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      My dog grooming business has picked up big time, thanks in part to my role in solving a local murder. Now I’ve got more dogs than I can handle—and a fresh case to solve. Who needs time for a personal life, am I right?

      Unfortunately, it seems like everyone had a bone to pick with Joey Atkins, local dog breeder and recent murder victim. Yup, his list of disgruntled clients is more than I can shake a stick at, including a good friend of mine who just might be the prime suspect.

      It’s enough to make me barking mad, especially when the situation turns ruff. Can I sniff out the killer, or will this case have me running away with my tail between my legs?
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      “You should put “Leslie Winters, Dog Groomer and Private Investigator” on your business cards,” my best friend, Sophia, chirped from the other end of the line.

      I was wrist-deep in a shampoo for Pastor Dave and Mrs. Bev’s little male poodle, Snickerpoodle. So, I was half-listening to Sophia and half-trying to make sure I didn’t leave any suds in the dog’s wiry curls.

      “Help put one murderer in jail and you think we’re some kind of super crime-fighting duo. Like The Avengers, or maybe more like a younger Cagney and Lacey,” I muttered, holding the phone in the crook of my shoulder.

      “Whoa, I said nothing about me and you. That was all your doing with crazy Mrs. Susan.”

      It was true that I found Mrs. Susan’s brother-in-law face down in his hot tub with a bullet through his head. Then a few weeks later, after questioning local town gossips for a bit, I put the dots together and discovered his sister-in-law thought she’d scare him into putting her and her husband in the will by way of a loaded antique shotgun. Of course, they denied knowing about the bullets in the barrel, but believe that, and I have a bridge to sell you.

      Though none of that made me an investigator, or a detective, like the one from Dallas who was supposed to have dinner with me months ago after the powers that be wrapped up the case.

      He’d texted, but anytime we made plans, something always came up with work.

      Now, instead of dinner with a handsome detective, I was back to shampooing local dogs in my parent’s back shed.

      At least catching Mrs. Susan did drum up some business in time for fall turning into winter.

      The gossip train moved fast in my small-town of Pecan, and when people got wind of what happened, soon everyone was showing up at my door, supposed wanting their dog groomed. But they didn’t fool me, even though I was a champion groomer, I knew my customers really wanted to hear me tell again and again how I took out a killer with a taser and how my dog ran away with her gun.

      And that’s what I had to focus on, the dog grooming business, because I still had a goal of moving out of my parents’ house. Forget about cute Dallas detectives, I told myself as I began to rinse Snickerdoodle or solving crimes, for that matter.

      The sound of gravel crunching beneath tires was a welcome noise and a way to escape the phone call before my chatty best friend could ask anything more about the detective or my crime fighting. My sleepy dashie, Bandit, lifted his head from the floor of the garage. His floppy ears perked as he bounded through the doggy door.

      Luckily, he didn’t start a howl with the neighbor dogs because I wasn’t sure I’d ever been able to get the poodle done if Bandit started up with the barking and every dog for blocks joined in for a big ol’ bark fest.

      “Hey, Soph, I gotta go, someone’s at the door, and I have to get this rinse done, or I may lose Snickerpoodle forever. Then I’ll never be able to go to church because Mrs. Bev and Pastor Dave won’t forgive me for not giving their dog a good wash.”

      “Ugh, fine. Text me later.”

      I hung up the call and slid my phone into my pocket just as Bandit whisked back through the doggie door, followed by the primped Williams family’s Pomeranians, Paisley, and Daisy.

      Though the adorable Poms were my regular grooming customers, they didn’t have an appointment today.

      If their human mama, Mrs. Tiffany, thought they needed some last-minute primping, well, she’d probably convince me to squeeze them in.

      I didn’t have another appointment until later, and after I found Mrs. Tiffany’s husband in the hot tub when I was innocently dropping her dogs off at their house all those months ago, I had a soft spot for the young widow.

      Even if she did burst in like a tornado of blonde curls with the smell of expensive perfume wafting off her bronzed skin.

      “Leslie, it’s been too darn long,” she cooed, holding out her hands to reveal long daggers for nails, freshly painted in carnation pink.

      Mrs. Tiffany was around my age, late twenties, only a few years older than her stepdaughter, and close to twenty years younger than her former husband, the ranch owner, Mr. Williams. Which meant she got a lot of side-eyes in our small Texas town of Pecan.

      But I couldn’t help my little curious smile when I saw her, even though Snickerpoodle had tensed up. Could have been because of her bright bedazzled ‘I love Jesus and Sweet tea’ shirt or the fact I was rinsing the shampoo off his behind.

      “Well, I did see the dogs last week,” I said with my best PR smile plastered on my face. “I didn’t think they were due, but I might be able to squeeze them in after I blow dry Snickerpoodle and drop him off to Mrs. Bev.”

      I would have rather done anything than fight off those little furballs. They tried to nip at me every time I clipped their toenails, but money was money.

      Tiffany put her hands on her hips, chewing on her heavily glossed bottom lip. “Well, actually, I was hoping you’d say you didn’t have anything else planned today because I need your help.”

      I froze, my hand in the air, reaching for one of the towels to dry off Snickerpoodle.

      “With…?” I said, trying to hide my sense of foreboding.

      She rolled her eyes and then waved her hand as if she were swatting away a fly. “Okay, so you know how I told you I was thinking about getting another dog, and you told me to look at the Crab Apple Canyon shelter where you got Bandit?”

      “Yes…” I asked tentatively, wondering when another Pomeranian would burst out of her oversized handbag or the back of her skin-tight jeans.

      She sighed. Then she tapped her bright pink, high-heeled sandals on the wooden floor. This caused one of the loose boards to pop up and down right under the drying station where Snickerpoodle should be sitting but was doing his best to fly the coop.

      I waited for her to say something, gritting my teeth as I kept one hand on Snickerpoodle and his leash and the other on the towel.

      “Well, they didn’t really have what I wanted, so I checked online. The Facebook marketplace had a guy near Crab Apple Canyon who was breeding Poms…” She let the sentence fade while she fidgeted with her nails, that foot still tapping.

      I focused on Snickerpoodle, mentally hoping she wouldn’t say a name I’d heard rumblings about in passing as I made my rounds in town.

      “Joey Atkins, ever heard of him? I did some digging and found it on his profile. Says he graduated from Pecan High School and figured since it’s a small-town, you may be familiar,” she said, her heavily black-lined eyes wide.

      My stomach fell a few feet. Of course, I knew Joey.

      Pecan was a small-town, and Joey and my ex-husband, Archie, were always buddy-buddy. Even though Joey was a serial con artist.

      Ever since our younger days, and he started charging kids to use the crayon sharpener on his pencil box, I knew he was trouble.

      After we graduated, he went through a slew of small, online businesses that he had no experience running. Mostly, he ran them into the ground. He even tried to buy a local barn and said he was going to re-invent it into an event center. Instead, he put his own mama into debt, trying to fix it up.

      From there, he moved on to bigger scams that still had people trusting the blue-eyed country boy and his tractor repair company that never actually got a tractor repaired and cost farmers more to take it somewhere else to clean up his mess.

      Or the t-shirt making company that took all the band uniform orders, then couldn’t fill them all, so he gave everyone plain t-shirts he bought at the dollar general and pocketed the rest.

      That was the last business I could say for sure he had around Pecan. What he did elsewhere, I couldn’t say.

      Some people said he was trying to start something in the Canyon with dogs, but I tried to keep my head down and ignore it. I figured maybe he and Archie still talked, but I wasn’t friends with him on Facebook or anywhere else.

      Now he was actually breeding dogs? In Canyon, only a few miles from Pecan?

      Something about that had the hairs on my neck standing on end.

      Tiffany smiled expectantly, waiting to know if I’ve I’d heard of him. I told her the bare minimum.

      “Yeah, I have,” I said as nonchalantly as I could, though I was gripping the pink towel so tightly that my knuckles turned bright red.

