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      “Ladies!” Mrs. Janowski’s voice wavered as she hollered over boisterous bickering in the dining room. “We’re only choosing colors. It can’t be that hard.”

      “It wouldn’t be if Sylvia would stop picking animal prints,” Ida said.

      “Edna keeps picking mauve,” Sylvia retorted. “Not everything needs to be pink.”

      “We’re not choosing either of those,” Mrs. Janowski said. “These are security uniforms, not our bowling shirts.”

      “Speaking of which,” Ida interrupted, “we really need to update those shirts as well.”

      “I agree. Brown and orange does nothing for my complexion,” Sylvia said.

      “We should have pink bowling shirts,” Edna said, her bespectacled eyes twinkling. “It would match my bowling ball.”

      “Enough with the girly colors,” Ida grumbled, taking a fortifying swallow of coffee, which we all knew was laced with whiskey.

      “What’s wrong with brown and orange?” Mrs. Janowski asked. “They’ve served us well these last three decades.”

      “Exactly. Three decades!” Sylvia stated. “It’s time for a fresh look. What about tiger print? We could rename our team Tigresses.”

      “Too many S’s,” Edna said.

      “I’m not wearing animal print,” Ida said. “Blue. Just plain blue.”

      “I might agree with blue,” Edna said thoughtfully. “If it’s a baby blue.”

      Ida blew out a great sigh and dug out her flask.

      “Ladies, we’re here to discuss the security uniforms,” Mrs. Janowski repeated. “We’ll worry about our bowling shirts some other day. Now, what color should we choose?”

      “Blue,” Ida stated.

      “Mauve,” Edna said.

      “Zebra,” Sylvia said.

      “Camouflage,” Mrs. Janowski added.

      They all turned to me. Oh brother.

      “Mars, what would you choose?” Mrs. Janowski asked.

      “Well,” I said, scanning the samples strewn over the table. I felt the weight of several stares as I contemplated my answer. No one was going to be pleased with my choice. “Why don’t we ask an expert?”

      “Who?” was the unanimous owl response.

      “I’ll call T. He’ll pick the color.”

      “Men don’t have any fashion sense,” Sylvia said.

      “Neither do you,” Ida mumbled into her cup.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” Mrs. Janowski said. “Go ahead and call him. Since he’s the expert, we’ll defer to him.”

      “He’s not an expert,” Ida argued. “He’s an ex-con who worked for a corrupt mayor.”

      “Exactly,” Mrs. Janowski agreed with a smile. “He’s been around uniforms for a chunk of his life. He’ll know exactly what to pick.”

      “Just as long as he doesn’t pick an orange jumpsuit,” Sylvia retorted.

      “He recently opened his own private security company,” I said.

      “People hire an ex-con for security?” Edna asked.

      “Who better to hire than someone who has an inside track to a criminal mind?” Mrs. Janowski answered. “But this puts a kink in the chain.”

      “What kink?” Ida asked.

      “What chain?” Edna chirped.

      “T is our competition,” Mrs. Janowski replied.

      I didn’t think T considered the girls competition. They didn’t even have a paying gig yet. To Hank’s chagrin, the ladies have taken up security posts at the Road Hog bar. He barks at me every time they show up for duty. However, I use the word “duty” loosely. Sylvia flirts with the patrons; more often than not, it’s just Mac and Bob. Edna stands in a corner and squeaks if anyone comes too close. Ida sits at the bar with her customary bottle of whiskey at hand. Mrs. Janowski is the only one who actually walks the perimeter and keeps an eye on things . . . which worries me to no end.

      “Should I call him?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Mrs. Janowski replied. “Let him decide. It’s obvious we won’t reach a decision on our own.”

      I quickly called him.

      “T.” It was his usual greeting.

      “T, it’s Mars.”

      “What’s up?”

      “The ladies are having a problem deciding on a color,” I said. He knew exactly who I was referring to. “Ladies” was our standard code for the four troublemakers.

      “I don’t do colors.”

      “They’re trying to decide on security uniforms.”

      “Heaven help us. Have they taken any jobs?” T asked.

