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Jim Nash strolled into the coffee shop and scanned the room. It was force-of-habit because of his years spent as a big-city cop. The old habit remained with him, even now, in his PI days.

The line was thankfully short. While he waited, he considered an iced coffee, thanks to the heat wave of the past few days. He threw that idea out almost as soon as it occurred. Drinking cold coffee would be like drinking warm beer. Who wanted that?

Besides, there was too much of the same back at the office if he wanted it—the cold coffee, that is. Not the beer.

The woman was at the counter, sitting on a stool. She was swinging back and forth. His eyes flicked up and back down. She had nice legs. Hands played with the napkin dispenser. She fumbled it and it slipped from her fingers and banged onto the counter. Sunlight shining through the window at her back reflected off the wall to his right. The chrome napkin dispenser flashed, momentarily blinding him.

Still waiting in line for his turn at the counter. Not meaning to, he caught a reflection in the napkin holder. He looked away. Looked again. He didn’t recognize the woman. Hadn’t noticed her before this. Who was she keeping tabs on? Was she tailing him? It couldn’t be. She was there before he arrived.

His turn to order came. He reached into a pocket and paid. When he looked up, the woman was gone. Disappeared. He ambled to the door for a look-see. Meant to check in both directions. The barista called his name. By the time he made the door a second time, the woman was gone for good.

It all reminded him of another woman. It was years ago. Lucy. She managed the dog grooming business at the end of a strip mall. He lived upstairs at the other end of the building until he resigned from the city’s police department and left town. It was strange that thoughts of Lucy would come to him. She hadn’t crossed his mind in ages.

He made for the building across the street, pushed the door open, and climbed the stairs to his second-floor office with two cups of coffee. He called up to Maddie and their third-floor apartment. “They were out of those crullers you like.”

Maddie’s dog, Friday, woofed and met him at the top of the stairs. The dog paced back and forth to the office, worrying.

Was the dog trying to warn him about something? Couldn’t be. It was still early in the morning. “Friday. It’s too early. Go lie down.”

Like the dog would listen to him. Maddie made sure of that. Woman and dog had stood by him through thick and thin, though. He still wasn’t sure why Maddie stayed. Maybe it was love after all. It was for him. He wasn’t so sure about her.

Friday waited at the office door. The wary dog made certain to be the first to enter the room.

The woman from the coffee shop was sitting on the sofa. Cool as a cucumber. Waiting in the Miami heat and humidity. 

It was another bad hair day, as Maddie liked to call them, before she chased him out of the upstairs apartment above their office to pick up the morning ration of coffee.

“Hello. Can I help you?” he asked the woman.

Friday scampered up the stairs to his mistress.

Maddie called down. “Jim? I’ll be down in a sec.”

Friday woofed to hurry his mistress to where the dog thought she should be. When he finally convinced her to his satisfaction, the pair entered the office almost together. The dog was a mere body length ahead of her. He wanted his mistress to be safe with the stranger in the room.

“Oh. Jim. Who is this? A client?”

Not yet. As far as he knew. Then it came to him, all of a sudden. Lucy. He collapsed in the chair behind his desk.

“No. This is, this is—Lucy? What are you doing here? I thought. They told me. You were dead. How long have you been here? In Miami. Do you live here now? What happened up north?”

It all came rushing back as he stared at the suddenly familiar woman sitting across from him. Had she been tailing him? If she was, he was getting sloppy. Why was she back in his life? What did she want? Did she want anything? Or was she just saying hello because she saw the sign hanging in the window on the second-floor office?

He discarded that as unlikely.

The van rollover. Lucy was ejected. The first thing he did was check her pulse when the dust settled and he could crawl out. The woman didn’t have a pulse. She was dead.

Maddie looked from one to the other. Confused. She didn’t look happy at the prospect of another woman from the man’s past. She went to sit at her desk.

Friday wasn’t amused. He went to his bed. Stayed sitting. Kept a concerned eye on the stranger his mistress’s man appeared to know. He doggie-sighed and settled onto his bed and crossed his forepaws.

