Always falling-off-the-bone tender and seasoned with the tastiest dry rub southeast of Kansas City, Missouri.

      “Oh.” Gilly rubbed her hands together. “I hope they have burnt ends tonight.”

      “And don’t forget drinks,” Pippa added. “Of the alcoholic variety, of course.”

      “I can’t guarantee the burnt ends.” I laughed. “But drinks are a given.”

      Gilly looked out the storefront window. “They’re coming. You ready?”

      “Send in the clowns,” Pippa said dramatically.

      I raised my brow at her. “Those clowns will keep us employed.”

      “Have I told you how much I love clowns?” asked Pippa with a cheeky smile.

      “I hope you sell a gazillion soaps and lotions today,” Gilly said. She gave me a quick hug as the tourists began to wander in. “I guess I better get to Moo-La’s and give Jordy a heads up.”

      Jordy Hines was the owner of the coffee shop. He had tattoos and was built like a boxer. Pippa liked to make up jobs that Jordy did before he’d landed on barista.

      My favorite was handsome undercover DEA agent gets tatted up, infiltrates biker gang, gets injured during the big takedown bust, receives a settlement with early retirement, and uses the money to buy Moo-La-Lattes. If I didn’t desperately need Pippa, I’d encourage her to write romance novels. She had a flare for fictional heroes.

      I scooted behind the sample counter to man my station. It was filled with tiny soaps and little plastic bottles of lotion I normally sold for two dollars each. I wasn’t about to put up samples of my massage oils. For one, I didn’t have bottles small enough to make it cost effective. And two, they could get a good feel for all our scents with what I had on display.

      There was a sign at the front of my counter that read: 2 Samples Only Per Customer

      “Oh, I definitely want the magnolia blossom and the pear and basil,” said a woman with black hair, tasteful makeup, and wearing a pink fur-lined coat.

      “No problem,” I told her. “Do you want those in soap or lotion?”

      “Can I have each in both?” she asked.

      Inwardly, I groaned. She was neatly put together with simple jewelry, suggesting someone who was frugal, meaning, she was the type of person who wouldn’t buy the cow if I was giving the milk away for free.  I know the metaphor was usually reserved for sex and marriage, but I always thought it fit retail really well.

      I put on my most charming smile. “I’m so sorry. I’d love to give you the lotion and soaps in both scents, but I’ve only enough samples for two per customer. But you are going to love them. I would suggest the magnolia blossom in lotion and the pear basil in the soap. It’s really refreshing.”

      Her mouth turned down at the corners. “Okay. I guess I’ll take those.”

      “By the way,” I said. “You have really lovely skin.”

      That turned her frown upside down. “Thank you.” She automatically touched her face and leaned back to look in the mirror behind me. “I’m thirty-nine.”

      Middle-aged women tended to give their age when complimented. I wasn’t judging her, because I did the same thing when people commented about my appearance. “What do you use?”

      She leaned in conspiratorially. “I hate to admit it, but I use an ungodly expensive moisturizer I bought when I was on a cruise two months ago.”

      I was aware of the beauty scheme tourist traps. If she’d bought into their scam, then maybe she would spend some money for the right product. “Pippa, why don’t you show Miss…”

      “Darla,” the woman supplied.

      I smiled again. “Take Darla over to our facial line and let her sample the rose hip and blue tansy face oil.” It was mixed with other great oils and really worked. “I use it faithfully day and night,” I told her.

      “You have great skin, too,” she said.

      “And I’m fifty-one,” I told her in a hushed voice.

      She raised her brows then looked at Pippa. “Take me to your face oils.”

      A man stepped up to the counter next. He had on a pair of dark blue trousers with a gray button-down shirt under a black blazer. Pretty formal for morning attire. “What would you like to try?” I asked.

      The corner of his mouth tugged up into a half smile. “I’m not here for the samples, Ms. Black.”

