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      Raina tugged up the strap of her push-up bra—part of a fancy set she’d gotten from her grandma for her birthday—to keep from snapping her fingers at the man’s face so he could stay with her in the conversation. It would be rude, but the receptionist at the day spa kept returning to the same point—her gift certificate wasn’t in their system.

      She’d been here for thirty minutes trying to make an appointment. If this was their customer service, imagine what they’d do to her hair. Did she really need a fancy hairdo this badly? But if she rejected this gift certificate, her best friend, Eden, might interpret it as a rejection of her. Her friend probably went without gas in her car for a week to gift Raina this treat.

      It didn’t help that Raina was getting a neck cramp from looking at the tall young man in black skinny jeans and a fitted sateen shirt. His smooth olive skin and the lock of brown hair across his forehead gave him an exotic foreign air, except she didn’t like his bleary eyes and the loopy smile on his face. He had to be on medication.

      “I don’t know what to say, ma’am.” He held the slip of paper up against the light as if checking for counterfeit money. “Where did you get the gift certificate? Are you sure your friend bought it from us?”

      He meant the exclusive Inner Beauty Day Spa, known for creating miracles among the women who’d bypassed the makeup and hair experimentation stage in their teens and twenties.

      They’d obviously designed the small front area to be Zen-like with its minimalist decor and the natural light coming through the glass front windows, but it reminded Raina of a down-on-its-luck rental office. There was one loveseat, a potted plant, and the receptionist counter. The rest of the day spa was hidden behind a beaded curtain.

      Raina pointed at the embossed logo on the card stock paper. “Are you having problems keeping your gift certificates off the black market? I’m not trying to wrangle a free haircut.”

      The receptionist glanced at the ceiling as if praying this was a bad dream. “I’m not sure we have anyone who can handle…your hair.”

      Patience, grasshopper, said a small voice in her head.

      Raina tucked a curl behind her ear. She wasn’t leaving without her miracle. “How is my Chinese hair any different than your brown hair?”

      “I meant the perm.”

      She laughed and pointed at her head. “Do you think I would pay for this rat’s nest? It’s natural. Why do you think I’m here? I need a miracle.”

      Geez, did the man not know anything about genetics? It was bad enough sometimes her own cousins made fun of her curly hair, but the recessive gene ran in both sides of her family. Of her parents’ children, Raina won the genetic lottery. Yippee. Chinese girl with dandelion hair.

      The bell on the glass door behind her chimed. Raina glanced up to see two ladies settling on the loveseat and chuckling into their hands. Heat rose to Raina’s face. They could be laughing at a joke among themselves. The beaded curtain parted, a clinking sound, and Raina spun around to see her best friend Eden Small, stepping into the room.

      “Eden, please explain to this gentleman”—Raina’s voice dripped with sarcasm at the last word—“that I didn’t steal this gift certificate.”

      Her best friend glanced at the receptionist. “Walt, could I speak to you for a minute.” She dragged him to a corner.

      Raina couldn’t make out the whispered conversation, but judging by the frown on Walt’s face and the pleading look on Eden’s, it wasn’t good. So much for a sleek birthday hairdo. She checked the time on her cell phone. Good thing her last final was tomorrow, or she would have to come up with money to retake the history graduate class again.

      She glanced at the two ladies behind her. They weren’t even trying to hide their interest in the whispered conversation. While Raina might be a passing interest, Eden was the Assistant editor-in-chief for the town’s weekly newspaper, which meant the town watched Raina’s BFF with a mixture of curiosity and fear for the buzz she generated when chasing a lead.

      Walt returned to the receptionist counter and tapped on the monitor screen to bring up a calendar. Eden gave Raina a thumbs up sign before disappearing behind the beaded curtain. The waiting ladies whispered to each other, their voices like singing magpies. If they only knew Eden worked part-time stocking the treatment rooms and doing general clean up it would embarrass her friend.

      “We’re not supposed to use the employee discount for gift certificates. Happy birthday,” Walt said to the monitor.

      Raina betted her lucky underwear he didn’t treat paying customers this way. He was lucky they weren’t in a dark alley together or she would stuff one of her grandma’s ultra-strong stink bombs in his mouth and pull his underwear over his head. Super wedgie anyone?

      The bell above the front door chimed again. Walt glanced up with a smile, but it slipped when he recognized the muscular brunette. She was taller than most men, and her three-inch stilettos emphasized this. Her skin was a shade of bronze that women paid handsomely to fake from a tanning salon but was probably the result of her mixed race.

      Raina stared openly at the woman. Of course, the Amazonian beauty had high cheekbones and big eyes. Nope, Raina wasn’t the least bit bitter at the DNA roulette.

      “Where is the home-wrecker?” the brunette asked, hands on her hips, her gaze sweeping through the small front area as if expecting this person to jump out from behind the loveseat.

      “Hello to you too, LaShawna,” Walt said. “Do you want to make an appointment?” His tone was polite enough, but there was an edge to it. He pointedly ignored her question.

      Raina’s eyes widened in recognition. LaShawna Robertson was the ex of Eden’s new boyfriend. Nothing good would come from a confrontation between the two, especially in a gossip hotspot like the day spa.

      “Where is the home-wrecker? Where is Eden Small?” LaShawna demanded again.

      Raina stepped closer to the beaded curtain, waiting for an opportunity to slip inside to warn Eden. Her friend was no home-wrecker, but this false accusation would travel around the small town of Gold Springs faster than the spread of an STD.

      The room went silent. Everyone appeared to be holding their breath.

      “Who are you talking about?” Walt finally asked.

      LaShawna leaned in to speak, but Raina slipped through the beaded curtain without waiting to hear the words. The dimly lit lounge area with lilting soft music and a spritz of sugary scent were meant to encourage intimate conversation or mediation. There were overhead spot lamps the customers could turn on for reading while they waited.

      The wide arched entryway on her left opened to the salon chairs for hair and makeup. The rice paper screens for the four treatment rooms were closed. She found her friend wheeling a cart with fluffy white towels and a tray of seaweed toward the rice paper screened treatment rooms.

      “Eden!” Raina whispered.

      Her friend glanced up. Heavy footsteps thudded behind Raina, and she saw her friend’s eyes widened in surprise. A large hand slammed into Raina’s back, shoving her against the wall, and a large body hurled herself toward Eden.

      “Home-wrecker!” LaShawna screeched.

      Raina straightened, wincing at what would no doubt be a bruise on her back. The adult thing would be to calm LaShawna down, even if it meant Raina swallowing her rising anger at being manhandled. While genetics, unfortunately, made her the size of a pygmy goat, it didn’t mean she should take being shoved with a smile.