      “The Road Hog.”

      “Has Hank had a coronary?”

      “He’s close,” I said, remembering how he turns crimson every time he sees a woman with tightly curled gray hair, whether it happens to be one of the “ladies” or not.

      “Tell them to choose fluorescent yellow.”

      “Won’t that stand out?”

      “Yes. They’ll get into less trouble if people can see them coming from a mile away.”

      “Brilliant,” I said, eyeing the ladies who were hanging on my every word. “I’ll let them know.”

      “Did you open the envelope?” he asked.

      I knew exactly what envelope he was referring to. The envelope Brett had left for me was a source of internal conflict. But I couldn’t ignore it. “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Good. Did you tell him?” T asked.

      “No. I was hoping you could.”

      I heard a mutter and then silence.

      “T?”

      “Fine,” T finally agreed. “I’ll talk to him later.”

      I thanked him and ended the call, looking up to find four pairs of eyes glued to me. They leaned in.

      “Where are you going?” Mrs. Janowski asked.

      “And who with?” Sylvia asked with a curling smile.

      “It’s nothing,” I said, feeling like it was anything except nothing.

      “Girls, I think we have a mystery on our hands,” Mrs. Janowski said.

      “There’s no mystery,” I stated.

      “Then you won’t mind answering the questions,” Ida said.

      “There’s nothing to answer.”

      “Evading the question.” Mrs. Janowski eyed me from across the table. “A mystery, indeed.”

      “This mystery won’t be solved today,” I said. “I have to get to work before I’m late.”

      “You can be late. Hank won’t mind,” Sylvia said.

      My lips pursed. “Have you not met Hank?”

      “Sylvia’s right. He’s all bark and no bite,” Ida said.

      “Yes, but I’d rather not have to listen to his barking,” I said, standing to leave. “It makes for a really long shift.”

      “Before you go, what color did T choose?” Mrs. Janowski asked.

      “Fluorescent yellow.”

      The ladies crinkled their noses.

      “I haven’t worn fluorescent yellow since the eighties,” Sylvia said. “And even then I wasn’t a fan.”

      “Did he say why?” Mrs. Janowski asked.

      “Well,” I said thoughtfully. I couldn’t relay what T’s reasons were. They’d never agree to the color and we’d be back to square one. But I could shape it to sound reasonable. “One of the reasons is safety. Emergency crews sometimes wear fluorescent yellow so they can be easily seen.”

      Mrs. Janowski frowned. “I don’t know. I think the whole point is that we should be able to fly under the radar. Get those crooks before they know what’s coming.”

      “But what if someone needs help?” I asked. “If you wore a fluorescent color, they’d be able to find you.”

      “That’s true,” she agreed hesitantly.

      “What if we choose fluorescent blue instead?” Ida asked. “It wouldn’t be as loud as yellow.”

      “What about lettering?” Sylvia asked. “What lettering would match with a fluorescent color?”

      “What about the hat?” Edna asked. “I don’t want a repeat of the PP baseball caps.”

      “No one wants a repeat of those,” Sylvia agreed with a shudder.

      I glanced at the clock and frowned. I should have left five minutes ago. Hank’s going to be out of sorts for the rest of the day if I don’t get there soon.

      “Ida, you pick the fluorescent color for the shirt. Sylvia will pick the lettering. Edna can choose the hat, and Mrs. J. will pick the logo,” I suggested, hoping that it would appease everyone.

      They all gave a tentative nod, which told me I was off the hook. I quickly said my good-byes and hurried out the door and across the street to my house. I only had to grab my purse and then I could be on my way.

      As I dashed over to the kitchen table to collect my purse, I upset a pile of papers in my hurry. An envelope fluttered to ground.

      The envelope.

      I stopped briefly.

      No. This was not the time to think about it. Later.

      Without picking up the envelope, I crossed over to the door and left.
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      “I’m sorry I’m late!” I said, racing behind the bar, tossing my purse behind dusty liquor bottles.

      Hank grumbled while he wiped the counter. “Ain’t no one here anyway.”