      His voice was honey smooth, and the way he spoke was almost lyrical. “Are you with the tour?”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bi-fold wallet and flipped it open. “I’m Detective Ezra Holden, Garden Cove Police Department.”

      I wrinkled my nose and spoke quietly when I asked, “Is this about last night?”

      “In a way. Can I talk to you alone?” Detective Holden had the brightest green eyes I’d ever seen on a man. He looked to be at least six feet tall, and he wore his sandy brown hair short on the sides and a little longer on top. He had a few creases around the eyes, but not enough wrinkles to put him past his early thirties.

      Suddenly parched, I cleared my throat. “I gave the patrol officers my statement. I don’t know if I can add any more insight into Lloyd Briscoll. I made my complaint and that’s that.”

      “I’m not here about the domestic disturbance call.”

      “It wasn’t a domestic disturbance. He stalked my friend to my house then threatened to come in after her.”

      “Then you threatened him,” Holden said. His expression and tone never changed. Still honey smooth. “With a gun.”

      “I have a right to protect myself and my property. I know the law, Detective Holden.” I held his gaze, but foreboding sat heavy in my stomach. “If Lloyd is trying to press charges⁠—”

      “He is,” he interrupted. “He filed a restraining order this morning against you.”

      “This is ridiculous. I filed a complaint on him. He’s the bad guy in this situation, not me.” If he intended to shock me, mission accomplished. “Follow me.” I whistled at Pippa. “You have the store front,” I told her. I led Detective Holden back to the workshop. With a gesture, I indicated he should sit on one of the barstools at the metal table where I cut my soap and mixed my massage oils and lotions. Instead, he leaned against the edge of the table, so I did the same. I’d been raised by a cop and then I married one. I knew their tactics fairly well. If he stood and I sat, he would be in a literal position of power—towering over me. No, thanks.

      “In what twilight zone world did a judge grant that idiot a restraining order?” I asked.

      Holden crossed his arms over his chest. “You pulled a gun on the man.”

      “I was in fear for my life,” I said. I wasn’t going to admit in any way, shape, or form that I was at fault. Lloyd Briscoll was the asshole. Not me. “I’m allowed to protect myself.”

      “Did he threaten you?”

      “He stalked my best friend to my house,” I said. “He was drunk as a skunk and threatening to break into my home.”

      “You could’ve stayed inside. Waited for the police.”

      “You’re right. I should’ve waited for him to knock down my door and try to hurt us before I took action.” I crossed my arms. “Lloyd physically assaulted my best friend. She broke up with him, and he stalked her to my home. That’s unstable behavior in my book.”

      “Mine, too,” said Detective Holden. He cleared his throat. “Did your friend file charges against Lloyd for the assault?”

      I waved my hand around the workshop. “Does this look like a lawyer’s office to you? I don’t speak for her, Detective.”

      The cop’s full lips twitched as though he was trying to prevent a grin. He managed to keep his gaze steady on mine, his expression serious. “Is your friend okay?”

      “Gilly’s got a few bruises, but other than that, she’s fine.” I picked up my ladle then slammed it down on the counter. “I can’t believe that jackass filed a freaking restraining order against us.”

      “Not us, just you.” He opened his jacket and pulled a sheaf of papers out of an interior pocket. He handed the bundle to me, his gaze conveying regret. “I’m sorry, Ms. Black. I believe you.” He blew out a breath. “I’m serving you with an ex parte order of protection. You must keep one hundred feet away from Mr. Briscoll. The full protection order hearing is scheduled for Wednesday. It’s likely that once the judge hears your side, the order will be dismissed.”

      “That bastard.” I shook my head. “How did he make this happen so quickly?”

      Holden didn’t answer, but I could tell by his expression he was asking himself the same question. Gilly had said that Lloyd used to be a cop and that he was still connected. Had he pulled some strings?