      Eden tipped her chin at LaShawna and opened her mouth, but LaShawna swung her open palm.

      Crack!

      Eden’s head jerked back, her cheek reddened with a handprint. She stumbled into the cart and knocked over the stack of clean towels. LaShawna lunged forward, twisted Eden into a headlock, and tugged handfuls of the weave off her friend’s head. Eden screamed and batted at the muscular arms holding her hostage. Their feet trampled on the white towels.

      Raina hurled into LaShawna, using her shoulder like a battering ram, but her five-foot-three frame only bounced off the broad back. Her gaze scanned the hall for a weapon. Unless she could set fire to the rice paper screens, there wasn’t much here to help her. So she did the next best thing and opened her mouth to scream.

      LaShawna spun around and crammed a slick piece of seaweed into her mouth. Raina gagged at the moldy mushroom odor and salty briny taste. She tried to spit out the seaweed, but the larger woman’s back pinned her against the wall. LaShawna half turned to grab for Eden again, bringing her sweaty unshaven armpits an inch from Raina’s nose. She would die from suffocation.

      Hands pulled LaShawna off. She struggled against several restraining hands. Eden sagged against the opposite wall with a bald patch on the right side of her head.

      Raina spat out the glob of seaweed, and it landed on polished pink pumps. She gulped air like it was going out of style. She grimaced as she wiped LaShawna’s sweat off her cheek.

      “What’s going on here?” Myra Jo asked, stepping between the woman and Eden. The spa owner looked like a miniature doll refereeing among heavyweight boxers. She looked from one woman to another, ignoring the seaweed on her pink pumps.

      Women slipped out from their rice paper screen rooms to peek at what the noise was about. Wearing fluffy white bathrobes, they were in various stages of their treatment, their faces covered with black, green and orange facial masks.

      “Your employee attacked me.” LaShawna tugged her half-exposed bosom back into her strappy tank top. “She’s jealous I have a child with her man.”

      Eden gingerly patted at her weave. “You’re a no good lying rat. I was minding my own business when you grabbed me from behind.”

      Someone snickered from the crowd. Myra Jo tilted her head at the staff, and they corralled the women back into their treatment rooms. It took a few more minutes to sort things out with LaShawna. She threatened at the top of her lungs to sue the spa until Myra Jo threw in free mud treatments and hair coloring.

      “For a year?” LaShawna asked, her eyes gleaming with greed.

      “A week,” Myra Jo said.

      LaShawna crossed her arms. “A month.”

      “Fine.” Myra Jo nodded at a woman wearing a polo shirt with the spa logo. “Please get LaShawna settled into one of the treatment rooms.” She turned to Eden and Raina, then stalked into an opposite corridor, clearly expecting them to follow in her wake.

      Eden hung her head and trudged after her boss, but not before Raina saw the pinched face and suppressed tears. Her friend needed this part-time gig like a fish needed water. The struggling weekly newspaper paid her in IOUs when businesses didn’t fill the advertising spots. And it looked like Eden might have to join Raina in the unemployment line after this conversation with Myra Jo.

      They continued to the opposite arched entryway, and it led to a narrow hallway with doors leading to the restrooms, the office, the walk-in storage closet, the staff break room, and the emergency exit. The dim sconces barely lit the hallway, but maybe it was meant to discourage the customers from wandering over to this part of the day spa.

      As she crossed the threshold into the closet called an office, Raina felt like a child being sent to the principal’s office. Myra Jo eased onto her chair, sighing as if she had been on her feet the entire morning. She gestured for them to sit.

      Raina eyed the pile of paperwork teetering from the chair across from the battered desk. “I’ll stand.” She launched into the explanation of LaShawna barging into the spa.

      Eden studied her shoes during the entire recital. By the set of her hunched shoulders and clenched jaw, her pride and embarrassment at the public fight meant she wouldn’t grovel for her job. But Raina knew pride didn’t pay for the Frosted Flakes, her friend’s breakfast of choice, or the gas to get around town.

      “Eden, even though you’re my brother’s girlfriend, I’ll have to let you go. LaShawna has full custody of my nephew, and I can’t antagonize her for my brother’s sake,” Myra Jo said, her face full of regret. “I’m sorry.”

      “Wait,” Raina said. “It wasn’t her fault. And Taylor and LaShawna aren’t even together anymore. Why is she upset Eden is dating her ex?”

      “It’s okay, Raina.” Eden nodded stiffly at Myra Jo. “I understand. I’ll get my stuff.”

      “But Eden did nothing wrong,” Raina said.

      “It’s fine,” Eden said.

      “No, it’s not. It’s not fair. You need this job,” Raina said.

      “I don’t want trouble for my boyfriend’s family,” Eden whispered even though Myra Jo could hear everything she said.

      The spa owner looked pensive, studying them through lowered eyes as if this would give them some privacy.

      Raina wanted to rail at the injustice of the situation, but her friend wouldn’t appreciate the interference. If only—

      Boom!

      The building shook, rattling the overhead light fixture. The pile of paperwork on the chair spilled onto the floor.

      Raina’s wide eyes studied the other two women. Was that a bomb?

      Myra Jo, her face pinched and white, crouched in her seat. Eden’s gaze scanned the room, looking for a threat.

      The office door banged open and Walt stuck in his head, his eyes bright and alert. Something snapped him out of his reverie. “Myra Jo, a car ran into the side of the building. Connie is on the phone with the police.”

      Myra Jo stood, swaying slightly until she stiffened. “Oh, my God. Could this day get any worse?” She followed the receptionist outside with Eden hot on her heels.

      Raina trotted after the two women but lost track of them in the gathering crowd and unfamiliar building. Once again, women left their beauty treatments to check out the ruckus. If there was no special run on the Gold Springs Weekly tomorrow morning, then Eden was slacking off. Raina followed the herd outside and to the rear of the building. She squinted against the bright sunlight.

      At the flash of red, Raina raced toward the crash scene with her heart in a vise. Please don’t let it be Po Po’s car. Her grandmother was still in San Francisco but had left her car keys with her BFF in case the car had to be moved from the senior center parking lot.

      A red Miata—with her grandmother’s license plate—stuck out from the beauty salon side of the day spa, having shattered three of the glass storefront windows. Part of the black-and-white-striped canopy covered the car like a shroud.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Cat's Tail

          

        

      

    

    
      A knot settled over Raina’s heart. She couldn’t breathe. Oh, geez… The words looped around her head like there was a glitch in the system. She raced over to the vehicle and peered in, but only the white of the deployed airbag was visible.