      “I was thinking about that. The wet T-shirt contest was a success. It’s time to come up with another event.”

      His brow cocked.

      “Well, it was a success except for one tiny incident.”

      “You netted our customers like a school of tuna,” Hank said.

      That was true. But I couldn’t take the blame for it entirely. Mrs. Janowski was in charge of the biker brawl containment system. The enormous net contraption worked perfectly . . . except there hadn’t been a brawl in progress.

      We rigged it to not accidentally fall down again. Hopefully.

      “But other than that small incident, the event was a success.”

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. But I’ll think of something great. I just need inspiration.”

      “Nothing feminine,” Hank stated and then added, “and without the golden girls’ help.”

      Jack pushed through the kitchen door with a plate of onion rings, plunking them down on the bar with a smile.

      “Are you sharing?” I asked, smelling the wafting grease, onions, and something else. It was a good something else. I just didn’t know what.

      “Yes,” he said with his smile still in place. That bothered me. Jack gives a smile here and there, especially to pretty women, but he doesn’t keep the smile for this long and this wide.

      “What’s wrong with them?” I asked, inspecting the loaded plate.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I’m trying out a new recipe.”

      “These aren’t from the freezer?” I asked, picking up a ring.

      “They don’t even look like the freezer rings. Just try one,” he urged. “And there’s dip too.”

      I eyed the sauce. “What is it?”

      “I’ll tell you after you try it.”

      “Hank,” I said, pushing the plate toward him. “If I’m trying it, you’re trying it.”

      Hank picked up a ring, dunked it into the sauce, and swallowed it in one bite. Actually, I’m not even sure he took a bite before wolfing it down. “It’s good,” he muttered.

      That was good enough for me. I was hungry, after all. I gingerly dipped the ring and took a small bite. And then another bite.

      “Well?” Jack asked.

      “Can I have this whole plate?” I asked, snatching another ring.

      “I’ll take that as a thumbs-up,” Jack said, handing me a napkin.

      “They’re delicious. I can honestly say they are the best onion rings I’ve ever tasted. What’s the sauce?”

      “It’s a creamy horseradish with a few extra ingredients.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “That’s a secret.”

      Not caring that it was a secret since I had him around to make it for me anyway, I bit into another ring and sighed. I was either really hungry or these onion rings were to die for.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you wanted the whole plate,” Jack said, stealing a ring out of my hand.

      “That’s mine,” I said, swiping it back.

      He grinned.

      “What made you want to experiment with a new recipe?” I asked.

      He gave a lazy shrug. “I was tired of the same old frozen rings.”

      Eying him, I took another bite. He used to be happy with the “same old frozen rings.” Something was different. I didn’t know what, but it did give me an idea.

      “Do you think your rings could stand up in a competition?” I asked.

      “Why? Do you know of one?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Where will it be held?” he asked, stealing a ring.

      “Here,” I said, swiping it back. “We’ll have it in two weeks.”

      Hank stopped wiping the counter.

      I swear he’s been cleaning the same exact spot since I started working here. Well, I guess it’s not really considered cleaning when the rag hasn’t been washed since 1972.

      “A cooking competition?” Hank asked. “Here?”

      “It’s a great idea,” Jack said. “When my rings win, we can advertise them as the best in Madison.”

      Grabbing another ring, I said, “That’s perfect. We could use some good PR.”

      Hank grumbled, wiping the counter a little more aggressively than before.

      “Should I get the boys to make signs?” Jack asked.

      “I think not,” I said, remembering the handmade signs Mac and Bob had made for the wet T-shirt competition. Not only could a kindergartener have done a better job, they were clearly not for public viewing. “Every sign they made had mountain-sized breasts.”

      Jack smirked. “It was for a wet T-shirt contest. I’m sure they wouldn’t draw breasts for a cooking-competition sign.”

      “Cooking competition?” Mac asked, swinging through the door and settling himself on his regular barstool. “Who’s cooking what and when can I eat it?”

      “We’re going to have a cooking competition here in two weeks,” I said. “Jack inspired it with his new onion ring recipe.”

      “Are those them?” Mac hungrily eyed the plate next to me.