The dog, if he was able, might sense that it was going to be a long day.
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Maddie got up and walked from behind her desk to stand in front of the woman occupying the sofa. Towered over her. She hesitated before finally holding out her hand. “Hi. I’m Maddie. Jim’s partner in the business.” She didn’t admit to being his partner in anything else. She didn’t have to. It hung over her words like an anchor. She didn’t back off to allow the woman room to stand.

“I’m Lucy. Pleased to meet you.”

The woman’s reply didn’t come fast enough.

Maddie withdrew her proffered hand. She was nice about it. If nice was the word for such a display. Even Jim noticed.

Maddie was laying down the law. Marking her territory.

It was all right by him. At this stage of his life, he recognized he needed a woman to do things that way. Needed Maddie to do it.

Even so, he knew, too, that he needed to find out what the hell was going on. What the hell had been going on.

“Are you doing to tell me—tell us—what you’re doing here? It’s been a long time, Lucy,” Jim said.

The words were forming on his lips. Lucky Lucy. He snapped his mouth shut and instead thought back. How many years? The woman from the coffee shop was older. Filled out. He supposed he was, too. Muffin-top. He remembered her saying it. And dead. She didn’t say that. He did. To himself. Lucy was dead. Maybe not today. But she was back then.

He looked up at Maddie. He didn’t have to explain. Thank goodness. He had told Maddie the whole story. Once he got to know her. Pillow talk. He figured it was only right that Maddie should know what a lady-killer he was.

An actual lady killer, that is. Not the romantic kind.

Maddie’s shrug seemed to acknowledge it all. She returned to sit in the chair behind her desk. Wanting to put something between her and this interloper. Swiveled to face the stranger. Except the woman wasn’t a stranger any longer. She was face-to-face with the woman Jim told her about. She was face to face with a dead woman.

A reluctant Friday sat up in his bed. He sensed he wouldn’t be going for that walk after all.

“That’s a friendly dog. Is he yours?” the woman back from the dead asked.

Maddie nodded.

Friday’s ears perked up at the sounds coming out of the stranger’s mouth.

“His name is Friday,” Maddie said.

“What happened with Zelda, Jim? Did you look after her?”

Maddie stood up. Her chair bumped against the wall. “I think I’m going to leave you two to get caught up. Come on, Friday. It’s time for our walk.”

Friday wasn’t so sure. He looked up at Jim. Then at Maddie. And finally, at the new female in the room. In his room. He snorted his displeasure before making for the door, where he halted to wait for his mistress. She didn’t appear to be in any rush.

Maddie was almost at the door.

“I think I’d like you to stay, Mads,” Jim said.

Maddie looked across the room at him.

“I want you to stay.”

The second time, it was more forceful. Maddie returned to her desk.

Friday dutifully followed his mistress and settled on his bed. He let go with another sigh. Walk. No walk. He wished his mistress would decide, one way or the other.

“You don’t owe me any explanations, but what are you doing here, Lucy? What do you want? Is there something we can do for you?” He emphasized the we. Wanted to make it plain he and Maddie were more than just business partners.

“First, my name isn’t Lucy. It’s Evelyn. Evelyn Payne.”

Jim swung his chair to face the woman square on. “Of course. Your identification was a fake when I pulled it out of your bag.” He remembered the exact moment he checked it. “Don’t stop now.”

Her ID had looked good. He should have known. He saw enough fake IDs. It had to be feds if the fake fooled him, and it definitely did that.

The woman went on. “I work for the Federal government. I came here to ask for your help.”

Jim sighed and looked at Maddie again. Where and from whom had he heard those words before? This woman wasn’t intent on bringing her life into the present. She was intent on bringing his life back to the past, whether or not she knew what she was doing.

“I’m from the government and I’m here to help, comes to mind, Evelyn. You’re going to have to do better.”

“Call me Evie, please. Evelyn sounds like an old woman’s name.”