      The hood was crushed in, and a hair salon chair sat on it like a cake topper. Glass littered the asphalt like worn confetti. She jumped over a piece of the taillight to grab the handle on the driver’s door and pulled, but the door didn’t budge. She jerked again, using her entire body, and it squeaked open.

      Maggie Louie glanced up at Raina with a dazed look in her eyes and a bruise covering half her forehead. She blinked and her lower lip wobbled. “Oh, Rainy, my foot slipped.”

      “It’s okay, Louie Po,” Raina said, using her childhood nickname for the dear lady who was like a second grandma to her. She sniffed—a mix of some kind of chemical powder and talcum powder. No gasoline. Her gaze shifted from Louie Po’s face to the rest of her body. No blood. No protruding bones. “How badly are you hurt?”

      “I’m okay. I think your grandma will regret lending me her car.”

      “Nah, she doesn’t drive much these days. Were you trying to back up?

      Louie Po nodded and then grimaced in pain. “Do you think they’re going to take away my driver’s license?”

      A wailing siren could be heard above the hubbub of conversation. “Is the driver okay?” someone called out from behind her.

      “I think so,” Raina answered, glancing over her shoulder.

      The crowd parted, and an ambulance pulled into the parking lot. Two emergency medical technicians hopped out. A police cruiser parked on the street, and Officer Joanna Hopper took command of the crowd.

      “Don’t worry about the license. I can drive you around. We can make a girls’ day out of it.” Raina patted Louie Po’s shoulder. “The EMTs are here.”

      Louie Po grabbed Raina’s hand. “Please don’t leave me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, but I need to let them check you out,” Raina said and backed away from the vehicle.

      The EMTs spoke to Louie Po in hushed tones. They helped her out and walked her toward the ambulance. The elderly woman’s gaze searched the crowd like a caged animal, and Raina waved. Louie Po’s gaze locked in on her, and the pinched face eased. She returned her attention to the medical technicians.

      Raina’s hands shook, and she tucked them under her armpits. The knot in her chest loosened as the EMTs went through their procedure to check Louie Po out. Oh, geez…

      Another police cruiser arrived on the scene. Once the officers started questioning the witnesses, the crowd drifted away, leaving only a few unlucky stragglers. Across the street, peering out from the storefront windows of the Venus Café, Raina noted several familiar faces. A quick glance at the day spa showed Walt tapping at the monitor while four women lined up in front of him. LaShawna was one of the women in line. Raina dismissed the woman; she didn’t have the mental energy to care at the moment.

      Raina studied the crowd but didn’t see Eden. As the town’s reporter, her friend should be front and center with her digital voice recorder. She made a mental note to check on her friend later, but Louie Po was her first priority.

      Officer Joanna Hopper sashayed over. Her blonde French braid swayed back and forth behind her like a cat’s tail. Her flinty gray eyes ran up and down the length of Raina, not to check for injuries, but in an assessment only she knew what on earth for because Officer Hopper was cute as a kitten—a kitten with sharp claws.

      Raina knew her curly black hair, wrinkled T-shirt, and ripped jeans screamed slob to someone as meticulous as Officer Hopper, but grad school cost more than her weight in gold. And as far as Raina was concerned, they were no longer romantic rivals.

      “Raina Sun, why am I not surprised to see you here? Did you witness what happened?” Officer Hopper asked.

      “I was inside,” Raina said, ignoring the tone.

      Officer Hopper lowered her voice. “Will you get in touch with Matthew?”

      Raina sighed, looking heavenward. It would be so much easier to let Officer Hopper contact Louie Po’s grandson and Raina’s ex-husband—if you counted their twenty-four-hour marriage in Las Vegas. So much easier. But Matthew was in China making inquiries for Raina’s family, and it wouldn’t be right to let someone else deliver the news. “I’ll take care of it.”

      She followed the ambulance to the hospital. Five hours later, she finally got a drugged Louie Po back to the senior condo complex. Other than a slight concussion and a sprained wrist, the elderly woman got off lucky. Raina got Louie Po settled in bed and returned to the living room to make calls. The first was to her grandma in San Francisco.

      “How come you didn’t call me when you were at the hospital?” Po Po said. “I could be at Gold Springs by now.”

      “Sorry, there were too many things going on—the forms, the questions from the doctors… I’ll stay with Louie Po until you get here.” Raina didn’t have romantic expectations from her ex anymore, but she dreaded hearing his voice again. She was supposed to watch out for his grandma while he was away, and she sure didn’t do a good enough job of it. “Someone should call Matthew.”

      “No…I don’t think we need to contact him yet. You said Maggie is fine, so there’s nothing he could do anyway. She’ll hate having him fuss over her.”

      While Po Po might know her BFF better than anyone else, Raina wondered how much of the comment was pure mercenary. If Matthew returned before he could track down Raina’s deceased grandfather’s other family in China, it would delay Po Po’s discovering why and how her husband of fifty years managed to keep this secret from her.

      “He would be upset if we didn’t call him. I have a feeling he asked more than one person to keep an eye on his only surviving family,” Raina said.

      Po Po sighed as if resigned. “You’re probably right.”

      “Is Mom…would Mom be okay with you leaving San Francisco?” Raina hadn’t spoken to her mother in months—not of her own volition—since the fiasco during Chinese New Year.

      “She’s fine. I got her involved in a new club…a ladies club.”

      Raina waited for her grandma to explain, but Po Po said her goodbye and hung up. Her grandma probably wanted to start packing. She went to check on Louie Po. The elderly woman slept soundly, silver hair fanned out on the silk pillow, a remnant from her more affluent youth. The bruise on the side of her face drew the eye like a beacon.

      Raina tiptoed back into the living room and looked around the tidy one-bedroom condo for something to straighten. Small rosewood pieces mixed in with the beige of IKEA furniture not in an eclectic style, but as a testament to reduced circumstances for the elderly woman.

      Her eye strayed to the framed photo of Matthew in his dress uniform for his Marine’s graduation on the side table next to the sofa. Her heart lurched at the familiar smile. He was her first boyfriend and probably the love of her life. Too bad he didn’t feel the same way. And having grandmothers who were neighbors and best friends made things awkward in the best situations.

      She returned the photo and reached for her purse. It rang, and pipa music floated into the air. It always made her smile to hear the Chinese string instrument. The call was from Eden. “Hey, girl. How are you doing?” Should she bring up the incident at Myra Jo’s office this morning? Did she want to deal with it now when she hadn’t even caught a breath since Louie Po’s car accident?

      “Rainy?” Eden’s voice sounded strained. “I need your help. The police are on their way to ask me some questions.”