      “Did you work with Lloyd before he left the department?” I asked. I twisted the papers in my hands. I wanted to tear them all into little pieces and throw it like confetti over Lloyd’s head. But I probably couldn’t do that from a hundred feet away.

      Holden gave me a considered look, then said, “I’m with special investigations, have been since I was hired. Briscoll was a patrol officer. And from what I know, he left about six months after I arrived.” He paused for a moment, sniffed the air, then gazed at me with those green, green eyes. “Is that jasmine?”

      “Yes. I was making soap earlier. Are you a fan?”

      “It was my mother’s favorite scent when I was growing up.” He leaned over the counter and inhaled. “That takes me back.”

      Unfortunately, it took me back as well.

      “Ezra,” a woman says. She wore an unsightly purple sweater with a penguin stitched into the front and blue pants, maybe jeans. “Look how beautiful the flowers are,” she said. “Don’t they smell delicious.” Her face was blurry, as she grabbed a squirming, small, green-eyed boy and hugged him to her. “Where are you going? Don’t you try to get away from me.” He threw his arms around her neck, and she said, “Now give me a good smack.” She patted her cheek.

      The boy giggled and kissed her.

      “You’re such a good boy, my easy-peasy.”

      “Easy-peasy,” I murmured when the memory vanished.

      “What did you say?” Holden asked. His surprise quickly turned to concern. “Are you okay? The blood just drained from your face.”

      “I’m fine.” I waved him off. “You were saying?”

      He chewed his lower lip for a moment as if considering whether or not to say more. More apparently won. “Keep your distance from Briscoll. Don’t even aim a dirty look at the man, okay?”

      “Do you know something I should be aware of, Detective?”

      “Nothing I’m at liberty to talk about.” He straightened his jacket. “One hundred feet, Ms. Black. No closer.”

      “No problem. It’s not like I want to be around the man.”

      “You can file an ex parte against him,” he said. “So can your friend.”

      “Well, that sounds like a circle of hell. Look, I don’t want trouble. So as long as Lloyd stays off my front yard, I’ll stay away from him. I don’t even need this.” I lifted the paperwork and shook it. “I’ll happily avoid that jerk.”

      He nodded. “See that you do.”

      The warning in his voice was enough to make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Detective Holden nodded goodbye then left the workshop. I leaned against the counter, frowning.

      What was the detective not telling me?
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      Rustic wooden booths with cushioned bench seats were set up in five sections inside the spacious Bar-B-Q Pit. Two sections front and back on either side, and one long section down the middle. The smell of smoke and spices permeated every inch of the place. The owners, Rita and Nancy Little, had mounted a giant metal pig statue behind the hostess counter that had been there for thirty-nine of the forty years the restaurant had been in business. According to legend, they’d won it in a ribs challenge against the owner of a barbeque chain in Kansas City. I ordered ribs to go at least once every two weeks, so I believed it.

      “How many for dinner?” the hostess, a woman named Didi, asked. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. She was cute with short, spiky platinum-blonde hair and several face piercings.

      I saw Gilly and Pippa in a booth by a window toward the back. I waved as they lifted their drinks in my direction. “I’m with Margaritaville back there,” I said.

      “Oh, them.” Didi grinned. “Go on back. Your server will be over in a minute.” It appeared my friends had started the party without me.

      My knees, my back, and my feet ached from the long day of standing. The doctor told me I would be more easily fatigued for a while, but I literally felt as if I’d hit a wall. If I hadn’t promised my friends dinner and drinks, I wouldn’t have come. As it was, I had vegged on the couch until the last possible minute. I hadn’t even bothered to shower because I didn’t have the energy to restyle my hair or redo my makeup.

      “Nora!” Gilly stood up and hugged me. “You’re late.”

      “And you’re tipsy.” I smiled and took my phone out of my purse.  “Besides, I’m on time. We said seven. It’s seven. I’m exactly on time.”