      “These are mine,” I said, pulling the plate closer.

      “You can share,” Mac said, reaching forward.

      Hank plunked a beer in front of Mac and tugged the plate from my hands, settling it within Mac’s reach.

      My rings.

      My stomach growled, protesting the loss.

      “I can make more,” Jack said, hearing the growl.

      “Do you know what goes good with onion rings?” I asked.

      Jack sarcastically pondered. “Hmm . . . would you like a burger as well?”

      “I wouldn’t say no if there happened to be a burger surrounded by onion rings.”

      “Give me ten minutes,” he said and pushed through the kitchen door.

      “These are really good,” Mac said, polishing them off. “So, I take it you’ll need my artistic skills again.”

      “Artistic skills?” I asked, praying he wouldn’t offer to help with signs. But he did.

      “You’ll need signs made,” Mac said. “I have the whole afternoon free. Just hand over the markers and paper and I’ll get to work.”

      Darn.

      Well, no sense in hurting his feelings, I thought, digging out the markers and paper. I can always order professional signs later.

      “Where’s Bob?” I asked, placing the supplies in front of Mac.

      “He’ll be here soon. Had some things he needed to do,” Mac said. He took a large swig of beer, leaving sudsy foam on his wooly beard. He wiped it off with the back of his large hand. “He’s been busy lately doing some side work.”

      “Good for him,” I said. “It’s about time he does something other than warming the barstool.”

      “I’d rather have him warming the barstool,” Hank said.

      “You’d rather everyone was warming a barstool,” I replied.

      Hank gave a nod. “It’s the good ol’ American way.”

      Mac looked up from his drawing. “Can’t argue with that.”

      “Are there any bikers coming through?” I asked Hank.

      “Not that I know of. Just the regulars.”

      My eyes swept through the empty bar. What regulars? I had really hoped the wet T-shirt contest would have drummed up more business. Perhaps additional signs outside might help. The weeds growing in the crumbling parking lot didn’t really give the bar a welcoming atmosphere either.

      A few flowers in the abandoned tire wouldn’t hurt.

      I was lost in thought when Jack slid a plate in front of me. The intoxicating smell brought me back. My stomach growled so loudly the sound nearly echoed in the cavernous bar. I dug into the burger without hesitation, stuffing in onion rings when I could.

      “Doesn’t Evan feed you?” Jack asked with a lopsided grin.

      I nodded since my mouth was filled to capacity. If it wasn’t for Evan, Jack, and Mrs. Janowski, I’d probably starve. It’s not like I made any money here. The wet T-shirt contest brought in enough to tide me over, but it didn’t pay bills. Not that I owed anyone at the moment. All of my bills were paid, thanks to Brett. My stomach flopped heavily.

      Brett.

      Envelope.

      Dammit!

      I shoved the plate away with my half-eaten burger and onion rings.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked. “Is it not cooked through?”

      “It’s great. I just lost my appetite.”

      Jack flashed an accusing glance over at Mac.

      Mac raised his hands in defense. “I didn’t let one slip!” They both looked to Hank, who stood wiping the counter.

      Hank sheepishly said, “It was five minutes ago.”

      My nose wrinkled. “Not that I approve of standing in your gas fumes, but it had nothing to do with your flatulence. I wouldn’t notice anyway. This place always smells.”

      “That’s true,” Mac agreed. “It smells like a permanent case of dropped ass.”

      “And yet you come here every day,” I said.

      “And if I let one rip, no one is the wiser,” he replied.

      “Except that it sounds like you sat on a frog,” Jack said.

      “Leather barstools and tight jeans will do that.”

      My nose wrinkled again. I swear we have this same conversation every week.

      “So, if it wasn’t the smell, what made you lose your appetite?” Jack asked.

      “I have something on my mind,” I answered.

      “Must be something serious,” he said. “Are you and Evan having problems?”

      “No. Nothing like that.” Well, something like that. Evan and I might not be having problems, but Brett’s presence loomed even though he’s twelve-hundred miles south. It didn’t help that Brett was my benefactor.

