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Chapter One — Almond Milk Homicide
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The bell over the café door is a tiny brass circle that tinkles like it’s apologizing for existing. I relate.

It goes off nine times between seven and eight a.m., each chime ushering in another person who thinks their caffeine emergency is my actual job and not the only thing standing between the world and my very specific hobby.

I pull a shot, steam some milk, draw a heart that looks more like a collapsed lung, and tell myself this is character-building. Heroes have secret identities. I have an apron that smells like caramel syrup and guilt.

“Almond milk,” the suited guy at the counter says without looking up from his phone. He’s got the kind of haircut that screams I have an expense account and the moral compass of a swivel chair. “Extra hot. No foam.”

“Almond milk can’t really do ‘no foam’ because it’s—” I begin gently.

He lifts a finger. The international sign for Shut Up, Minimum Wage Person.

“Just do it,” he says.

Behind him, my coworker Jules mouths, I hate him. I mouth back, You and me both.

I make the drink. I even try, because I’m not a monster about beverages. He takes one sip and scowls like I just served him a cup of bees.

“No. This is wrong.” He slides it back to me with two fingers. Not a push, exactly. More like he’s returning something defective to a store he owns.

“What’s wrong about it?” I ask, because I enjoy pain.

“It’s not hot enough.”

Steam curls in the air between us. I look at the cup, which is currently trying to peel the skin off my knuckles through the cardboard sleeve.

“Okay,” I say, and make another. He watches like a hawk trained to hunt baristas.

He sips. Scoffs. “Foam.”

“It’s... almond milk,” I say again, and smile, which is what you do in customer service when you’d rather scream into a terrarium full of crickets.

He leans in. “Do you want a one-star review?” he asks, tone heavy with the weight of consequences. “Because I swear to God, I will end you.”

Honestly? He might not like how literal that sounds in my head.

“I’ll fix it,” I say, and I do, because the line behind him is starting to look like a nature documentary about buffalo herds and panic.

He finally takes the fourth cup with a performative sigh and leaves without tipping. Of course he doesn’t. Tipping implies gratitude. Gratitude implies self-awareness.

I glance at the name scribbled on the side of his cup from the order app: BRENNEN. Of course his name is spelled like a flooring company.

The bell tinkles again. More apologies. More people who either know exactly what they want or want to perform their personality via additions and subtractions.

By ten-thirty, the morning rush is down to simmer. I wipe the counter. I stack cups. I practice not murdering anyone inside the store, which is an important rule I gave myself after the scone incident.

Jules leans on the pastry case. “The almond milk guy? Comes in three times a week,” she says, as if I haven’t already carved his face into the inside of my eyelids. “Always makes some girl cry on the phone while he’s waiting.”

“What a romantic,” I say.

She nods toward the door. “Parked a silver Beemer in the fire lane. License plate literally says ‘BRNNEN1.’”

“Of course it does,” I say again, because I’m starting to think I could build a drinking game out of predictability and die within the hour.

My manager, Tammy, appears at my elbow with the posture of someone who’s about to ask for something impossible. “Milo, can you cover shift close tonight? Hannah called out.”

I consider saying I have plans. I do have plans, but they’re the kind of plans that require a shovel and plausible deniability.

“Sure,” I say, because my rent doesn’t pay itself and neither does evidence disposal.

Tammy squeezes my shoulder. “You’re a lifesaver.”

That word lands with a soft thud and a little smile inside me. I like being called a lifesaver. It’s not entirely untrue.

The afternoon hums. A toddler screams at a blueberry muffin like it insulted his lineage. A middle-aged man tries to haggle on the price of an Americano because “there’s no way water costs that much.” Someone leaves a book about time management on a table for us to find. I take it and put it on top of the espresso machine. The irony steams.

At three, Brennen returns. He does not make eye contact when he asks for another almond milk latte, extra hot, no foam, and a banana he will not pay for because he “knows the owner.” He takes a call while I make the drink and starts a sentence with “Listen, sweetheart,” which is the audio equivalent of a red flag lighting up like a stadium.

He laughs, sharp and bright. “You don’t need that money. Your dad has a pension. What do you need it for?”

Oh.