Jim took notice as Maddie fidgeted in her chair and looked at the clock. “Just get to it before dark, all right?” he insisted.

“Well—”

Jim interrupted her immediately. “One more thing. Will the help be on your behalf, or on behalf of the government?”

He was already through that wringer more than a time or two. It hadn’t worked out in so many ways he couldn’t count them all.

“It will be both.”

He held up a hand for her to stop. “Maddie, would you mind printing out the standard contract for 25 a day plus expenses? The one with the rider for your services, if required. You know which bank to include.”

Evelyn looked confused. “Twenty-five a day? That’s hardly—” Evie looked from Jim to Maddie. Her eyes settled on the dog. Neutral territory.

“It’s not 1946, Evie. It’s 25 hundred a day. If Maddie is required, it will be plus another 25 a day.” He wanted to shut Evie down. The faster, the better.

“We will need twenty-five thousand in advance before I even listen to you.”

That was the only way he knew how. He was pretty sure she’d have to make a phone call. If whoever was on the other end of that call didn’t agree—

“I can’t authorize that. I’ll need to talk to someone first.”

He was right. “Where are you staying?”

Evie gave up the name of a boutique hotel he recognized.

“If the money is in the account, we’ll see you there at 0800 tomorrow. If it isn’t, we’ll wait until the next morning, same time. Understand?”

The response had the desired effect. Evie adjusted her position on the sofa, getting ready to stand. “Yes.”

The woman got up to leave. Friday sat up so fast he had to be listening in like he understood every word. He looked from Maddie to him and back. He ignored Evie.

“You’ve got three days, Evie. No money, no Jim Nash and company.”

Maddie slid the contract across the desk and followed Evie to the top of the stairs. She waited until the woman descended and stepped into the street.

“What the hell was that about, Nash?”

He had no idea, and that’s what he told her. “I’m hoping the rate is so off the wall she won’t be able to convince the higher-ups to sign on. What do you say we pick up some Chinese and I’ll tell you again about Lucy?”

“You mean Evie.”

“Yes. Whatever it is she’s calling herself these days.”

It could be their last meal together for a while, or a first on this job. He didn’t tell Maddie that. “There’s one more thing, Mads.”
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Jim opened the office safe and lifted out the black hood with both hands. It bulged with the cash he had rescued from the cartel safe house in Matamoros, thanks to Nancy Boyle and Luz. He dropped it on the desk. It landed with a thud.

Maddie took one look. “I hope there aren’t any heads in that thing, Nash.”

He opened it and dumped the proceeds on the desk. “There’s over 300K sitting there, and I have a plan.”

She got up and closed the office door. She twisted the lock and it clicked into place. “I’ll bet you do. So that’s what you were doing down there with Nancy and Luz? Looking for spare change? Pull up a chair, Friday. This is going to be good.”

Friday looked up at his mistress. His ears twitched.

Jim said, “Not exactly. I happened to trip over a little of it. I found it in one of the houses we were checking out to find Luz.”

Neither Nancy nor Jim knew where Luz got to since her return in Nancy’s jet, as he called it. They were both puzzled by her absence. Per his promise, he didn’t tell Maddie that Luz was Nancy’s daughter. He didn’t tell anyone. It wasn’t for him to say.

“About that—” Jim shook his head. What happened in Mexico stayed in Mexico, as far as he was concerned. Besides, he wasn’t ready. He went on with his plan. “I think we should slide 50K in Emma’s direction. What do you think?”

It didn’t fool Maddie. “We? Who is this we you speak of?”

“That’s we as in you and me, dear. You’re as much a part of this business as I am.”

He already knew Maddie wouldn’t let up.

“So, you’re saying we should donate to Emma?” she asked.

“Yes, I do,” he said. “Call it incidentals if you must. Setting fire to the van. Helping us out in all the ways she does with Tricia and Nancy and Don. Babysitting Friday. All the good stuff.”

Maddie didn’t hesitate. “She could use the cash. She needs a new car—”

“I’m not sure she should haul it out for something like that. Maybe the company can front a vehicle for her instead. But she still gets the 50K, all right?”