      “Want to talk about it?” Jack asked.

      I shook my head. “Not right now. But thank you.”

      He gave a nod in understanding and let me drift back to my thoughts. It was several minutes later that I was ripped away from them when Jack barked with laughter.

      Jack and Mac were leaning over a sign, shaking with giggles. Peeking at the sign, I knew why.

      “Why would you draw that?” I asked.

      “I didn’t draw that!” Mac said with unshed tears in his laughing eyes. “Haven’t you ever stacked onion rings on your finger to see how many would fit?”

      “I did as a child.”

      “That’s what this is,” he said, pointing to the sign.

      “That’s a finger?” I asked, staring quizzically at the drawing.

      “That ain’t a finger,” Hank said, peering over my shoulder. “That’s a johnson.”

      “It’s a finger,” Mac defended his drawing.

      “It’s a tallywacker if I ever saw one,” Mrs. Janowski said, popping up on a barstool.

      “Oh, God,” Hank muttered. “Are the rest of the old crones on their way?”

      “Nope. Just me today,” Mrs. Janowski said. “I just dropped off the uniform design and thought I would check in. Have you seen any perps in the area?”

      “Perps?” Mac asked with a confused brow.

      “She means perpetrators,” I said. “No perps, Mrs. J.”

      “There will be,” she said. “They’re always around.”

      Ignoring her faith in the criminal world, I asked, “Do you think the ladies would be willing to plant a few flowers outside?”

      “Say, that’s not a bad idea,” Mrs. Janowski said thoughtfully. “Criminals love seedy areas. Flowers would be a natural repellent. It’s not foolproof, but it’s a start.”

      It wasn’t my original intent, but if it adds some welcoming color, then so be it.

      “Leave it to me,” she said, heading toward the door. “I’ll have this place looking like spring.”

      Hank’s mouth swung open. I didn’t say anything for fear he would turn on me.

      “There,” Mac said, lifting his marker from the paper. “All fixed. I made the finger into a tree.” He held the drawing for everyone to see.

      Hank’s head tilted. “It looks like the finger just . . . orgasmed.”

      “A very large and splotched orgasm,” Jack snickered.

      Dear Lord.
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      I crawled into bed and slid next to a warm, sleeping body. Curling against Evan, I wrapped my arm around his waist. He settled into my arms with a sleepy moan.

      “Hey, sugar,” Evan mumbled from the pillow.

      I placed a kiss on his shoulder. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be here.”

      He turned to face me and pulled me into his arms. “They let me off work early tonight. I couldn’t stay away.”

      “You should have come to the bar,” I said. “Mac and Bob designed a stack of posters for a cooking competition. They were . . . entertaining.”

      “Let me guess. Boobs.”

      “A very good guess,” I said, kissing under his jaw. “It’s amazing how many innocent foods and cooking utensils can look perverted when drawn by the boys.”

      Evan grinned. “Sounds like I missed out. I could have helped. In middle school I was the king of confiscated drawings.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I have something that might surprise you,” he said, coming alive in my arms. He was very, very awake.

      “That’s not surprising either,” I said, feeling the hardness of him against me.

      He smirked. “I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about . . .” He reached over to the nightstand and grabbed a small bag. “. . . this.”

      I took the bag he offered and looked inside to find . . . well, that is surprising.

      “Surprise,” he said. A wicked grin spread on his face as he pressed me to the bed. “Shall we test it out?”

      With Evan, I was willing to test out anything.
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      I awoke quite happy and content. Until I realized I was alone. The warm, sleeping body was gone, and I felt the loss immediately.

      A rustling downstairs caught my attention. Flipping the covers back, I crawled out of bed and headed toward the noise. Evan was standing at the kitchen table, digging through my disorganized stack of papers. He didn’t see me as I padded up behind him and slipped my arms around his waist, hugging him into me.

      “Good morning, sugar,” he said, turning to face me, giving a proper morning hug. “You have delightful hair this morning.”

      My hand automatically reached up to feel my tangled mess. “I wouldn’t call it delightful.”

      “I think it is.” At my quizzical brow, he smirked. “It means I did a very good job last night.”