      “What happened to the woman who told me five minutes early is ten minutes late?” Pippa inquired as she scooted over to make room for me on the bench.

      “Haven’t you heard? That woman died.” I put my cellphone on the table and set my purse down. “Get it? Because I flatlined on the operating table.”

      “That’s so morbid,” Pippa said with a laugh. “I like the way this night is starting.”

      Gilly rolled her eyes. “You survived. That’s what matters.”

      “That’s me. Well, me and Gloria Gaynor. We survive.” I suddenly felt flush, and my back was damp with sweat. “Christ, it’s warm in here.” Near the center of the table was a faux hurricane lamp with the lit candle in it. I pushed it away from me toward the window.

      “I’m a little chilly,” Pippa said, rubbing her arms.

      “You’re red as a beet, Nora.” Gilly touched my forehead with the back of her hand. Such a mom move. “But you don’t feel feverish.”

      My phone beeped again. Change HRT came up on the notification screen. “Crap. I’m having a freaking hot flash.” Detective Holden’s visit had rattled me, and I’d completely forgotten about putting on a new hormone patch.

      Which reminded me, I still hadn’t told Gilly about Lloyd’s restraining order.

      “That would be a great name for a drink,” Pippa said. “Hot flash. Cinnamon schnapps, Fireball whiskey, and Tabasco.”

      “Gross,” I said.

      “Sounds like a hot flash for your butt,” Gilly said.

      “Double gross.” I giggled. “But funny.”

      “Darn tootin’.” Gilly snickered.

      “No one light a match,” Pippa joked.

      “I think I’m way too sober for this conversation.”

      “Oh, Nora,” Gilly said. “We’ve only had one drink.”

      “Too many,” I added.

      A young man wearing tight jeans and a tight black t-shirt with a giant pig design across the chest laid a menu on the table in front of me. He smiled and ran the fingers of his right hand through his short dark hair. “Hi, I’m Todd. I’m your server. Is it ladies’ night?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      He gave me a chin nod. “Do you know what you want to drink?”

      I wanted to order something strong, but I had a sinking suspicion I was going to be the designated driver. “I’ll just take a Diet Coke.”

      “Nooooo,” Gilly said. “You have to have something stronger than that.”

      “I was having pain earlier,” I lied. “So, I took some medicine.”

      “Diet Coke it is,” Pippa said.

      Todd winked at Pip. “I’ll give you all a few minutes to look over the menu.”

      “Did that toddler just wink at you, Pippa?” Gilly teased.

      Pippa, who was normally pale, turned a bright shade of pink.

      “Leave her alone, Gils.”

      Todd came back to the table. He set the soda down. “Need more time?”

      “I don’t,” I said. I’d been thinking about the ribs all afternoon. “This is all on one check. I’m going with the half slab of baby back ribs, the maple pecan sweet potato mash, and fried okra.”

      Pippa tapped the menu. “I’ll have the same, only sub steamed broccoli for the fried okra. Lots of extra butter.”

      “And I’ll take the burnt ends.” Gilly crossed her fingers. “You still have some left, don’t you?” The burnt ends were popular, but not infinite, and they tended to go quick.

      Todd gave her a crooked smile. “You’re in luck. We have a couple servings left.”

      “Yes.” Gilly gave a little fist pump in celebration. “I’ll take coleslaw and baked beans as my sides.”

      “I’ll get those orders right in,” Todd said. “Can I get any more drinks?”

      “I’ll take another Hurricane Punch,” Gilly said. “Since Nora’s driving.”

      “In that case,” Pippa agreed, “I’ll have another Blue Lantern.”

      “And put those on my tab as well,” I told him. After all, Gilly might take the news about Lloyd’s restraining order better if she was liquored up a little first.

      “So,” Pippa said. “Gilly told me you went Dirty Harry on her ex-asshole last night. How come you didn’t tell me? I mean, I spent the whole damn day with you.”

      “It was Gilly’s business to share. Not mine.”