      “Well, he had the cutest little teacup pom photos on his website. I put a deposit down, even got convinced to add on a vet package that he offered with a local clinic…”

      Her words fell in the air as her eyes looked everywhere but at me.

      My dad’s former tool shed was now filled with framed photos, I’d found on the internet, of various cartoon dachshunds in baths or covered in bubbles. I’d added some little pink pet beds and a few tables near my dad’s old deep basin sink. They served their purpose to make my little shop look professional even though usually no one stayed around while I groomed their dogs. Now it felt like Tiffany was looking over every square inch.

      “Uh-huh,” I said, trying to focus on drying off each little coarse hair on Snickerpoodle instead of seething at the idea that one of my biggest clients might be about to hit me with some really bad news?

      What if this new dog and vet package meant she found a new groomer near the Canyon, too?

      If I lost Tiffany, how was I ever going to be able to move out of my old bedroom?

      Goodbye future apartment closer to Dallas, hello wicker bed forever.

      “Well,” Tiffany said, her voice now perplexed, “all of a sudden, Mr. Atkins just stopped talking. Won’t answer my emails, my calls, or nothing.”

      I held back the sigh of relief. Good. Now someone else could see how much of a jerk that man was.

      Didn’t like him the moment I met him when we were kids.

      Last time I even saw Joey was when he came to visit Archie and me in Houston.

      Not long before my ex-husband left me for a former client at my hair salon.

      Joey was pitching the idea of a taxi-like service from the Canyon to Dallas, that slimy smile on his face as he chugged down all of our good soda and left his greasy black hair all over the bathroom when he left.

      “I’m sorry. That’s terrible.” I hid my smile behind the now fluffed fur of Snickerpoodle. The towel-drying had done wonders, and I knew if I started up the dryer, the two little Pomeranians would go nuts with their barking. So, I was glad just to give him a final brush out before attaching a Texas flag print bandana around his collar.

      “It is, you know. And I think someone ought to confront him about it.”

      I nodded, making sure the bandana was in place, laying just right on the poodle’s soft, gleaming black curls.

      “So, you’ll go with me then?”

      I shot my head up, Snickerpoodle tilting his head the same as I did. “I’ll go where?”

      She huffed, stomping her foot, showing her impatience with my inattention. “To confront Mr. Atkins.”

      I waved a finger. “Oh, no. I can’t do that.”

      “Why? You said you know him. Do you have other appointments or something?”

      “Tiffany…Mrs. Bev will be here any minute to get Snickerpoodle…”

      “And then what?”

      “Well…”

      “You don’t have any other appointments, so I’ll pay you the same rate for getting the full work-up on both dogs if you come help me out.” She batted those too-long-to-be-real-eyelashes.

      A full work up grooming package was my most expensive option. And that money would go a long way in my fund to save up a years’ worth of rent.

      But I shook my head, trying to stay firm. “No, I can’t let you do that.”

      “Come on, Leslie, I really need you. Please? You know the ins and outs of dogs and dog grooming, and after what you did last year to help the detectives and finding Mrs. Susan out…well…I need someone like you to help…”

      I sighed, running my fingers over Snickerpooodle’s coat one last time.

      The last thing I wanted to do was head toward the Canyon and see my slimy former classmate. One who probably wouldn’t be holding a gun to my chest like when I confronted Mrs. Susan, but I still got the same sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Not that I thought Joey was a murderer like Mrs. Susan, but…, and then I thought of having my own one-bedroom apartment in Dallas, and I caved.

      “Okay, Mrs. Bev will be here in a few minutes, then maybe we can take a trip up Canyon way.”

      Tiffany clapped her hands, bouncing on her heels, just as happy as a clam. But that bottomless feeling in my stomach just wouldn’t go away. Maybe it would be all for nothing. Get in, pick out be a new dog for her to fulfill Tiffany’s Pom Pom dreams, and get back in time for a rerun of Wheel of Fortune.

      Or so I hoped.
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      I might have been more impressed with Tiffany’s little red, two door sports car if I was the type of girl who liked anything other than my large SUV.

      Or if I wasn’t worried about coming close to dying when I saw her steering with her knees, drinking cold brew out of her Yeti with one hand, and petting the two little Pomeranians jumping in and out of her lap.

      It didn’t help that the closer we got to Crab Apple Canyon, down the winding back roads outside of Pecan, the more my stomach flipped at the thought of hitting a rogue tumbleweed or an Armadillo, for that matter. Those things were tough enough to go straight through a windshield.

      If we drove south toward Dallas, we’d also have to worry about traffic on the highway or the occasional road rager who used their right to bear arms. But going north toward the Canyon, bordering Texas, Louisiana, and Arkansas, the drive was more of a light breeze down the two-lane road. The only thing we had to worry about was the occasional trucker or family of Armadillos. Both were possible road hazards.

      The only buzzing around us was the wind whipping the windows as Tiffany cranked up the speed. “So, what made you go with this guy for a Pomeranian anyway?” I asked, breaking the tension that had built up in the silence.

      She hissed through her teeth, pounding one of her fists on the steering wheel. “See? I knew you were going to judge me.”

      I put my hands up, trying to show that I meant no harm, but I also wanted her to keep her eyes on the road. “I’m not judging, just wondering why you would go with this guy instead of a breeder in Dallas. Or anywhere else really with a reputation.”

      Or a shelter, I thought, but she was already in enough of a tizzy that I wasn’t going to bring that up.

      “Well, I was just thinking out loud about another dog at ladies Bunco night at the church last week, and another lady at my table brought up this place.” Her eyes darted from the windshield, back to Daisy, who was licking her Yeti, and back to the windshield. Anywhere but glancing in my direction.

      Which only meant one thing.

      “Was this lady Mrs. Blank?” I asked through gritted teeth, trying to keep my cool.

      “Aw, Les, I didn’t want to tell you because I know how you feel about her, but yes, it was.”

      Mrs. Blank was my ex-husband Archie’s mama. The woman had hated me all of my life, even though her son was the one who cheated on me.

      She was also one of the biggest hypocrites I’d ever met. She liked to sit in the front row at Pecan Baptist every Sunday and belt out hymns from her bright red, lipstick-covered mouth, but as soon as church was over, she was gossiping over who was doing what in town. Even though her own son cheated on his wife, and she had plenty of skeletons in the Blank family closet, it didn’t stop her from gabbing.

      Tiffany sucked in a deep breath, shaking her head so her blonde curls swished against her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have listened to her, I know. But she was just so persistent then she sent a group text to Archie and me, saying they could get me a good deal with a quality little teacup Pom.”

      My ears burned at the mention of Archie.

      Suddenly, I wished I could just tumble out of the car and become one with the weeds growing on the side of the road.

      “But I should have known then it was a stupid idea. Mrs. Blank just scares the crud out of me, yanno? And I was in too deep at that point. Plus, when I saw the picture of my future little Miss Maisy Williams, I couldn’t help but fall in love.”

      I didn’t know which part to address first.

      The fact that my ex-mother-in-law also scared me or that she would be naming her new dog Maisy when she had a Paisley and Daisy.

      Instead, I just went for nodding. “I understand, you did what you thought was right, and it’s hard to say no when you have Mrs. Blank all up in your face.”

      She blew out a breath. “Yeah, and now, I’m regretting it. Hopefully, we get to this place, and we get my little Maisy, and this will all be over.”

      “I hope so, too, Tiff.”

      And I meant it.

      She’d been through enough this year with losing her husband at the hand of her mendacious sister-in-law. She could use a little bit of happiness.

      But just as quickly as my mood lightened toward the blonde next to me, my heart sank into my chest as we pulled closer to the address that Tiffany plugged into her GPS.

      This unincorporated part of Crab Apple Canyon Valley wasn’t much to write home about.

      Between fields of bailed hay sat a small café with boarded-up windows. And right across from that was the address.

      The little white house was shaded by two low-hanging live oaks that badly needed a trim. A rusted-out chain link fence ran the back of the small property where even before we pulled up to the gravel drive, I could hear the yelping of dogs echoing in the air.