      “That you did,” I agreed. “I’m starting to love surprises.”

      He chuckled softly. “And I love giving you surprises. Would you like another one?”

      “When?”

      “I take that as a yes,” he said, moving us toward the staircase.

      “Right now?” I squeaked.

      “I have some time before work. I’m sure it’s enough time for me to come up with a new surprise.”

      “I was going to head over to Mrs. J.’s.”

      “The ladies can wait,” he murmured into my neck, nibbling his way to my shoulder.

      “They’re going to ask why I’m late,” I said, feeling his soft lips trail my jaw.

      “Tell them the truth.” I felt his devilish smile as he continued placing heated kisses while leading me back into bed.

      “So, this surprise . . .” I said, toppling onto the mattress with Evan firmly on top of me. “What is it?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” he said. His tongue grazed my lower lip as his hand slid up my side.

      “Hmm. I think it’s my turn,” I said, pushing his shoulder. He flipped over, taking me with him. “You’ve been full of surprises. Let me try.”

      “I’m all yours,” he said playfully, his hands moving up my thighs.

      I’m all yours, I silently repeated his words . . . I liked the sound of that.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later I watched as Evan shifted through the pile of papers again. “What are you looking for?” I asked.

      “One of my school papers. I could have sworn I left it on the table.”

      I grabbed my keys and shoved them into my pocket. “Do you need help?”

      “No. I’m heading to work in a few minutes. I just really thought it was here.”

      “As far as I know, there’s nothing in there except for bills.”

      “Paid bills, you mean,” he clipped in an uncharacteristic tone, but one that I’ve heard before while discussing my “situation.”

      Knowing it was a source of contention for him, I placed my hand on his arm. He stilled but didn’t look at me, keeping his focus on the papers.

      “I didn’t ask Brett to pay my bills,” I said softly. “I’m going to pay him back, and that will be the end of it.”

      “And what about this?” he asked, holding up a white envelope.

      The damn white envelope.

      Evan and I argued on and off for days about it. It always ended the same: no solution except to ignore it and have make-up sex. The sex was great, but something told me we were past ignoring it.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked.

      He sighed and tossed the envelope on the table. “Yes.” He turned to me, raising his hand to brush my cheek. His arctic-blue eyes delved into mine. “I trust you,” he said. “It doesn’t make it easier.”

      “I understand.”

      He gave a soft, defeated laugh. “No, you don’t. But I trust you, and it’s my problem to work through.”

      “What problem?”

      He raised his eyes to the ceiling before settling back on me. “I don’t want to share you.”

      “Share me? I’m not asking you to share.”

      “In a way, you are,” he sighed and stepped back. “I have to get to work. I’ll see you later, sugar.”

      I watched him walk out the door. He gave me one fleeting glance with a half smile before closing the door behind him.

      I swore and glared at the offending envelope. Unfortunately, I couldn’t bring myself to be mad at Brett. He’s only ever helped me, and now he’s asking for one thing in return. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him down. It was something that I had to do for him . . . as well as for me.

      With a deflating sigh, I walked over to Mrs. Janowski’s house where I found the ladies sitting around the dining room table with two additions: Kym and Aaron.

      “Hi, Mars!” Aaron greeted, bounding over to give me a hug.

      “Hi, Aaron,” I said, returning his hug. It was a short hug; he quickly wiggled out of my arms. “How have you been?”

      “I’m great,” he said. “I’ve been playing a new spy game. I’m nearly at the end.”

      “That’s awesome,” I said. “Have the ladies put your spy knowledge to work yet?”

      He laughed. “No. But they said I could be an honorary security guard.”

      “That’s right,” Mrs. Janowski agreed. “I’ve ordered him a shirt and hat.”

      “Welcome aboard,” I said, catching Kym’s beaming smile as she looked at Aaron.

      The two of them were as thick as thieves. Thankfully, Aaron’s adoption papers were in the works so he could live with Kym and Jim permanently. I was happy for them. They made an instant family and did it with hardly a hiccup. Although, Kym did confide that Aaron has constant nightmares that leave him white and shaking and Kym feeling rather helpless.