      Pippa’s eyes widened. “Is that why that hot detective came to the shop this morning?”

      “He wasn’t that hot.” I kept my eyes on my phone, mostly to avoid Gilly’s gaze. I could feel it settling on me like warm hands.

      “Nora, you’re sweating,” Pippa said.

      I grabbed a paper napkin and patted my forehead. Freaking useless patch! The first two days were great. The third day wasn’t usually too bad either, except for the insomnia, but I was pushing four days on this one, and it was pushing back.  “I’m fine.”

      “Tell me about this detective,” Gilly said.

      Pippa raised her brow and grimaced. “Was it a secret?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not anymore it isn’t.”

      “Give.” Gilly curled her fingers at me. “And don’t spare the hotness.”

      “It wasn’t a date.” Although, if it had been a date, it wouldn’t have been the worst I’d ever been on. That was reserved for Carter Price, who thought it would be fun to take me to a free food demonstration at a camping expo. I’d gotten rid of Carter but kept the cookware. “Gosh, this place smells good.”

      I only hoped the strong aroma didn’t trigger any more delusions. I hadn’t quite figured out when or how they happened, and while some of the things I saw felt like pleasant memories, others, like Lloyd strangling a woman, were horrific. I scanned the room and saw a couple of tables with people I recognized. “There’s the Brashears,” I said, waving back at Reba when she met my gaze. She was the real estate broker who’d sold me my house, and her husband, Hal, was a loan officer at the bank. They were a match made in fiscal heaven.

      “You’re changing the subject,” Gilly said as she looked over at them. She smiled. “Oh, hey. There’s my neighbor, Mr. Garner.” At a booth across from the Brashears, an elderly gentleman with a full head of gray and silver hair, thin, but not frail-looking, sat alone drinking a beer and eating a fried pork tenderloin sandwich. “Aww. I’m glad he’s getting out. He hardly ever leaves his house this time of year.”

      “Why?” Pippa asked.

      “His wife passed away in March several years ago, so he sort of becomes a shut-in right around now. I sometimes drop food by. Martha Edison, the homeowner’s association secretary, arranges a schedule with some of us.”

      “That’s really nice of her,” I said.

      Gilly smirked. “I think she has her sights set on him. After all, he’s not bad looking for his age and still has his hair and his teeth.”

      Pippa laughed.

      “One of these days someone is going to be saying the same thing about us.”

      “Land sakes, I hope so.” Gilly laughed then her expression sobered. “So, what did Hot Cop want?”

      “His name is Detective Holden,” I corrected. “And it’s not what you think.”

      Gilly narrowed her eyes at me. “Just spit it out. I know it’s something bad or you would have already left me three voicemails and ten text messages about it.”

      “Lloyd filed for a restraining order this morning.”

      She sat upright and pressed her hand to her chest. “Against me?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Just me. Apparently, I’m not allowed to be within a hundred feet of him.”

      “This is a load of horse crap,” Gilly said. She was digging around in her purse.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m calling Lloyd to tell him what a piece of⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I said. “It’ll just make things worse. I’ll get a chance to tell the judge my side of the story on Wednesday. Until then, we should both keep our distance.”

      “Are you talking about Lloyd Briscoll?” Pippa asked. She turned to Gilly. “Please don’t tell me you dated him.”

      “’Fraid so.” Gilly sighed.

      “What do you know about him?” I asked Pippa.

      She got very excited. “I heard that Briscoll was forced out of the police department.”

      “Where in the world did you hear that?” I asked. Then shook my head. “The coffee shop.”

      “I can’t help it if Moo-La-Lattes is small, but the lines are long. People are going to talk, Nora. It’s human nature. And I’m a good listener,” she explained.

      “That’s one word for it,” I agreed.

      Gilly didn’t laugh. It seemed the conversation had completely sobered her.  She tapped the table. “What did you hear?”