      Raina hung up, scribbled a note, and left it on the side table next to the bed so Louie Po wouldn’t worry when she woke to an empty home. The short drive along Second Street could have been a peaceful interlude since everything that happened after this morning, but she was distracted by Eden’s phone call. Why would the police be interested in talking to her friend?

      She hung a left on Main Street. She squinted at vehicles parked outside the Inner Beauty Day Spa and Salon. The string of small lights lining the streets in the downtown area was more for ambiance than illumination, and the front porch light on the day spa was off. She slowed as she approached and made out the CSI lettering on the van and the two police cruisers. Strange. Why would they be back at this time of day? If not for Eden’s call, Raina would have pulled over nearby to see what was going on.

      At the edge of the historic downtown area, Raina pulled into her assigned parking spot at the small apartment complex. The eight units faced each other over a small courtyard like two lines of boys and girls at a school dance. Raina’s unit was across from Eden’s, and her friend’s front door was wide open. Eden sat on the sofa and faced a standing Officer Hopper. Raina couldn’t see anyone else from her angle.

      The smooth dark skin of Eden’s face gave nothing away, but Raina knew her friend well enough to know she vibrated with tension. Normally her friend would fire rapid questions at the police to get the information she needed for her story. But today, she was subdued and seemed eager for the police to finish up their business.

      Raina popped into her friend’s apartment, waving to Officer Hopper like this was a friendly visit. Detective Sokol was inside leaning against the wall, arms across his chest. “Eden, are we still on for dinner?” It was the first thing that popped into her head.

      Eden glanced at the police. “Are we done? I have plans for the evening.”

      Officer Hopper raised an eyebrow as if she knew a ruse when she saw one. “Who’s looking after Maggie Louie?”

      “She’s napping,” Raina replied cheerfully, ignoring the disapproving look. “Are you here to ask follow-up questions about the accident—”

      “We’re not here for the car accident,” Detective Sokol said. “Someone strangled her. The bruise marks around the neck—”

      Officer Hopper kicked her temporary partner. “We’re not here to discuss police business with civilians.”

      Detective Sokol opened his mouth as if he wanted to argue. He could be a younger version of Danny Devito—short, middle age, dark brown hair—except for the jowls that a Pug would be jealous of. He was promoted to detective in the Criminal Intelligence and Organized Crime Unit—which sounded impressive, but with a fourteen-person police force, everyone headed a unit—less than a year ago.

      Raina studied the interplay between the police. What the heck happened while she was at the hospital? A CSI unit at the day spa, and now the police questioning her friend? Did the bruise marks on someone’s neck mean there’d been a murder? “I thought you were in criminal intel,” she addressed the detective. She widened her eyes in mock horror. “Is the day spa a front for the Italian Mafia?” She was only half joking.

      “Actually, I’m temporarily assigned to homicide to help out while Matthew Louie is on leave,” Detective Sokol said.

      Raina struggled to keep a smile on her face. Homicide? “Who got strangled?”

      “I’m sure you’ll hear about it soon enough,” Officer Hopper said. “Thank you for your time, Miss Small. Please don’t make any plans to leave town.”

      The police left, and Eden’s head sank down into her hands. The bald spot on her weave drew Raina’s gaze like a beacon. She had to force herself to glance around the apartment. When did the television armoire move into the bedroom? The apartment was silent without even a ticking clock to fill in the space.

      Raina cleared her throat. “What’s going on? Are you a witness—or a murder suspect?”
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      Eden lifted her head, defeat written all over her face. “I don’t know.”

      Raina resisted the urge to ask additional questions. Her friend was finicky about her privacy. It was okay for her to be nosing into someone’s business, but not the other way around. If Raina insisted, her friend would withdraw even further from her and go into Lone Ranger mode. Time to try another tactic. “I got frozen pork pot stickers. You want to come over in fifteen minutes?”

      Eden shook her head, her gaze inward. “Sorry, I’m not in the mood. I need to call Taylor.”

      Raina hunched down until her face was at the same level as her friend’s and softened her tone. “Food always makes everything better. Your boyfriend can wait. It will not take you more than ten minutes to eat.” Her friend was notorious for wolfing down food like it was her last meal. “You asked for my help, and here I am. Let me help you.”

      “Not now, Rainy. Please…” Eden’s voice wobbled, and she swallowed. “I will tell you about it tomorrow.”

      “I’ve never seen you like this before, and I am concerned. So plan on seeing my face first thing in the morning. I’ll camp outside your bedroom window if I have to.” Eden smiled at Raina’s attempt to lighten the mood, but it still stung that her best friend would rather share this bad news with her boyfriend first.

      “Thank you. Your friendship means a lot to me. I’ve made bad choices before, and I need to figure out if I want to double down first,” Eden said. “You’ve helped me enough by getting rid of the police for me this evening. Without you, they might have stayed longer.”

      Raina hugged her friend, struggling to not tear up after the day’s events. Bad luck came in threes, and she hoped this was the last of it. First, Eden got attacked by that jealous woman, then there was the car accident, and now the police visit about a strangulation. Her problems seemed so small in comparison. She trotted across the courtyard to her unit to grab a change of clothes and called the Venus Café to order takeout for herself and Louie Po.

      She parked in front of her favorite restaurant. Across the street, the CSI van pulled out from the parking lot of the Inner Beauty Day Spa. Raina got out of her battered Honda, frowning at the plywood patch on the side of the building where the Miata had run into it.

      The police wouldn’t send a CSI unit to process a minor car accident. If Louie Po had run into someone, an officer would have gotten in touch with her by now. No, whatever was going on had nothing to do with the car accident. Detective Sokol had let slip someone got strangled. What if the car accident provided the distraction someone needed? But who died?

      Maybe she could ask around at the Venus Café. Raina glanced at the Help Wanted sign on the way into the cafe. As she strolled up to the counter, the buzz of conversation from the other diners in the restaurant drew her attention. She barely even noticed the naked nymphs painted on the walls.

      “…horrible accident…treatment room…”

      “…where’s the sister…”

      “…poor boy…”

      By the time Raina got to the counter, her shoulders were tense from the strain of listening in on the surrounding conversations. The gossip sounded much worse than she’d initially thought. Who died?

      Brenda Sullivan, her friend and co-owner of the cafe, handed Raina the plastic bag full of food containers. As she rang up the tab on the cash register, she asked, “How is Maggie Louie doing?”

      “Just a mild concussion. She’s at home resting.”

      “I thought you’re supposed to keep them up after a concussion.”