      Maybe I would have focused on the hand painted sign for ‘quality pure bred puppies’ or the little wooden dog houses. But something else stuck out in the front yard. A big black box. Not just any big black box of a vehicle, though.

      Smack dab in front of the house. Archie’s older model BMW idled right next to an over-turned trash can.

      I’d recognize the thing anywhere. His mama bought it for him as a gift for finishing real estate school almost ten years ago, and it was old then with its black leather seats always smelling like High Karate cologne and sugarless candy.

      I didn’t fight for that in our divorce and hated to ride in the thing with the vanity plates reading ‘SELSHOMZ’.

      As soon as Tiffany pulled into the side yard across from the BMW, I caught a glimpse of the man I once loved now animatedly talking to someone in the front seat next to him.

      I got a brief glint of bright pink hair, but my insides burned just from that little spotting.

      As if he could also sense my presence, Archie turned his head, those bright blue hazel eyes going wide as soon as he saw me.

      He swallowed hard; his Adam’s apple prominent against the stubble as he ran his hand over his perfectly slicked back black hair.

      I can’t believe I used to find that style charming. Or anything about him for that matter. Even through the window of Tiffany’s sports car, he looked like a sleazy used vehicle salesman.

      Please don’t get out of the car, please don’t get out of the car.

      Of course, my silent plea didn’t work, and Archie opened his door, looming to his full height of six foot four and broad shoulders, made for the football team back in high school.

      But I cut short my attention to Archie as soon as he rounded the car and opened the door so his new girlfriend could step out of the car.

      The one who was supposed to be pregnant.

      Last time I saw Stephanie, or Stephie as he called her, she was a petite blonde, badly needing a haircut that she wasn’t going to get as she stormed into my shop in Houston, claiming Archie and she had had relations.

      She was still petite and the only difference was that her bottle blonde frizz of curly hair was a faded pink color that could have only come from a box and desperately needed a good trim.

      It had been a few months. Six? At least.

      Did she already have the baby?

      Or was there ever one…?

      “What are they doing here?” Tiffany whispered.

      “You didn’t know they were coming?” I managed to grit through my teeth.

      Tiffany shook her head as Daisy and Paisley started up a bark, luckily keeping Archie and Stephie away from the car as they headed toward the walk to the house.

      “Are they going to visit Joey, too?” Tiffany asked out loud.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Before I could think better of it, I bolted out of the car, my hand still on the handle as I yelled across the few feet of hot Texas afternoon between us.

      “Hey, what are y’all doing here?”

      Archie turned first, blinking hard. “Oh...uh...hey Leslie.”

      “We should be asking you the same thing.” Stephie put her hands on her hips, her very thin eyebrows rising.

      As a good Christian woman, I would never hit another person, especially not one that maybe was pregnant. Or maybe just a big fake liar.

      Tiffany got out of the car, making sure the two dogs stayed inside. She opened her mouth to speak, but the sound of wailing sirens had us all staring in the direction of a group of police cars skidding to a halt in front of the derelict building.

      As if things couldn’t get any worse, the older black SUV that belonged to a certain detective I hadn’t seen in months after saying he would call me soon for a date, led the pack.

      Detective Adam Waltz was in his mid-thirties with brown hair that curled around his ears and suits that always fit his broad form.

      Not that I should have noticed that or how those stubbled cheeks on his adorable face fell as soon as he saw me.

      “Excuse me, y’all, but I’m going to have to ask you to step aside,” his voice boomed. His hand was at his side, gripping the handle of his weapon, still holstered against his trousers.

      “What? Are you here to arrest the swindler?” Stephie bellowed.

      “Swindler?” I turned to face the little pink pixie.

      “Not now, Stephie,” Archie muttered.

      “Yeah, well someone obviously has to stop this guy. Saying we’d have our own little teacup pom after helping him out and now he goes silent?” She folded her arms across her chest.

      I couldn’t help letting my gaze trail to her stomach.

      Her obviously flat-as-a-pancake stomach.

      “Stephie, not now. Okay? We’re just here to talk. Joey is good for his word. And this all just has to be a misunderstanding,” Archie said, though his words lacked confidence, trailing off with each sentence.

      “He did the same thing to y’all?” Tiffany blinked, looking from Archie to Stephanie and then to me like a bobble doll.

      “Now is not the time to discuss that. I’m going to have to ask y’all to step aside, again,” Detective Adam said repeated, slowly inching closer to the door.

      “Why? Is there something going on in there?” Stephie asked, moving toward the cracking cement on the front stoop. The once gleaming iron bars leading to the front door were now rusted through, framing the front like a big ol red sign saying, ‘do not enter’.

      “Ma’am I’m going to ask you again…”

      But of course, Stephie didn’t listen, throwing open the front door, creaking against its hinges like it needed a good dose of WD40.

      Before Adam could finish his sentence, a blood curdling scream rang out.

      Archie rushed to Stephie’s side and pulled her away from the door and back down the cement stoop, just as Adam and a few uniformed officers swooped in.

      All of the feeling and nerves in my face seemed to freeze as my feet moved on their own volition, following Adam toward the door.

      I stared disbelieving at the man we’d come to see, lying spread-eagle on the floor, face planted in a dog bowl of water.

      “Is he…?” I asked.

      Adam crouched down, his shoes squeaking against the yellow linoleum floor as he put his fingers on Joey’s neck.

      But he didn’t need to do that.

      The flies around Joey and rotting bowls of dog food gave me the answer.

      Joey Atkins was dead. And it didn’t look like an accident.
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      I wish I could say that Joey Atkins was the first dead body I’d seen. But it wasn’t even the first I’d seen this year.

      At least I wasn’t the one to find him this time.

      I almost felt bad for Stephie having to see Joey first. Almost.

      A cold chill settled over me, followed by a numb fog as I sat with Tiffany. We watched the crime scene investigators maneuver in and out of the small house, carrying plastic bags of dog toys, dog food, and racks of little pink tutus that I hoped were for the pets.

      Not long after we and Adam’s cavalry arrived, animal control showed up, carrying out dozens of little furry dogs in little plastic carriers. My heart sank each time I heard one of their yips.

      Tiffany and I camped out near the trunk of her air-conditioned car, Paisley and Daisy roaming around the back seat and taking their turns barking at us before they’d get distracted by one man walking by with a dog.

      Stephie and Archie hadn’t left either. They stood off to the side of the BMW, talking to one of the officers who was taking notes on a little yellow legal pad. Stephie kept raising her arms in the air, her shrieks of annoyance and then tears going off every few seconds like a soap opera star.

      If that was what my ex-husband wanted in life, he could have it.

      I had more pressing issues to deal with than wondering what he saw in her over me.

      Like the dead body belonging to said ex-husband’s friend.

      And the detective who asked for my number a few months ago, yet still hadn’t made a date, now made a beeline for me.

      I tried to sit up straighter and quickly pushed my bangs to the side. They were still growing out and liked to wisp around my face like a window frame if I didn’t style them right.

      Since I’d been working all day and didn’t stop to clean up before Tiffany and I left for the shelter, I’d just pulled my dark hair into a loose top knot, window bangs and all. My clothes also weren’t anything that would attract a man – over-sized University of Texas Longhorns t-shirt and yoga pants, both covered in dog hair.

      But why did I care what I looked like? This was a crime scene.

      Not a time to worry about what I looked like to an attractive detective. One who fit into a suit so well, always put together whenever I saw him. Unlike me, who was looking like a deer in headlights. But really, when is not a good time to think about an attractive detective.

      Yet, Adam didn’t have that dimpled smile when his scuffed loafers hit the pavement in front of Tiffany and me.

      “Mrs. Williams, I need to ask you a few questions.” There was a no-nonsense gruff to his voice that would probably make a normal person sit straighter and comply.

      But not Mrs. Tiffany Williams. She crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her big blonde head to the side.