      “Mars, I’m glad you arrived,” Mrs. Janowski said. “I have an announcement to make.” We turned our attention to Mrs. Janowski, who stood at the end of the table barely able to contain herself. “I found us a gig!”

      “Where?” was the general question.

      “At Shanty Arcade. They need extra eyes during their busy times. A few hooligans are making mischief.”

      And they wanted these hooligans to stop their hooligans? I thought wryly.

      “When do we start?” Sylvia asked.

      “We start in two nights,” Mrs. Janowski said.

      “Will our uniforms be ready?” Edna asked.

      “I put in a rush order,” Mrs. Janowski answered. “They should be ready by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “How much are they paying?” Ida asked.

      “Three hundred . . .” a happy titter spread amongst the ladies “. . . tokens.”

      “Tokens?” Ida asked. “We’re being paid in tokens?”

      “What do we do with tokens?” Edna asked. “Is that like food stamps?”

      “You play games with them,” Mrs. Janowski said.

      “We’re working so we can play games?” Sylvia asked. “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “I think it’s great!” Aaron exclaimed.

      “We have to start somewhere,” Mrs. Janowski stated. “Once we have a few jobs under our belt, we’ll be able to get better ones. Until then, we need to focus on the assignment and start training. Remember, our main goal is to keep our city safe. Tomorrow we’re heading over to T’s for pointers.”

      “T is going to help?” I asked, wondering what she did to twist his arm.

      “He’ll be a wealth of knowledge,” Mrs. Janowski said. “I heard he has a gun range on site, and my trigger finger is itchy!”
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        * * *

      

      I was in the process of hanging the handmade cooking-competition signs around town when my phone rang.

      “Hi, Dad,” I answered, taping a poster of a sadly rendered spatula in mid-spanking. What the spatula was spanking was questionable, but since it didn’t really look like anything X-rated, I decided I’d use it. I had every intention of printing professional signs, but, unfortunately, the budget was still too tight to add printing costs. And, there was something about these silly handmade signs that tugged at me. They called attention. Whether in a good way or bad way, I haven’t determined. Either way, these would have to do for now.

      “Hi, Mars,” Dad greeted. “I was just calling to say hello . . . Hello!”

      I smiled. “How are you?”

      “Oh, the earth is still revolving and the universe is still expanding, so all is well. How are you?”

      “I’m good. I’m just hanging signs for a cooking competition that the bar will have in two weeks.”

      “What kind of cooking competition?”

      “It will be open to anything that could be considered an appetizer. We’ll need a couple of judges. Would you be interested?”

      “Actually, I think I might just enter the competition.”

      “Really? What would you make?” I asked, wondering when my dad had learned to cook.

      “I found a great recipe in the Cosmos Chronicle a few months ago. I changed it a bit, and I have to say, it’s really tasty.”

      “What is it?”

      “Galactic clusters.”

      Interesting. “Great. I’ll add you to the list of competitors.” Making a total of two.

      “This will be exciting. I can’t wait,” he said.

      I stifled a laugh at his genuine enthusiasm. “I should get back to hanging up these signs. If you’re free later, come to the bar.”

      “I have my astronomy club meeting tonight.”

      Hmmm. My business senses were tingling. “Why don’t you have the meeting at the bar? I’ll have Jack whip up some delicious Saturn rings, and I’ll make nebula sunrises.” What nebula sunrises were, I had no idea. It sounded good, and if I could wrangle in a club meeting, it meant tips for me.

      “That sounds like a super idea. I’ll call everyone now.”

      I better text Jack and give him a heads up to prepare enough onion rings to keep the club happy, I thought, ending the call with my dad.

      I turned to finish taping the sign and spotted Bob walking into a bar. Why is he going into that bar? A sneaking suspicion he was warming two different barstools had me stealthfully shuffling over to the window to spy inside. Bob wasn’t at the bar. Where did he go? I wondered, scanning the entire length of the room. Perhaps he stopped at the men’s room.

      I wasn’t going to stick around and wait. I had more signs to
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