      “The doctor said it’s okay to sleep as long as she’s alert and can hold a conversation before sleeping. Arguing with me about whether to call her grandson fits the bill.” Raina leaned in. “What happened across the street? Why is there a CSI van?”

      “Give me a second.” Brenda turned around and stuck her head through the swinging doors to the kitchen. She had a quick muffled conversation and came back. “I need a break anyway.” As she stepped around the counter, her husband came out to fill in for her.

      Her friend led Raina through the double swinging doors and into the stainless steel kitchen. She poured them each a cup of coffee and led the way to a small corner office. It was more of a cubicle set aside in a corner with a desk and a standing filing cabinet. The clanging pots and pinging flatware hitting the sink kept Brenda company every time she had to do paperwork or make a call.

      Raina leaned forward in her seat. “What happened?”

      Her friend sipped her coffee, sighing and wiggling her toes.

      “Brenda! You’re killing me,” Raina said.

      Her friend chuckled. “All right.” The amusement left Brenda’s face. “Did you see the line of women canceling their appointments and demanding refunds after the car accident?” At Raina’s nod, she continued, “Everyone left, and it was just Officer Hopper in the parking lot, filling out forms in her cruiser, when Ryan came flying out of the day spa. Then the two of them rushed inside. Next thing, the EMT was here again.”

      “Who died?”

      “It was LaShawna Robertson. She died in the treatment room.” Brenda took a sip, her shaking hand sloshing coffee down the side of the mug. “Someone strangled her.”

      Raina sat back, a hand over her mouth. Oh, no. Someone must have taken advantage of the car accident as a diversion to do the dirty deed. And after a public brawl, no wonder the police questioned Eden like a suspect. “Was LaShawna strangled with bare hands or a weapon?”

      “The police are keeping mum at the moment. What will happen to her little boy? They used to come by for a muffin at the beginning of every month.”

      “Why once a month?”

      Brenda shrugged. Talking about the routines of her customers seemed to calm her down.

      “Don’t worry about the boy. He’ll end up with his father. Who found the body?”

      “One of the stylists. Claire? Connie?” Brenda paused, giving Raina a sideways glance. “Everyone had been talking about the fight between Eden and LaShawna. Do you know anything about it?”

      Share and share alike. The currency of the small town. Since there were several other witnesses, Raina told her friend about LaShawna barging into the spa, but kept quiet on Eden’s termination. This part would come out soon enough without her disclosing it

      Brenda tsked, shaking her head in concern. “Your friend is in trouble all right. Will Phil keep her on at the newspaper?”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” Raina said even though her stomach sank. Did her friend offend someone’s ancestors? Her luck seemed to go from bad to worse.

      Brenda shrugged. “It depends. It’s one thing to report on a murder, but it’s another to be a murder suspect. I’m not sure how the advertisers would react when they have to interact with Eden for their placement.”

      “But not you?”

      “I've been on the other end of the microscope. In a small town, your reputation means everything,” Brenda said. She was referring to the dark side of small town living she’d experienced last Christmas when her husband was a suspect in a hit-and-run accident. “I better get back to the counter or Joe will get overwhelmed. He prefers being in the kitchen.”

      Raina followed her friend back into the dining area. “Everything okay with you?”

      Brenda faltered and gave her a sideways glance. “Everything is fine. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      Raina didn’t answer the rhetorical question. She felt a wave of guilt for bringing up the child. Brenda and her husband found each other later in life—marrying in their late thirties—and had been trying to have one of their own for years now. And after last Christmas’ fiasco with the foster child, children might not be in their future. She gave her friend a hug. “Take care of yourself.”

      When she got to the senior condo complex, Raina carried her overnight bag and the takeout bag upstairs. As she opened the front door, she heard a moan from the direction of the restroom. She dropped the bags by the threshold and rushed inside. Oh, no…

      Louie Po sprawled on the floor between the tub and toilet. Sweat matted the silver hair. Her arms wrapped around the toilet, as she strained to pull herself up. When she glanced at Raina, her expression was sheepish. “I can’t get up.”

      Raina smiled at the elderly woman even though her heart hadn’t stopped pounding with fear. This was all her fault. She should have been here. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. My foot slid out from underneath me. I think there might be a bruise on my hip where it landed on the floor.”

      Raina grabbed Louie Po Po underneath her armpits and hauled her up. She wrapped an arm around the elderly woman's waist, and they shuffled back into the bedroom. By the time Louie Po collapsed onto her pillow with exhaustion, Raina was drenched in sweat. She returned to the living room for an ice pack and closed the front door.

      They had a quiet dinner—Louie Po in bed and Raina perched on a chair next to her. Afterwards, the elderly lady said Raina was a good girl and fell asleep. Raina tiptoed back into the living room and curled up on the sofa with a lap blanket. Her eyes grew heavy, and she welcomed the promise of sleep.

      The doorbell rang. Raina yawned and got up. When she opened the front door, Po Po and Frank Small, Eden's grandfather, stood at the threshold. Raina smiled for the first time since this morning. At times like this, family was a blessing to distribute the weight of responsibility.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you until tomorrow morning, Po Po, but I’m so glad you’re here.” Raina ushered them into the living room, dragging her grandmother’s red suitcase. “Louie Po is asleep.”

      Po Po was in her seventies, but lost or gained a decade as it suited her. She tapped her pimp cane—a dark hardwood with a golden horse statuette on its head—in front of her and followed Raina into the living room. Her face, normally mischievous and open, was frowning, deepening the wrinkles into unknown ravines.

      “I hopped on the train as soon as I got your message.” Po Po jerked a thumb at Frank. “I figured it would be easier if I got a ride from the train station from someone else.”

      Raina blushed, heat rising from her chest to her neck. Her grandmother hadn’t wanted her to leave Louie Po alone, and this was exactly what she did by rushing to Eden's side. Even as she told them what happened from the time she’d received Eden’s phone call to now, she would sense her grandma’s mood dropping even further.

      “I’m sorry,” Raina said. “I didn’t think she would wake up before I got back. She’s fine now, but I think we should have a doctor check on her again. I didn’t feel a break on her ankle, and there was no swelling. I think she was too exhausted to get up from the floor once she fell.”

      Po Po’s face and tone were grim. “I better check on her.”

      As soon as her grandmother was out of earshot, Frank whispered, “What is this business with my granddaughter?”

      Raina studied the elderly man. Ex-military and in good shape, Frank Small was still a presence to reckon with. His dark skin, dark eyes, and a head full of snowy white hair made him quite the catch in the geriatric crowd. Too bad he wasn’t dating her grandma. “I’ll know more tomorrow after Eden and I chat.”