      “I bet you do, but we both know that’s not happening until my lawyer gets here.”

      My eyebrows rose to my hairline as if they had a will of their own.

      Since when did she talk to her lawyer?

      And why would she need to?

      I swallowed hard, trying not to visibly scoot away, but needing to get a little bit of space between us.

      “Mrs. Williams, there is no need to get a lawyer involved right now. We’re just going to have a conversation,” the detective said steadily, but his hands shot out in front of him as if he was playing the air piano.

      “Yeah, and that conversation is going to lead you to ask more questions. This isn’t the first time you’ve thought to accuse me of something and ask about my whereabouts, Detective Waltz. I know my rights, and I know that I don’t have to talk to you until my lawyer gets here,” she snapped, putting her tiny fists on her hips. If her Botox forehead would have let her scowl, I’m sure she would have.

      She stood at least a foot shorter than the man, even in her heels. But that didn’t mean she was going to back down. She stood her ground, not moving an inch.

      He had the good sense to nod and not argue with her. But then his steely gaze landed right on me. Not even a hint of a darn smile. “Miss Winters, can I have a word with you?”

      “She doesn’t need to talk to you either without a lawyer,” Tiffany snapped, her pink sparkly manicured fingers wrapping around my wrist like she could pull me to her in an instant.

      Detective Waltz cleared his throat, a small blush evident even under the few days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks.

      “Um, this doesn’t have to do with the case, ma’am.”

      “Oh, well, then.” Tiffany let go of her vice grip on me, leaning back and batting her eyelashes. “Miss Leslie, do you want to talk to this man alone?”

      Did I?

      Well, it was the first time I’d actually seen the man in person in a few months.

      And it wasn’t like we were going anywhere anytime soon.

      I sighed, ignoring the tingling feeling in my chest as I stood up. Dangit, this was not the time to be getting butterflies at a crime scene.

      “Yes, you may have a word with me.”

      I didn’t wait or glance in his direction as I walked toward a pretty sad rose bush wilting at the far end of the house.

      “Leslie,” came a throat-clearing huff from the detective now standing in front of me, looking down at his scuffed-up loafers.

      I tried to hide my smile. He may have been put together in his suit, but there was something endearing that his shoes had a few, well-worn marks.

      “Detective Waltz.”

      He finally looked up, shoving his hands in his pockets. “I told you to call me Adam.”

      Hmph.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Well, this is the first time I’ve seen you in months, so I wasn’t sure what to call you.” Seeing as how he hadn’t called me at all, I thought but didn’t say.

      He sighed, shaking his head as he raked a hand through his hair then down his face. “I know, I’m an idiot. I’ve been busy with work. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t haven’t canceled on you so much.”

      I blinked hard, opening my mouth, and closing it again like a fish as I tried to think of what to say. I wasn’t one to be at a loss for words, but how does one reply to an admission of guilt by a detective?

      “But, Leslie, I’m here on this case right now, and since you’re here, I know you’re going to want to do some investigating of your own, but this isn’t the place, okay?” He raised his eyebrows, finally looking up at me.

      I swallowed hard, my chest heating now from something other than butterflies. “Are you trying to tell me I shouldn’t be here? When you’re questioning my friend?”

      “Leslie…” He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I’m just doing my job.”

      Before I could respond to that, a familiar little red sports car pulled up to the scene of the crime. Out of the passenger side flew a wave of brown curls belonging to Haley Williams, Tiffany’s stepdaughter, the driver being none other than the family lawyer’s daughter and Haley’s girlfriend, Amber.

      The Dallas lawyer strutted out of the car like a dog on a mission to find a buried bone. All four feet eleven inches of her in a black pinstripe suit and her bright blonde hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      Last time I saw her, it was over drinks at Haley’s dad’s funeral, but now I saw that fierce bulldog look of a woman on a mission.

      A mission heading straight for Mrs. Tiffany.

      “I thought her dad was the family lawyer?” Adam asked, leaning closer so his words were low and the scent of coffee and mint aftershave wafted off him.

      “Daddy’s retiring, so I guess Amber and Tiffany decided to declare a truce. Not that you need any of my information since you’re the one on the case,” I muttered bitterly.

      So maybe I should have been a little nicer to a detective at a murder scene, but his words still stung.

      I focused on Amber. Anything to get my mind off Adam. She had stopped at the front of Mrs. Tiffany’s car, waiting for Tiffany to pull the little wiggling poms from the backseat, still yelping and now pawing at their mama’s arms.

      Amber started talking, her hands moving as fast as her lips. Tiffany nodded but kept squatting a bit until finally, she ended up setting Paisley down for what she probably thought was a second to adjust.

      In that split moment, Daisy bolted, but luckily the little ball of fluff headed straight in my direction.

      “C’mere girl,” I cooed. I bent down and extended my hand.

      But instead of coming toward me, she ran headfirst into the detective’s leg, her little paws clawing at the fabric of his dress pants.

      “Daisy,” Tiffany cried, running after her dog.

      She held Paisley close to her chest and picked up Daisy with the other hand, but not before the dog let loose an excited little tinkle, right on the detective’s shoe.

      “Ah,” Adam yelped, stepping back, and shaking the little drips from his loafers.

      Tiffany’s eyes widened in shock. “Oh, I’m so sorry about that, detective,” she said. Tiffany’s voice may have been as sugary as sweet tea, but that smile said she was anything but sorry. “Daisy does that when she’s scared,”

      Then she perked up, clearing her throat, and pushed her shoulders back.

      “Speaking of scared, do you know where my little Maisy is? I assume she’s in one of those dog crates that animal control just took out of the house. My lawyer, you know Miss Rangor, has said that since payment was made and this is an active crime scene now, that if Maisy is in the house, she might be evidence. But live evidence shouldn’t go on a shelf at some old cop’s office.”

      I was too busy looking from Adam to Tiffany and didn’t realize Archie and Stephie had approached our little circle. Stephie’s hands on her hips, her chipped yellow nails needing a manicure almost as bad as she could use a real dye job.

      “Yeah, we wanted to know the same thing about our Pomeranian puppy.”

      Adam sighed, putting his hands up like a traffic guard. “This is still part of an active investigation. When we clear up the scene, you’ll know more. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      He barely glanced in my direction before taking off toward a group of men in blue uniforms, grabbing a stack of napkins from one of the men holding a coffee cup.

      “Well, that got us nowhere,” Tiffany muttered.

      “Yeah, aren’t you supposed to be some sort of private eye or detective yourself now?” Archie asked, crossing his arms over his chest, and raising an eyebrow.

      “What?” I blinked hard.

      “Yeah, Mom said something about you helping out with the William’s case. Is that why the detective was talking to you alone?” He tapped his fingers on one hand against the opposite arm as if he was waiting for a response.

      I shook my head before clearing my throat, trying to keep my tone even. “What the detective and I were talking about is none of your business.”

      “Well, whatever y’all are doing. I want in.”

      I raised an eyebrow, crossing my arms over my chest. “I beg your pardon?”

      He nodded. “You heard me. I want in. Whatever detective work y’all are doing, whatever gets us our dog and clears this case up, I want in.”

      No way in heck was I going to team up with my ex-husband or his new possibly pregnant or not pregnant girlfriend for anything.

      So, if Detective Adam didn’t want me around investigating, that was fine.

      I’d just have to find a way to make sure no one knew if I asked a few questions of the locals and people who knew Joey.

      Without the man in front of me who I was never, ever going to work with.

      Again.
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      Since Mrs. Tiffany had pulled in her lawyer to talk to the detectives, she had to wait for them to ask her some more questions. There was no way I was going to get a ride home with Archie, So, I called an Uber, trying not to gasp at the price from the Canyon back to Pecan.

      As soon as I stepped through the front door to my parents’ house, I was greeted by the smell of butter and sugar.

      Which reminded me of another person who could help with this mess.

      I tried to tiptoe toward my bedroom to get my purse, but the old wooden floors creaked underneath my sneakers, alerting my mom from the other side of the floral wallpaper that lined our living room.