      “I heard some woman he’d pulled over had filed a complaint against him, and that the department had settled it with her quietly, but part of the deal was Lloyd had to go.”

      “How have I never heard this?” Gilly asked. “Cripes, how can I be such a terrible judge of men?”

      “Especially when you’re such a good judge of friends.” I reached across the table and took her hand. “Some men are really good at showing you exactly what they want you to see. That’s their fault, not yours.”

      “If you had a penis, I’d marry you,” she said.

      “If I had a penis, I’d be gay,” I told her.

      She did laugh this time, hard enough to make her eyes water. She dabbed at them with her napkin. “God, I love you, Nora.”

      I gave her a fond smile. “I love you right back.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Pippa asked.

      “We love you,” Gilly said gregariously.

      I nudged Pippa’s shoulder with mine. “Of course, we do.”

      A ruckus at the hostess stand drew our attention. Gilly’s mouth dropped open. Pippa and I turned to see Lloyd Briscoll.

      “I want to talk to Ricky, right now!” Lloyd demanded.

      Didi, the hostess, looked visibly upset. “I told you, he’s not working tonight.”

      “Don’t you lie to me,” Lloyd said. He shook his finger in her face. “If he doesn’t come out and face me, I will march into the kitchen and drag his ass out here.”

      “I’m telling you, he isn’t⁠—”

      “Ricky!” Lloyd shouted. He slurred the name a little, and it appeared he’d been drinking.

      “I’ve had enough,” Gilly said. She stood up from the bench.

      “Gilly, no,” I whispered harshly. But I was too late, she was already storming off in his direction.

      “Crap, crap,” I muttered, scooting out after her. I could see this ending badly in so many ways.

      “Get on out of here, Lloyd,” she said. “You’re scaring this girl, and she hasn’t done a damn thing to you.” Gilly’s face was filled with fury.

      He blinked, looking almost confused, as he stepped back while Gilly laid into him.

      Then he saw me, and his confusion cleared. “You.” He pulled his phone from his jacket. “I’m going to have your butt tossed in jail for violating the restraining order.”

      “I was here first,” I protested.

      “You think that matters?” he seethed. “You are a dangerous bitch, and I’m going to make sure everyone in town knows. No one will care that your daddy used to be sheriff by the time I’m done with you. I’ll ruin you.”

      And then Gilly lost her mind. “You look at Nora, go near Nora, talk about Nora, or threaten her again in any way, and I will end you, Lloyd! Do you hear me? I will end you permanently!”

      Oh boy. There were some things that if you say them in public, you can never take back. Unfortunately, threatening to kill someone is at the top of the list.
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      “Whoa there, mister,” said a young man as he and two of his friends grabbed Lloyd and held him back. I’d seen them sitting at the bar just a few feet away, and I was grateful they’d decided to help.

      Two uniformed officers arrived and took over trying to restrain Lloyd and avoid his wild punches. Didi, Gilly, and I moved several feet away as the officers intervened.

      “Stand down, Briscoll,” one of them said.

      “I have a restraining order,” he argued.

      “You’re the only one who needs restraining!” Gilly shouted.

      Oh, Lord, how much was bail? Because the way my BFF was going, we would need it before the night was over.

      Another officer, a female by the name of McKay, ushered our group away. We returned to our table. I noted Pippa’s pale face and WTF expression. Gilly picked up her Hurricane Punch and took a hard pull on the straw. Lloyd’s reaction to seeing me, the police car lights dancing through the windows, and the general chaos in the Bar-B-Q Pit made my head swim. I sat on the edge of the bench seat and put my head down.

      “Are you all right?” Pippa asked.

      “I’m a little dizzy is all,” I told her. “I’ll be fine in a minute.”

      “Someone get Nora some water!” I heard Gilly say. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”

      “No.” I was embarrassed that I was struggling to pick my head up. “I’ve just done too much today. Dr. Schnell said this might happen sometimes for a few more months.”