      “She’s probably a murder suspect. And without Matthew, I’m not sure she’ll get a fair shake. Will you help her?”

      “Only if she wants me to. I wouldn’t want to butt in where I’m not wanted. You know how finicky she can get with her privacy. It’s okay for her to intrude on me, but not the other way around.”

      “Eden will not ask for help. I don’t know where she got her trust issues from...or lack of it. But she can’t do it alone, not with her…personality.”

      “What are you trying to say, Frank?” Raina wanted her friend’s grandfather to spell it out to her. She didn’t want Eden to accuse her of being a busybody later on.

      “Eden has offended too many people in this town in her pursuit of ‘news.’ People will not talk to her. She’ll carry on her own investigation, but you’ll be by her side the entire time. Between the two of you, I’m sure this will get straightened out in no time.”

      “Eden is the first friend I made when I moved to town. I would do anything to help her, but isn’t this a police matter? Shouldn’t we wait for them to do their job?”

      “Detective Sokol is too green and does everything by the book. Eden needs this business wrapped up. She wouldn’t be able to do her job with everyone wanting to interview the reporter on the details of her rivalry with LaShawna. I can’t believe my granddaughter would be stupid enough to get mixed up in this business.”

      “Love makes fools of us all. Eden wouldn’t be the first or last woman to let a man get her into trouble. And besides, she did nothing wrong. Taylor and LaShawna weren’t together when they started dating.”

      “What about the home-wrecker comment? In my youth, a woman would be an outcast for having such a label.”

      “Maybe LaShawna felt like she still had a claim on Taylor. I don’t know. I’m glad we’re in the U.S. rather than a remote village in China. In my grandma’s youth, these villagers still tested an adulterous woman’s innocence by wrapping her in a net and throwing her in the river. Apparently innocence floats.”

      Frank shuddered. “Sounds like the Dark Ages.”

      “I’ll stop by the day spa tomorrow and see if I can find out anything,” Raina said. “But in the meantime, I need you to keep an eye on Louie Po and Po Po. They might be best friends, but they fight like caged lions when one of them isn’t feeling well. It’s suppressed worry and concern.”

      “What does Po means? You used it on both ladies. I thought it was a nickname for your grandma.”

      “Po is the formal title for maternal grandma and also a term of respect for an elderly woman. The maternal side of the family gets the short end of the stick because the titles have dual meanings. You can place someone’s rank in the family by the titles they call their relatives.”

      Frank nodded thoughtfully and struck out a hand. “Do we have a deal? You take care of Eden and I take care of Maggie Louie?”

      “What about Po Po?”

      He grimaced. “She’s your nut to crack.”

      Raina shook his hand, hoping she projected confidence. When her grandma was worried, her eccentricity magnified tenfold as if she were dazzling them with her outrageous behavior so they couldn’t see the fear eating at her on the inside.
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      After a quick breakfast with Po Po and Louie Po, Raina left the senior condo complex for her apartment. She pulled into her assigned parking spot, got out, and scanned the area for Eden’s car. No green Kia. She’d texted Eden earlier but didn’t get a reply. Her friend was avoiding her.

      Raina knocked on Eden’s front door. No answer. She hadn’t expected one, but she had to try before crossing it off her list. Next stop, the newspaper office. She crossed the courtyard to her apartment and grabbed her bike. It was too beautiful of a spring day to drive around the historic downtown area in her car. And unless a part-time job materialized soon, she shouldn’t waste gas on trips that could easily be made on a bike.

      Five minutes later, she locked her bike on the bike rack outside the single-story brick-front building. She trotted through the glass lobby door. The newspaper shared the premises with a title company and insurance company. The rent from these two businesses probably kept the weekly newspaper afloat.

      She hooked a left at the fork, passed the restrooms, and opened the door to the newspaper office. A counter separated her from the main room. Three desks were pushed against the one wall and two large flat screen TVs hung on the opposite wall. A door at the far wall opened to the editor-in-chief’s office. The commercial printers for the newspaper itself were located in another part of the building.

      Dale Sprint got up from the desk closest to Phil’s office and sauntered to the counter. “Eden’s not here. Phil sacked her.”

      Raina gasped, her hand flying to her chest.

      “Got ya.” Dale snickered at his joke, flashing a dimple at the chin. “Can I help you? I’m assuming you’re not here to buy an ad.”

      Raina took a deep breath and hooked her thumbs onto her shorts pocket so she wouldn’t smack him.

      In his youth, Dale probably had a rugged face women would swoon over and men would do favors for so they could be seen as the wingman. Two decades, gray hairs, and a small potbelly had a way of neutralizing his magnetic charm. Unfortunately, he’d conveniently forgotten this and still acted as if he were a big man on campus around women.

      “I’m trying to find Eden. Did she come by this morning?” Raina asked, ignoring his smoldering look. Or maybe the man had dust in his eyes.

      “You and half the town are trying to find her. Everyone wants to know what she was doing when LaShawna died. You have heard about her death?” He didn’t wait to give her a chance to answer. “Eden probably has the inside scoop on the story.” His face grew dark at the thought.

      “Is Eden supposed to come in?” Raina cut in before he went off on a tangent. “It’s Sunday, and the regular edition of the paper came out this morning, but I’m assuming there would be a special run.”

      “Two special runs this week. Phil left last evening for Hawaii, so Eden is in charge,” Dale said, his mouth twisting like he bit into a wormy apple. No, he was not bitter at having lost the Assistant editor-in-chief promotion to Eden. “She sent me the email this morning.”

      “She is the Assistant EIC. It’s natural she would be in charge when the boss is away.” Raina stepped back until she touched the door. Dale opened his mouth to argue, but Raina cut in, “Tell her to call me when she shows up.”

      Outside the newspaper office, Raina considered her options. She could stop by the day spa to snoop around or she could get her car and drive across town to Eden’s boyfriend’s place. She glanced at the digital clock on her cell phone. Almost lunchtime. The day spa was closer to food. She would have to catch up with Eden later.

      A few minutes later, she was locking up her bike outside the day spa. The front parking lot was emptied, but the “Open” sign was on. The bell above the front door jingled when Raina opened the door. Without the revolving group of women who came in for their pampering sessions, the place smelled of sawdust and stale air. While outwardly the same, the place didn’t quite have the pizzazz for an exclusive boutique. The minimalist decor could be a sign of a struggling business with large pretensions.

      Let them turn their nose up on her gift certificate now, Raina thought and immediately flushed with guilt for her moment of satisfaction.