      “Leslie, is that you? You in for the night or you got some more clients?”

      I let out a slow breath. I guess she hadn’t heard the news yet about what happened at the Canyon. I’d put money, though, in a small town, it wouldn’t take long before she’d see it when she scrolled through one of the neighborhood apps or someone would post something about the former Pecan resident.

      “Yeah, but I have to drop by Sophia’s really quick. She wanted me to pick her up another thing of baking soda at the Dollar General,” I lied through my teeth, glad Ma couldn’t see me because she’d be able to spot the fib written clearly on my face.

      “Well, Thanksgiving is coming up, and with Christmas season? That woman’s probably at Costco every day.”

      I nodded, inching again toward my bedroom.

      No wonder that heavenly smell was so familiar: Ma was getting ready to freeze crusts for Thanksgiving.

      The first time I’d be sitting at the holiday dining room table without Archie in years. We’d been together ever since high school. When we were dating, we agreed to do both our parents’ houses for the holidays, and it had been that way ever since.

      But not this year.

      My stomach flipped, thinking back to seeing him today.

      It had been months since I walked out of our place in Houston.

      He didn’t even try to do anything to win me back or tell me that Stephie was lying about being pregnant. The only call I got was when he told me he was moving back to Pecan with the new girlfriend.

      I sucked in a deep breath, trying to push back any lingering tears that thought they could escape. Then I opened my old bedroom door. Somehow the smell of lilacs still permeated the air from my favorite perfume I’d douse all over myself during high school. That and a healthy amount of hair gel and the ever-burning smell of a flat iron.

      Bandit spread out along my quilted comforter, his head lolling to the side as he basked in the sunlight coming in from my window and the sheer curtains that barely blocked anything.

      But as soon as I grabbed my purse and keys off the dresser, he stirred, ears perked, beady black eyes open, and tail wagging as he stared at my full hands.

      I put one hand on my hip. “Bandit, you don’t need to go everywhere with me.”

      He sat, putting one paw out toward me.

      Dangit, was I a sucker for the little guy.

      “Oh, fine. I guess I’ve been gone without you long enough. Come on, let’s go see what treats Sophia has for us.”
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      Usually, the cul-de-sac that my best friend and resident baker Sophia lived on was full of activity. Kids riding around on their bikes or friends leaning over the neighbor’s picket fence for gossip and sweet tea.

      But with the hour hand creeping up on supper time and the sun fully set, an eerie dark calm fell over the neighborhood. One that had me glancing over my shoulder as I pulled in front of the little white Craftsman-style house.

      The front of the place was dark, except for the Edison bulb string lights lining the porch.

      The kids were probably in bed or in their bedroom, heads down over their devices so Sophia could get to baking.

      Or at least I hoped the reason she wasn’t answering my calls or texts was that she was up to her elbows in baking.

      A cold chill crept across the back of my neck as I parked.

      Everyone in town could probably tell a story about a bad dealing with Joey and one of his schemes.

      But if that same person who didn’t like Joey, and left him for dead, decided to take it out on the girl asking questions…

      I glanced over each shoulder before opening my car door, Bandit prancing down to my feet.

      He barely let a leaf pass by without alerting the whole neighborhood, so even if the little ten-pound sausage dog couldn’t protect me from some nefarious stranger coming after me, at least I’d get a warning.

      Though, that didn’t stop me from still scanning the yards around me as the oak leaves crunched under my feet.

      Normally, I would go to the front door since it was usually wide open, kids looking at me through the screen door and announcing my arrival before I even stepped foot on the sidewalk.

      But with everything dark, I crept along the garage, letting out a breath I didn’t know I was holding when I saw the glow of the kitchen lights through the window. Sophia’s blonde bun bopped along to some music I could barely hear through the closed area.

      Bandit and I knocked on the back sliding glass door, more out of courtesy than anything.

      Sophia didn’t even look up from her mixer before waving me in.

      “I could be someone coming in to rob you, and you just invited me in,” I yelled over the whir of the stand mixer.

      Taking a quick inventory of the room, I spotted rows of cookie boxes on the kitchen table, and stacks upon stacks of cookies cut into little turkey shapes.

      The hum of the TV and low blue light reflected off the hall mirror, letting me know that her husband, Jake, was in the den watching TV or playing video games.

      Which meant I had to be even quieter than usual since he was home and wasn’t exactly fond of his wife’s crime show obsession. Or her best friend showing up late to discuss a real-life case.

      “Let the robbers come in. Then maybe I’d ask them to help with the buttercream.”

      “I can help,” I offered tentatively.

      She finally looked up from her mixer, a streak of flour across her forehead, which looked even more prominent as she rolled her big brown eyes. “Honey, I once asked you to put a piping tip in a bag, and you looked at me like I spoke in a different language.”

      I huffed, even though she was telling the truth. I wasn’t the best baker or even a decent one. But why would I need that when one of my best friends was the best home baker in town?

      “Okay, well then Bandit and I can watch. What are you doing anyway? Big order for Awana’s or something?”

      She tsked, stopping the mixer before grabbing a spatula near the sink. “I ain’t doing this for free. This is for cookie box orders for Thanksgiving. People who want to decorate cookies but can’t bake for a lick, so they buy a box of a dozen cookies that includes little containers of frosting and sprinkles. Viola! Kids’ activity and great cookies to bring to any gathering.”

      “Wow, that’s actually a really good idea.”

      “Yeah, I thought so, too,” she grumbled before plopping some orange frosting into a bag. “Until I ended up with over one-hundred orders, plus my usual Thanksgiving pies that I have less than two weeks to bake and freeze.”

      My southern manners immediately wanted me to yell that I could help, but I bit my tongue, knowing it was no use with Sophia.

      She liked to do it her way, even if it took her all night.

      Plus, last time I helped with sugar cookies, I ended up cutting all of the tails off a mermaid with the cookie cutter. Sophia had to throw half of them out and restart, giving her twice the work, while I guiltily munched the broken treats.

      “Well, I can keep you company, and maybe you can help me out…” I hedged, glancing at Bandit out of the corner of my eye. He pranced around the kitchen, his nose in the air as he tried to take in all of the smells.

      Sophia barely looked up from her work. “So, you are doing the private investigator business? And you need me as an expert to come in on certain cases like they do on the History channel?”

      “Well, I’m not a private investigator or anything, but something interesting did happen today…”

      Sophia’s eyes widened as she put the bag of frosting down then put her finger to her lips.

      She shook her head then turned on the mixer, edging me toward the corner of the room, farthest away from the door to the den.

      “Shh, we don’t want Jake hearing. He’s mad enough that I’m up all-night filling orders. If he heard we were talking about this, he’d probably down his entire bottle of antacids.”

      I nodded sagely, keeping my voice low as I tried to quickly explain what happened.

      Sophia did her best to just nod, her eyes still wide as she listened to the whole tale from Tiffany waltzing into my shop talking about Joey Atkins to finding him face-first in a dog bowl, the detective, and then Archie.

      “Wow, that sounds like one heckuva thing.”

      I swallowed hard. “So, yeah, you’re going to help me figure out who did it, right?”

      She laughed, clutching her chest. “You know that’s the way to my heart, but you also see what I’ve got in this kitchen.”

      She spread her arms out, pointing at the array of boxes.

      “I know…I know.”

      She put her hands on my shoulders, the soft flour sprinkling over her calloused hands and onto my shirt. “I’m always here for you, Les. Maybe once things slow down, we can figure this out together. Or maybe you can call up Piper? She is the town gossip.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You really think Piper is going to talk to us after the last time when her tires got slashed in the Boot and Saddle parking lot?”

      Not my fault either on that one.

      Mrs. Susan was trying to stop me from investigating and happened to take it out on Piper’s car when she caught us with her.

      Maybe a little my fault for digging, but Piper got the damage repaired, and Mrs. Susan eventually ended up in jail.