      “Are you Ms. Nora Black?” the policewoman asked.

      I turned my head sideways to meet her gaze. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m going to need you to come with me.”

      “This is flippin’ ridiculous!” Gilly glared at the cop. “Lloyd is the one who should be arrested. He’s the one who started all the trouble.”

      I didn’t correct Gilly, but really, until she went at him, he hadn’t even realized we were at the restaurant. Still, I agreed that he should be arrested. The man was a grade-A menace.

      Officer McKay frowned, her eyes sympathetic. “I’m not arresting Ms. Black. Just escorting her off the premises.”

      “It seems to me, Mr. Briscoll violated his own order of protection against me by showing up here,” I said.

      McKay nodded. “True, but the law is on his side as the victim.”

      Lloyd Briscoll was not a victim. He was a clear and present threat. I scoffed at the suggestion. “That’s rich.”

      “Even so, that puts you in violation for not leaving as soon as he arrived.”

      I was too tired to fight Lloyd and his ridiculous restraining order. Truth was, it was a good excuse to go home. “Well, crap.” I struggled to stand then grabbed my phone and threw it into my purse, finishing with a heavy sigh.

      “Are you okay?” Officer McKay asked.

      “She just had surgery,” Pippa said. “She’s still recovering.”

      “Is this true?” She raised a brow at me.

      I nodded. “But I’m okay to drive home.”

      “You’re not going anywhere, Nora,” Gilly snapped. “You shouldn't have to leave because that son-of-peter showed up.”

      “You have kids to think of, Gilly. Don’t get into trouble on my account.” I forced a smile. “I’ll be just fine.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Black.” The lines between Officer McKay’s pretty brown eyes relaxed. “If it’s any consolation, I agree with your friend.” She cast a scathing glare at Lloyd.

      “We’ll follow you home,” Pippa said.

      “I’ll be fine.” I stood up and leaned against her. “Eat first, then take Gilly home, okay? Use the company card.”

      I walked ahead of McKay as she guided me with her fingertips at the small of my back. When we passed Lloyd, the other cop, and the men who had intervened, a waiter walked around us with a slice of pie and a scoop of vanilla ice cream. The strong scent of apples and cinnamon was unmistakable.

      A small girl with ginger hair dances around, as a woman, her hair darker, more orange in color, peels green apples. “Princess Peanut,” the woman says. “Do you want to help?” I wish I could see their faces, but as always, they are a blurry mess.

      The little girl bounces with excitement. “Yes, yes, yes,” she chants.

      “You can add the cinnamon.” The woman sets the girl up on the counter and hands her a cinnamon shaker. Then her head tilts in my direction, her body relaxed. She’s happy. “How long have you been there?” she asks.

      “Ms. Black,” Officer McKay said. She gripped my shoulder and gave me a shake. “Carl, get an ambulance.”

      “I’m okay.” I rolled my head to the side, surprised at all the feet surrounding me. Crap. I was on the floor. “How did I end up down here?”

      “You passed out,” McKay said. “You’re lucky I was right behind you, or you could have really hurt yourself.”

      “So lucky,” I muttered. Hundreds of diners trampled all over the floors at the Bar-B-Q Pit on a daily basis, tracking in dirt, gum, and other gross stuff. And now, I was lying in it. Yuck.

      “Give her some room,” Pippa said to the crowd that gathered around me.

      Pain pulsed behind my eyes. “Can someone help me up?” I’d had half a dozen visions since my surgery, but this had been the first one that ended with me passing out. “I overdid it today.”

      “An ambulance is on the way,” the other officer said.

      I eased myself up. “I’m not going to the hospital. I haven’t had dinner, yet. My blood sugar is probably a little low.”

      Officer McKay knelt next to me. “I can’t in all good conscience let you drive yourself home.”

      “Then I’ll find someone to drive me home,” I told
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