      Walt glanced up from the receptionist counter, a smile automatically pasted on his face. It disappeared when he recognized her. “We’re closed.” Unlike yesterday when he was unfocused, Walt was even worse when he wasn’t on his meds. Or at least she hoped it was meds.

      “Your ‘Open’ sign is still on,” Raina said.

      He glanced at the sign and reached for a button on his desk. The light turned off on the sign.

      “When are you planning to open for business again?” Raina asked, ignoring the “Do Not Disturb” vibe rolling off him.

      “In a couple days. We need to open for business by Saturday. Taylor better stays on top of the repairs or Myra Jo will be forced to hire someone else this time.”

      Raina perked at the mention of Eden’s new boyfriend. Good thing she didn’t waste a trip across town. “Is he here?”

      “He’s out back, doing his manly thing,” Walt said, glancing at the watch on his wrist. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to pick up lunch.”

      “Oh, are you going across the street to the Venus Café? Do you need any help?” Raina hoped he would say yes so she could continue to question him under the guise of being helpful.

      Walt hesitated.

      “I guess you’re too smart for me. I’m hoping to pick your brain on how to get a job here,” Raina said, peeking at him from lowered eyes. “I don’t want to ask Eden because…”

      He relaxed, even managing a half smile. “I understand. You wouldn’t want your friend to think you’re poaching on her territory.”

      “Exactly.”

      Walt locked up, and they left the spa together. They crossed the parking lot companionably. His tight skinny jeans didn’t even crease once, though it looked like it might dig into his skin. Today he had on a fitted polo shirt in a sunny shade of yellow that did great things to his olive skin tone. The man could be a walking advertisement for the day spa.

      As they crossed the street, Raina asked, “Your skin looks great. Is it genetic or some kind of treatment from the day spa? Do you get an employee’s discount?”

      Walt gave her a sideways glance. The corners of his lips curled even though he tried to play it off. “Naturally…enhanced. And yes, there’s a discount.”

      “Do you know when Myra Jo is hiring Eden’s replacement?”

      “Soon. There’s a lot of clean-up work. Other than me, everyone else is a contract worker. The stylists, makeup artists, and massage therapists all rent their spots from Myra Jo. Their fees pay for my wages to schedule their appointments.”

      “But what do you do when there are no appointments to schedule? Like today?”

      “Part of my job is to make the ladies feel welcome and to book events.”

      “How long have you worked for Myra Jo? Is she a good boss? Do you like your job?”

      “It started as a summer gig that turned full-time two years ago. Myra Jo is all right, and the job has its…perks.”

      Raina held open the door to the Venus Café. “Could you mention my interest to Myra Jo? I worked at the birth resort before it closed down, so I have plenty of clean-up work experience.” She didn’t mention her role contributing to the resort’s closure.

      He sailed through the threshold. “Sure. Just don’t forget my part when you get the job.”

      Raina waited until he paid for his order before springing the next question on him. “So what happened after Maggie Louie ran into the building? I was outside, but I didn’t see you or Myra Jo. I would think you guys would be one of the first ones on the scene.”

      Walt rubbed the back of his neck, glancing out the window toward the spa. A man came around the side of the building carrying a two by four. Taylor! From this angle, they could see the workbench he’d set up near the car accident site. The muscles on his biceps flexed as he pushed down on the table saw.

      Raina gave Walt a sideways glance. The receptionist’s gaze followed Taylor’s movements until he disappeared from view, a look of hunger on his face. Like that, huh?

      Walt dragged his gaze from the window. “I was by the door, ushering everyone out. Myra Jo was checking the restroom for stragglers.”

      “What about Eden? Did you see Eden?”

      “I was busy trying to get everybody out of the building, so I wasn’t paying any attention to her.”

      Brenda appeared and held out the takeout bags. “I’m surprised Taylor is on the ball with the spa repairs. He takes forever to do any small job we have for him. It's too bad Joe has ten thumbs when it comes to repairs.”

      “Do you know how he’s handling LaShawna’s death?” Raina asked.

      Brenda shrugged.

      “Can I put in a takeout order for lunch?” Raina asked. She gave her orders—guessing at what the grandmas would like—and said she would be back in a few minutes.

      Raina and Walt each carried a takeout bag across the street. Through the glass storefront, they could see Myra Jo tapping on the monitor on the receptionist counter when they came through the door.

      Her strawberry red hair was in a baseball cap, and she had on torn jeans and a T-shirt with streaks of grime on it. It appeared the spa owner had been cleaning all morning, getting her hands dirty, while Walt buffed his nails in his fitted polo shirt with nary a wrinkle on his skinny jeans.

      Raina would have fired Walt in a heartbeat if she were in Myra Jo’s shoes. How hard could it be to find someone to schedule appointments? But then, his presence gave the boutique day spa a je ne sais quoi appeal lacking in the spa owner.

      When they came in through the front door, Myra Jo glanced up, frowning when she saw Raina. “We’re not open for business today.”

      “I came to apply for Eden’s job,” Raina said. She crossed her fingers underneath the takeout bag, not quite sure if she hoped to get the job for access to the crime scene or for a more selfish reason.

      Myra Jo raised an eyebrow. “Walt, why don’t you give—what’s your name again?”

      “Raina Sun.”

      “—Raina a job application,” Myra Jo continued. “What kind of job experience do you have?”

      Walt disappeared behind the beaded curtain.

      Raina gave the spa owner a quick rundown of her duties at the birth resort. There was no need to get into why she ran from her career as a Project Manager for an engineering company a couple years ago. “After my final this afternoon, I’m supposed to work on my graduate thesis this summer. But I’m still looking for actual work which will pay the rent.”

      Walt returned and handed her an application, and Raina tucked it in her purse.

      “I guess you’ll do. Can you start tomorrow?” Myra Jo asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m a hard worker,” Raina said. “The police gave you the okay to clean up the treatment room…”

      Myra Jo’s lips thinned, and she glanced at the appointment calendar, choosing to speak to the monitor. “They are done processing the room.”

      Raina couldn’t tell what the tone meant, but she continued, “What do you think of Detective Sokol? He’s so new at homicide. I’m afraid he won’t be able to do his job properly.”

      “Why would it matter to us?” Walt asked.

      “Could be bad juju for the business. Wedding season is coming up, and you know how superstitious people can get when it comes to the marriage. I’m hoping to keep this job for a while,” Raina said.

      Walt chewed his lower lip and gave his boss a sideways glance. “You don’t think they’ll come back asking questions again, do you?”

      Myra Jo glanced up sharply. “I hope you’re not always this chatty when you’re working.”

      “No, I’m just concerned. I thought it might be a good idea to figure out how to handle the police when they come sniffing around,” Raina said, deliberately using “when” rather than “if.” “Better to be prepared than caught off guard.”