      Sophia let out a deep breath, shaking her head as she dropped her hands. “No, you’re probably right.”

      She stepped back, grabbing the frosting bag. “Tell you what, I’ll see what I can do between orders, but you need to make sure you’re taking care of yourself, okay?”

      “What does that mean?”

      She glared over the frosting. “You know I’m all for this investigating stuff, but you also know that it can be dangerous. Someone’s been after you before, and I don’t want to see you get hurt. I may be busy with this stuff, but you can text me anytime.”

      I nodded, muttering a ‘thanks’, but I was already mentally checked out.

      I should have known if she couldn’t answer my texts or phone calls that she’d be too busy.

      It sounded like I was on my own.

      After exchanging a few more niceties and sneaking a cookie for me and one for Bandit, we headed out the back door, leaving the glow of the kitchen behind.

      I walked down the driveway, and at the sound of a car idling behind mine, I whispered to Bandit heel and came to an abrupt stop. One fist clenched at my side, the other tightly holding onto the half-eaten cookie.

      Bandit stopped in a tall area of grass, his ears perked up, and one paw pointed at the offending car.

      Whoever was in the driver’s seat immediately turned off the ignition, got out and gave me the eye, then rounded the front of the car.

      I took in a hard swallow, wishing I had a better weapon than a half-eaten cookie.

      But all the tightness in my shoulders drained when I heard that familiar voice.

      “Bandit, c’mere boy.”

      My traitor dog skidded down the driveway and into the arms of my awaiting ex-husband.

      I approached him tentatively. “Archie, what on earth are you doing here?” I said, still holding the cookie at my side as if I could draw it as a delicious weapon if needed.

      “You weren’t answering my calls, and your car wasn’t at the house, so I figured you might be here.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “And why would you need me? I’m not talking about what happened today with you. Shouldn’t you be doing that with your girlfriend? You know the one who stormed into my shop saying she was having your baby?”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to hold back the venom in my words at the man who was now cuddling my happily moaning dog against his chest.

      Archie frowned, only his bright eyes and a days-worth of stubble visible in the lone streetlight. “I’ll have you know it was a false positive. But that doesn’t matter now. We’re moving on from it.”

      A false positive?

      So, all of that for…for what?

      He still cheated.

      But he left me to be with her. To raise a family we didn’t have.

      A sinking feeling lurched deep in my gut that I tried to hold back.

      “And Stephie doesn’t actually know I’m here…” Archie’s voice broke through my discomfort.

      I took a step back, warning bells going off. “Archie…”

      He shook his head. “Not like that, Les. I just…I want to help.”

      “Help?” I managed to breathe out.

      He nodded. “Yeah. Ma told me you were kind of the investigator around here, helping out with the Mrs. Susan case. You and I both know Joey better than some big-city detectives. We could easily find out who hurt him and bring them to the police.”

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes. Of course, his gossipy mom told him everything. Probably made it all seem like it was my fault too if I knew anything about the Dragon Lady. But now my ex was asking for my help? Uh…no.

      “Well, I’m not doing any investigating. Not my circus, not my…”

      I stopped mid-sentence as my phone vibrated in my pocket.

      No one usually called this late, and normally I wouldn’t answer, but anything to get out of a conversation with my ex.

      Tiffany’s number flashed on the screen, and all of the air whooshed out of my lungs then filled back in as I answered the call.

      “Mrs. Williams? Are you okay? Is everything all right?”

      She sniffled on the other end. “Oh, honey, I’m back home, but I need you here. Are you busy?”

      I swallowed hard. “I can be there in about ten minutes.”

      “Good. I’ll turn on the lights.”

      I hung up the phone, sliding it back into my pocket before holding my arms out. “Bandit and I need to go.”

      “Mrs. Williams called you? What did she say?”

      I frowned, taking the groaning dog from Archie’s arms. “Nothing, just for me to come over there.”

      “Well, I’m coming with you.”

      I glared at my ex. “Like heck you are.”

      “Hey, if there is something there that you’re not expecting, you might need more backup than a ten-pound dog.” He raised his eyebrows.

      I wanted to fight.

      Everything in my body told me to tell him no.

      Then my mind flashed back to the last time I was face to face with a Williams woman, and she was holding a gun.

      I guess it couldn’t hurt to have someone with me.

      I sighed. “All right, follow me to the ranch.”
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      The headlights of Archie’s Beamer followed me down the curvy gravel path toward Williams’ ranch. The wrought iron fence that lined the driveway was dotted with black lanterns, leaving an eerie glow along the smatterings of grass that poked through the wires separating the grazing cattle from the driveway.

      I pulled my SUV into the circular drive, right in front of the large stone fountain that wasn’t spraying water, but the cement dancing cattle were still prominently lit by spotlights.

      Bandit let out a low growl, his ears perking up as he looked at the stone structures through the passenger side window.

      At least I hoped that’s what he was growling at and nothing else besides cattle. Archie had followed us up the drive.

      Mrs. Tiffany had security cameras installed shortly after Mrs. Susan’s arrest, but if I knew anything from the hours of true crime shows that Sophia and I watched, not everything showed up on camera.

      My heartbeat seemed to slow down when the front door opened, and Paisley and Daisy ran out to the front porch, followed by a waving Tiffany.

      The dog’s little paws crunched on the gravel as they made their way toward the car, but Tiffany stayed on the steps.

      “Hey hon, who’s that with you?” she called, putting her fingers up to her forehead as if she was trying to shield her eyes from the sun or use makeshift binoculars.

      “It’s not that Detective who is sweet on you, is it?”

      My cheeks flushed as Bandit and I got out of the SUV, rounding the back to meet up with a glaring Archie. For once, I was glad for the darkness and that my ex or Tiffany couldn’t see my probably red as a tomato face.

      “The detective? And you? Was that what was with him pulling you aside? Don’t tell me you’re a uniform chaser now,” Archie asked, his voice coming out in an exasperated rasp as if he couldn’t believe it.

      I snorted, unable to hold back my laugh as I shook my head. “First off, I don’t think it’s called that, and second off, it’s none of your business, Archibald Wyatt Blank. We aren’t married anymore.”

      I picked up Bandit before he could go after a lizard or something else dangerous in the night. The two little Pomeranians pranced next to me, pawing at my legs, ready to play with Bandit.

      I didn’t let him down until we were on the porch, hoping my face had cooled down enough so Tiffany couldn’t see me blush.

      Her hands were on her hips, a dog at each side as she looked me over then glanced at Archie behind me.

      “Didn’t know you’d be coming, Mr. Realtor. If you haven’t heard, we aren’t interested in selling the ranch, so you might as well get right back in your car and head home.”

      His overpowering, citrusy cologne hit my senses before he had his hand on my shoulder, drumming his fingertips against my collar bone.

      I used to find this gesture endearing, but now I couldn’t shrug him off fast enough.

      “I was just looking out for Leslie, Mrs. Tiffany, and thought I could help you two out.”

      Tiffany raised a thin eyebrow. “Is he for real?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I muttered.

      She huffed, rolling her eyes before pushing her deep brown blown-out curls over her shoulder. “All right, well, I guess three heads are better than one. Come on in, y’all. I’ll grab the sweet tea.”

      We followed Tiffany and the pups through the double doors and along the dark hardwood floors to the large kitchen and dining room.

      The former Mrs. Williams, Tiffany’s husband’s first wife, was a heckuva cook and installed all of the top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances imported from Italy along with custom black granite countertops and cedar cabinets. She had them shipped in all the way from Alaska. At least that’s what the rumors always said. And she did all that because she knew the mister was having relations with his assistant and future second wife.

      Tiffany stopped at the large sub-zero fridge and pulled out a gallon of sweet tea in a plastic jug. One my mama would have been clutching her pearls at, seeing that the tea wasn’t homemade and not even from a good restaurant. But from the grocery store.

      With another hand, Tiffany grabbed a few crystal goblets and stalked off to the large oak, circular table with its antler centerpiece.

      Guess décor hadn’t changed much since Mr. Williams passed.