Maddie got up from behind her desk.

“Not a problem with me. I think she’s home. I’ll go get her. Come, Friday. Let’s go see Emma.”

Jim began stuffing the money back into the hood. He counted out 50 in bundles. When he finished, he returned the rest to the safe and locked it. He left the office door open.

Friday bounded up the stairs ahead of his mistress. He was always excited to see Emma. She had better treats than his mistress usually did, especially if he showed up at Emma’s door when she was eating breakfast.

Toenails scraped on the floor as the big dog skidded to a halt in front of Emma’s door. He barked once. That was usually all it took for Emma to open it. This was no exception.

Emma said, “What are you doing here, Friday? It’s not breakfast. Are you looking for trouble?”

He scampered past the woman’s legs and sat down at Emma’s feet. The dog’s tail swept the spotless floor as Emma’s fingers found an ear and scratched.

“Hey, Mads. What’s up?”

“Jim and I would like to talk to you if you have time.”

Friday took the lead down the stairs. Emma followed. Maddie brought up the rear. When everyone was in the office, she locked the door.

Emma turned as it clicked into place. She looked concerned. “What’s going on? Is Tricia all right? Is someone in trouble?”

Jim’s grin was so big he could hardly move his lips. “Did Maddie tell you?”

Emma took in the pile of cash on the desk. “What’s up with that?”

Jim’s grin didn’t go away. “Have we got a deal for you, Emma.” He explained how he appreciated her help in every way. Dumping the van. The trips out of town to the marina with Tricia. Standing by Don and Nancy. Standing by him and Maddie.

“Maddie and I think the company should front a car for you. Or an SUV. Anything you want. We considered giving you 50 thousand, but you wouldn’t be able to buy a car with it, if you get my drift.”

Emma looked from Jim to Maddie. “I understand what you mean. But a car? Can you afford it?” She eyed the pile of cash on Jim’s desk.

He went on. “So—” He slid the bundle across the desk. “Here’s the 50 anyway. You get that, and a company car.” He could see the wheels turning.

“Are you sure, you guys? Business has been that good? Not that it’s any of my business.”

He had to make one thing perfectly clear. “You can’t put it in a bank account. A safe deposit box would be good, though. Maybe in two different banks. Just in case, you understand.”

She nodded furiously before collapsing on the office sofa. She understood. “I never— it was all fun— you don’t—”

Maddie interrupted. “Yes, we do. It’s settled, Emma. Just don’t tell Don about setting fire to the van until he retires.”

The women giggled, and Friday barked like he understood. He had been there with Emma, after all.

Jim headed for the door. “I’m off to pick up some takeout. I’ll see you all upstairs. Don’t forget to put that back in the safe until Emma gets the bank box, okay?”

Emma grinned, reached across the desk, and peeled a hundred from the stack. She waved it in Jim’s direction and handed it off. “Takeout is on me, folks. Keep the change.”

Maddie and Emma and Friday headed up the stairs to the apartment to wait for Jim.

An excited Emma could hardly contain herself. “I can send some of my money to dad and Janine now. They’ll be thrilled to know they can go on that vacation they’ve been talking about. You don’t know how happy the two of you have made me to be able to help my dad and Janine.”

“You deserve it, Emma. I don’t think it would be a good idea to mention anything about it to Anya, though.”

“I know. She’s a chatterbox, but she means well.”

“Of course she does. Did you know she was planning on moving out?”

Emma shook her head. “I didn’t know that.”

“By the end of the month, if I remember. What do you think about us offering her place to Luz?”

“I don’t have a say in that.”

“Yes, you do. You’re part of the family, whether or not you like it.”

The two chattered on while they waited for Jim to show up with the food. An hour went by, and then part of another. An anxious Friday waited by the door.

“Wherever did that man get to? He should be back by now.”

Emma was quick to pile on. “He better not go far. He’s got my fat hun in his pocket.”

“If he’s gone on the lam, he’s
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