      “Can’t we say ‘no comment’ like they do to the press?” Walt asked.

      “Enough,” Myra Jo said through clenched teeth. “We’ll figure it out when we cross the bridge.”

      “Okay. See you tomorrow morning,” Raina said, backing out the front door.

      As she trotted across the street to the Venus Cafe for her lunch order, she grinned, pleased with herself. Not only did she get a part-time gig that would give her access to the crime scene, but she had also planted a seed of fear in Myra Jo and Walt. And fear had a way of shaking things up when it came to murder. Too bad she didn’t have time to chat with Taylor before her final exam, but there would be time tomorrow.
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      Raina balanced the takeout bags on the handlebars of her bike and pedaled the short distance from the Venus Cafe to the senior condo complex. A few minutes later she knocked on Louie Po’s front door.

      Po Po swung the door wide open. “I almost ate my own foot. Come on in.”

      “No can do. I have a final. Does Louie Po still need a ride to the health clinic this afternoon?” Raina handed the bag with two cartons to her grandma.

      “Three o’clock. Did you talk to Eden yet?”

      “Na-uh. My friend is a hard woman to track down.”

      Raina promised her grandma she would be back after her final with the car to take them to the health clinic. She biked back to her apartment with one hand on the handlebar and the other holding a turkey wrap, trying to wolf down lunch in the few minutes she had before her exam.

      Eden’s car was still missing from the parking lot. As she rolled through the courtyard, she glanced at her friend’s kitchen window, not expecting to see anyone. Her gaze lingered on her friend yakking on the phone.

      Her bike wobbled, and the handlebars jerked out of her hands. Time slowed as her body fell off the seat, and the turkey wrap unfurled in the air. It landed with all its parts splattered on the concrete walkway a half second before her bottom landed on the mulch in the planter box. Pain raced up her tailbone, and she lay there—stunned.

      Eden’s door jerked open. “Are you okay?”

      Raina assessed her limbs—nothing broken. She flushed, more embarrassed than anything else, and brushed off the seat of her shorts. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Where’s your shoe?”

      Raina glanced down—and sure enough—was missing a sandal. She stood, awkwardly balancing on one foot like a baby stork and searched the planter area. No shoe.

      Eden walked around the planter, studying the ground, and shook her head. “That’s weird.”

      Raina hopped off the planter and hobbled her way to her front door. “We need to talk, but I have to get to class first. Come over for dinner later,” she called over her shoulder.

      “What do you want me to do with your bike?”

      “Just keep an eye on it for me. Thank you.”

      Raina rushed into her apartment and slipped into a pair of sneakers. She grabbed her backpack and car keys. As she jogged back to the parking lot, she saw Eden struggling to drag the bike into her apartment. The bent front wheel didn’t make the job easy. “Thank you,” she called out again.

      By the time she rushed up the stairs to the Steinburg History Building, Raina dripped with sweat. As she read the exam question, her heart continued to race. She blotted at the moisture on her upper lip. Glancing up, she found a classmate inching away from her.

      Her backpack vibrated next to her feet. Whoever called her could wait another fifty-five minutes. She glanced at it but refocused on her final.

      Why was the Tang dynasty considered the Golden…

      The phone vibrated again. Her classmate shot her a sharp look. Raina rolled her eyes. Some people needed to lighten up. She finished her exam, but not without two additional calls. It wasn’t until she handed in her paper when she wondered if something had happened to one of the grandmas.

      Raina rushed out of the lecture hall, pulling her cell phone out of her backpack. Four missed calls. All from Matthew. She gave herself a mental head slap. Between Eden becoming a murder suspect and Louie Po’s fall, Raina had forgotten to call him.

      She hit redial, mentally doing the sixteen hour time difference calculation. 5 AM. She wondered why he was up so early in the morning.

      “Why didn’t you pick up my call?” Matthew barked into the phone.

      “Hello to you too, Miss Sunshine,” Raina said, irritated. What got his underwear all in a bunch?

      He growled something incoherent, which was just as well. This was no time for them to bicker like fishmongers.

      “I was taking a final,” Raina said, cutting him off. “What are you doing up at this hour? Did you find something on my grandfather’s secret family in China?”

      “I can’t believe you’re so irresponsible. I thought I could trust you.”

      Raina’s stomach sank. “What are you talking about?” she replied in an even tone. Who ratted her out? Officer Hopper? Someone else down at the station?

      “My grandmother. You were supposed to take care of her while I’m out of the country running a fool’s errand for your family.”

      “I was going to call—”

      “When? The accident happened yesterday—”

      “Something else came up—”

      “What is more important than my grandma—”

      “A murder.”

      Silence.

      Between his deep breaths, Raina could make out hustle and bustle in the background. He wasn’t in his hotel room. “Where are you?” she said into the phone.

      “Can you pick me up at the airport? I’m in Toronto waiting for my connecting flight. I’ll text you the info.” His voice sounded terse like he was reining in his anger.

      Toronto? The tattletale must have called immediately after the car accident. “Okay.”

      They hung up without further comments. Immediately her phone dinged, an incoming text with his flight information. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought of being near Matthew again. He would be a bear.
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      When Raina pulled up to the parking lot on the backside of the senior condo complex, Po Po and Louie Po were outside waiting for her. By their stiff posture and too bright smile, Raina knew they were in the middle of an argument. Great. The ride to the health clinic should be jolly.

      After everyone buckled in and Raina was on the road again, she said, “Matthew called. I’m picking him up from the airport later this evening.”

      “He didn’t need to come home. I’m fine,” Louie Po said.

      “No, you’re not,” Po Po said.

      “Bonnie, you’re getting out of line. Did I ask you to be my keeper?” Louie Po said.

      “Right, because you’re doing a fine job of taking care of yourself. I haven’t been gone for more than a few days”—Po Po jerked a thumb at Louie Po’s bruised face—“and look what you did to yourself. At the rate you’re going, you’ll end up in a padded room.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden to my grandson. It’s bad enough he used his college fund to pay for the condo.” Louie Po’s voice wobbled and she swallowed. “I don’t need him holding my hand for every little ache that comes with age.”

      “Little? Have you seen the bruise on your face? You could scare a bear out of hibernation,” Po Po said.

      “You can be such a jerk, Bonnie,” Louie Po said.

      “I love you, that’s all,” Po Po mumbled. “I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

      As she pulled up next to the health clinic, Raina didn’t even bother hiding her grin. The grandmas had been friends for the last fifty years. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose such a friend. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. She had to help
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