      With a wobble of the glasses on the table, Tiffany slapped them in front of each high back chair before taking her seat near the window. A bright pink Yeti already sat in front of her that she took a big gulp from, not bothering to pour the sweet tea for us or tell us even where to sit.

      Guess someone’s mama really didn’t teach them southern manners.

      Archie glanced at me out of the corner of his eye like I knew what the heck to do next.

      This was all new for me too, and I had no idea what was about to come out of Mrs. Tiffany’s mouth at any given moment.

      That is until she finally slammed down her Yeti mug, making everything else on the table rumble. “Can you believe those detectives had the nerve to think I killed that man?”

      From the way Archie jumped almost a foot in the air, I’d say “yes.”

      Just not out loud.

      “What happened?” I asked tentatively, trying to keep my voice even as I took the seat across from her and moved the glasses and tea so they wouldn’t fall off the table.

      “Well, I guess there may or may not have been some email exchanges brought up between me and Mr. Atkins in which I wasn’t exactly on my best behavior.” She chewed at her bottom lip, stretching her fingers out as she stared at her manicure instead of looking in either of our directions.

      “So, you threatened him?” Archie asked, his hands grasping onto the chair, leaning into it instead of sitting down.

      “Of course not.” She closed her hands into tight fists and banged them on the table. “I just said that he couldn’t do business by swindling people, and he wasn’t going to get away with it.”

      Sounded like a motive to me and, obviously, the cops too, but not enough to hold her on anything.

      Miss Rangor must have been one heckuva lawyer or the detective just didn’t have any proof.

      Yet…

      Now we had to make sure that the real person was caught and Mrs. Tiffany wasn’t caught in the middle.

      “Anything else…?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “That’s about the gist of it. But plenty of other people had a grudge against that man, your former beau’s new lady included.”

      She waved her hand toward Archie, not even giving him a second glance before she sighed and shook her head. “They still wanted to point the finger at me. Which means we need to find out who really sent that man to meet his maker.”

      “How the heck are we supposed to do that?” Archie asked, finally taking a seat at the table, looking wide-eyed at the two of us.

      I let out a breath. “Well, I guess we start with seeing some of those other bad reviews on the internet about this endeavor. And checking out his prior businesses probably isn’t a bad idea.”

      Tiffany nodded. “That’s good. That’s really good. I knew I did something right by calling you, hon.”

      She shot a quick glare at Archie before pulling a bedazzled pink phone out of her pocket, tapping at the screen with her coffin-like pink nails.

      Grabbing my own phone, I stared at the screen. The background of Bandit proudly sitting on his back legs, begging for a bacon treat.

      If Sophia were here, she’d tell me if we were on the right track.

      She’d probably answer if I texted her…

      But, before I could even pull up my messaging app Archie shouted a loud ‘Ha,’ causing me to almost drop my phone on the table and barely catch it with my other hand.

      I looked up to see his bright green eyes shining as he laid his phone on the table, pointing a finger at the screen. “Look at the top critical review for Atkin’s AKC Adoptable Adorables.”

      I cringed. “Is that seriously the name?”

      Archie shot a glare in my direction but then continued. “The name doesn’t matter. It’s that name next to the first critical review: Mrs. Tiffany Williams.”

      Tiffany narrowed her eyes so tight; I swore those fake eyelashes were going to flop off.

      “Now’s probably not the time to point that out,” I hiss-whispered.

      I picked up his phone, looking at the search engine page that listed the reviews, starting with the most popular.

      Of course, Tiffany’s was at the top with at least one dozen replies underneath.

      

      Tiffany Williams:  I will only be making the drive out to this part of the Canyon to complain to the breeder personally. I have put down enough money to finance a mid-size car for a premium puppy, and yet no response from the breeder after he got my money. I’ve called and called, but still no answer. Now, why would someone not answer when they already have my money? Maybe a scammer? If you want to make this right, Mr. Atkins, you know where to contact me before I show up to your house and hope you have my puppy waiting.

      

      Yeesh. I winced at the wording. It didn’t seem like she was threatening him, but the replies under it took on a whole other meaning.

      

      Bonnie Clyde: Yeah! This place is basically a puppy mill.

      Robert Golbreith: But do you think she had to kill the guy?

      Bonnie Clyde: OMG, is what why all the cop cars were there today?

      Robert Golbreith: Also heard that the woman in the photo who made this review, Tiffany Williams, was also at the scene. Care to elaborate on that, Mrs. Williams?

      I swallowed hard, hoping Tiffany didn’t read those responses and get madder than she already was.

      But when I looked in her direction, she was smiling, putting down her phone, and pushing the device toward Archie.

      “Yeah, seems I wasn’t the only Pecan resident with a beef against the man.”

      I looked over Archie’s shoulder at the words practically staring me in the face.

      

      Beverly Johnson: My husband, a pastor, and I emailed Mr. Atkins, interested in a dog. His family used to live in Pecan, so we thought we’d give him a chance. But after seeing the horrible conditions where he was keeping the dogs, we decided to head to the shelter, after making sure we prayed for those poor dogs first. I hope that the owner, Mr. Atkins, sees this and decides man’s best friend should be treated just as man is. Or, as the good book, Proverbs 12:10 says, the righteous care for the needs of their animals, but the kindest acts of the wicked are cruel.

      Joey Atkins:  I apologize, Ma’am. I have been out of town and others taking care of the dogs; please contact me on my cell phone as soon as possible.

      Beverly Johnson: Thank you, sir. I might just do that.

      

      Archie slowly looked up, his eyes wide. “What do you think their conversation was about?”

      “I don’t know, but maybe finding out will be the next step we need to take.”

      Tiffany clapped her hands and squealed. “Looks like we’re making a trip to see Mrs. Bev.”

      I swallowed hard, not wanting to believe that Mrs. Bev would wish ill on anyone. But there was the fact that she and Joey did have this online conversation, and what happened if she did call him?

      My stomach was doing somersaults, and suddenly, the gallon of tea was looking even less appetizing.

      “Are we sure this is the best idea?”

      “Do you have a better one,” Archie asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I folded my hands together in front of me, swallowing hard before I spoke. “What? You think we should just show up at the parsonage and start asking questions?”

      It was Tiffany who spoke up. “No.”

      Archie and I both whipped our heads in her direction.

      Tiffany slowly nodded. “Wednesday night is Bunco. We’ll head there. Maybe hear what the gossip is, and it wouldn’t hurt to ask Mrs. Bev a few questions under the premise of friendly table chit chat.”

      There went the flip-flopping in my stomach now in a complete spin. “I don’t know…”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” Archie beamed.

      “Sorry, Archie, not you. Ladies only at Bunco night.” Tiffany shot an even bigger smile back in his direction.

      His face fell, but he nodded slowly. “All right, I guess I can see what I can do to help on the other end. Check out social media. See what Joey’s been up to.”

      “That would actually be a great help, Archie,” I said with as much exuberance as I could muster.

      Truth was, I wasn’t thrilled to have my ex sitting across from me.

      But if we were going to solve this and keep Tiffany out of trouble, it couldn’t hurt to have a few more heads. Even if one of them belonged to my ex.
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      Did I believe that Mrs. Bev, the pastor’s wife, and local hairdresser, would kill a man over his dog practices?

      No.

      I mean, maybe.

      Did I still say an extra prayer and think about borrowing Sophia’s taser gun for the church’s monthly Bunco night?

      Absolutely.

      The first Wednesday of every month, the local church ladies of Pecan Baptist got together for a potluck and to play a dice game that I really didn’t understand. I only knew it involved math and a lot of heated arguments over who got twenty-one points.

      Potluck also meant I had to bring something that wouldn’t get the other church ladies to turn their noses up at me.

      One time, when Ma was a regular, she said a new girl brought store-bought rolls and no one touched them, everyone gossiping about her baking skill or lack thereof.

      Ma hadn’t gone in a few years, at least not since Archie and I got divorced. She didn’t want to see his mama and the other gossiping church ladies any more than she had to either.