I tamp the grounds. I steam the milk. I put a lid on a thing that cannot be lid-ed: rising heat in my chest that tastes exactly like a yes.

He stares at his phone. “No, I’m not transferring you anything. Jesus, stop being dramatic. I said I’d think about it.”

He takes the drink. Doesn’t tip. The bell apologizes for him on his way out.

Jules is watching me. “That the new project?” she asks softly.

“We don’t say project,” I say, because I prefer the word gardening. It’s a hobby. It involves holes and patience and weather. It produces a certain peace when done right.

“Fine,” Jules says. “Is that the new tomato plant, then?”

A small smile tugs at my mouth. “Maybe.”

She nudges the tip jar toward me. Someone has left three quarters and a foreign coin. “Be careful,” she says, like she’s talking about hot pans. She never asks what I do. I never let her know when I do it. We have an understanding that sits between us like a well-behaved dog.

“Always,” I say, and mean it.

I close at nine. The café looks like a stage after a performance: sticky, exhausted, and faintly smug. I turn off lights, lock the back door, and step into the alley that smells like yeast and beer and other people’s impatience.

On my walk home, I pass the silver BMW in front of a stucco apartment complex. I do the casual stroll-by, head down, keys between my fingers like a poor man’s Wolverine.

Brennen is on the second floor balcony, pacing. He’s still on his phone, voice lowered but sharp enough to cut. There are words about accounts. About responsibility. About someone named Marco who “knew what he was getting into,” which could mean anything and always means something.

I lean against the shadow of a bougainvillea bush and watch him like I’m just a guy thinking about flowers and not about what kind of soil drains fastest.

He goes inside. Lights move through his apartment like he’s friction testing the switch plates. When he reappears, he’s got a gym bag. He clacks down the stairs and drives away without looking.

I exhale. Follow.

It turns out he doesn’t go to the gym. He goes to a bungalow with peeling paint and an old woman’s wind chimes. He doesn’t knock. He lets himself in with a key and leaves ten minutes later with a shoebox. The old woman—white hair, floral housecoat, a face made of lines that look like prayers—appears at the door. She calls his name. He doesn’t turn around.

My hands curl. I don’t scream. I take a picture. I don’t do anything at the door because he has cameras and rage and both of those are tedious to navigate.

I follow again. He drives to a smaller apartment. He doesn’t knock there, either. The door opens, and a man with tired eyes and a softness around the mouth that looks like it used to smile stands back to let him in. There are ten minutes of raised voices and one of silence. When Brennen leaves this time, the man leans in the doorway for a long breath, like he’s holding his ribs together with air.

I stand in the parking lot two buildings down, fishing a peppermint out of my pocket and sucking on it because it’s either that or grind my teeth into glitter.

My rulebook isn’t complicated. I wrote it on a napkin once and stuck it under a magnet shaped like a pineapple on my fridge.

	Don’t do it in the house.

	Don’t do it at work.

	Don’t do it without checking the rot.


There’s a particular smell to rot. It’s not literal, though sometimes it is. It’s the smell of a man who thinks kindness is a trick and leverage is a love language. It’s the smell of entitlement and decay and cardboard patience going soft with old rain.

Brennen smells like rot.

I go home. I make dinner that doesn’t require a pan because I don’t want my hands to be slippery later. I sit on my tiny couch and scroll through social media until I find the public account that is somehow still public even though it shouldn’t be. There he is, grinning at steak dinners and sunsets from the driver’s seat of cars he does not own, tagging restaurants, tagging the gym, tagging himself in a video about “grindset” that makes me want to chew on a spoon.

His mother’s page is there too, in an older tag—pictures of birthdays where he looks impatient. A GoFundMe for “assisted living costs” that stalled out six months ago. A comment from him that says, “We talked about this. Take it down.”

I check the boyfriend’s page. It’s private, but his profile picture is two guys holding hands at a county fair. The second guy isn’t Brennen.

The peppermint dissolves on my tongue. I spit the wrapper into the trash and pull out my “Budget” spreadsheet. If anyone asks, I’m meticulous about saving. In reality, I am meticulous about candidates. Names go in columns. So do addresses, notes, favorite coffee orders. I learned early
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