      I thought about bringing a bottle of wine because I could definitely use it, but did these Baptist women drink? I knew Mrs. Tiffany did, as obvious by her Yeti that always smelled a little bit too much like turpentine.

      But I couldn’t exactly show up and have Mrs. Bev clutching her pearls before I even got to talk to her.

      So, I thought I was safe with a dish made by my mom, who was still eying me suspiciously as she covered her deviled eggs with aluminum foil.

      “You’ve never been interested in Bunco before, why tonight? You aren’t doing that snooping again, are you, Leslie?”

      I balanced from one foot to the other. I didn’t know the dress code for Bunco night, so I went with church casual in a blue maxi dress with a white cardigan that was already covered in little bits of dog fur that always hovered around me no matter how many times I used the lint roller.

      “Mrs. Tiffany invited me to go, so I’m meeting her there.” A half-truth.

      I wasn’t going to let her go into the Lion’s Den of church gossip alone, and if I could ask a few questions myself, then that wasn’t half bad either.

      Ma sighed, shaking her head. “I don’t think this is a good idea, Les.”

      “Didn’t you say I should get more involved in the church?” I raised my eyebrows.

      “You know I meant actually going on Sunday mornings, not spreading the gossip at Bunco night.”

      “You could always come with…” I offered, my words trailing.

      I knew she wouldn’t want to go and see Archie’s mama, so I didn’t tell her the other part of the plan. Then she might have even more questions.

      Archie was supposed to invite his mom to his house for dinner, so she wouldn’t be at Bunco, and I wouldn’t have to deal with her wrath.

      At least, I hoped he held up on his end of the bargain.

      Ma waved her hand. “You go on, just stay out of trouble, okay?”

      I nodded but didn’t say a word. If it wasn’t said out loud, that didn’t count as lying, right?
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      The white steeple of Pecan Baptist church was a pillar in the community, along with the other three Baptist churches, all within a one-mile radius of each other.

      But Pecan Baptist was the closest to downtown, and since everyone went to Mrs. Bev to get their hair cut or enjoyed Pastor Dave’s pork tacos at the annual picnic, it had no problem filling pews every Sunday.

      Or the parking lot for Wednesday Bunco night.

      I pulled my SUV into a spot at the very back of the lot for an easy escape and because it was one of the few parking spaces left.

      Tiffany had already parked her little sports car right by the double wooden doors, the light from inside the church foyer shining in and illuminating her black leather seats.

      I sucked in a breath, letting it out slowly as I saw my former mother-in-law’s giant white SUV parked next to Tiffany’s.

      There was no mistaking her vanity plates and the giant Texas Exes sticker in the back window. Though I wasn’t even sure her husband finished school at the University of Texas, and neither did she nor her son Archie. He never even set foot in one of their classrooms. Guess it was a sense of pride to be in the elite club of alumni of the university and to yell “Hook Em Horns” at anyone else wearing burnt orange.

      So much for my ex holding up his end of the deal.

      Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I texted a picture of the vehicle to my ex.

      Leslie: So, your mom’s over for dinner?

      Archie: Sorry! I tried, but she refused to miss Bunco.

      Leslie: You could have been a little more convincing?

      Archie: What do you want me to say? You know how my mom is.

      I rolled my eyes, sliding my phone back into my pocket. Of course, I knew how his mom was. There was a reason I called her Dragon Lady and not just because her signature red lipstick color had that name.

      “Okay, you can face the dragon, Leslie. This is for Tiffany and to find a murderer,” I muttered to myself under my breath as I grabbed the tray of deviled eggs from the passenger seat.

      Each step from my car to the church doors was like trying to walk through wet cement.

      Last time I entered these doors was when Sophia convinced me to volunteer for Awana’s – The Wednesday night kids worship- so we could do some sleuthing.

      Maybe I should have been more involved with church activities, especially since the parishioners were some of my biggest clients. Yet as soon as I heard the cackle of my former mother-in-law’s laugh, I knew exactly why I avoided the place.

      When I opened the doors to enter the large, fluorescent-lit room, the air conditioning was on at full blast, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I spotted her with her bright red lipstick and styled bouffant, standing near a long table full of different dishes covered in foil.

      I ducked, hoping she wouldn’t spot me as I scanned the room of older women mingling around sets of folding tables. Finally, I picked out the blonde head of Tiffany.

      But instead of being at the center of attention, she was at the far edge of a group of women, nodding along with what they were saying, no one even glancing in her direction.

      Had it been that way since Billy passed…or…?

      “Leslie, I didn’t know you were joining us.” A thick Texas drawl forced my gaze back to the petite brunette in athletic gear.

      Piper Marrow, former cheer captain, with dark brown hair still as big as it was in her high school days because it was full of everyone’s secrets.

      “Yeah, thought I’d come and see what the fuss was about, and my ma made deviled eggs for the occasion,” I said, holding up the tray.

      She smirked. “Bless your heart, but we usually call them angel eggs here.”

      “Oh. Right.” My cheeks flushed.

      She leaned in, lowering her voice. “But I have a feeling you’re here for more than just chit-chat and Pastor Dave’s pork tacos. I just want you to know that I’m all for gossip, but make sure no one gets hurt. Or no one’s vehicle, for that matter.”

      I blinked hard, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. “I’m just…”

      She shook her head, her hair so thick and hair sprayed that it didn’t even move. “Everyone in town knows about what happened at Joey Atkins’ place.”

      “Really?” I asked, though I already knew the answer before Piper could even raise those thin eyebrows.

      “News travels fast. Just like it did about you and Mrs. Tiffany being at the scene. Of course, ain’t nobody thinking you did it. But as for Mrs. Tiffany…well…there is some tension…”

      “Tension?”

      But Piper barely heard me, already power walking toward the long buffet table full of food, setting down my deviled eggs alongside the other covered dishes.

      “Leslie, I didn’t expect to see you here.” My shoulders tightened at my former mother-in-law’s words.

      “Oh, yes, you know I thought I’d finally try out the game,” I said. Then I quickly grabbed a plate so I’d have something to do with my shaking hands as I ignored her hard stare.

      “Well, I guess tonight would be the best night to show up,\ since everyone is more concerned about keeping their eyes open around Mrs. Tiffany.”

      I snorted and tried to cover it up with a free hand, but my ex-mother-in-law treated me with one of her famous huffs, probably accompanied by an eye roll behind my back.

      “You laugh, but Archie told me all about the detective’s questioning and the family lawyer showing up? I’m sure Billy is just rolling in his grave right now.” She tsked.

      I should have let it be and helped myself to some coleslaw, but my burning ears got the better of me. “Is that why everyone is ignoring Tiffany? Do they really think she killed that man?”

      There went that cackle that had the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. “Honey, we both know that woman has guilty written all over her botoxed face. From the moment she first set her claws on Billy while he was still married, we knew she was trouble. Now I guess everyone else is finally seeing it.”

      Though she’d said nothing when her son did the same thing, of course.

      But I wasn’t going to say that now.

      “But would she really murder someone?” I tested, keeping my voice low.

      She shrugged, causing barely a wrinkle in her pleated polka dot pantsuit. Way too nice for a Bunco night, but my ex-mother-in-law was never one to shy away from a reason to dress up.

      “Sometimes people do crazy things when they’re angry, as you know,” she snarled.

      She curled her upper lip, and it took everything I had not to throw the plastic spoon full of coleslaw at her red lipstick-stained face.

      If she was referring to me and her son, she had no room to talk. But before I could even think of a snappy response, the side door whooshed open in a flurry of bright pink that had Dragon Lady’s attention swinging along with everyone else’s.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” Stephie cooed, holding the door with one hand and a bucket of fried chicken with the other.

      Every time I looked at her still-flat stomach, now outfitted in a bright floral dress that clashed with her hair, I wanted to throw up.

      How could she have mistaken being pregnant? Or was she ever preggers at all?

      And now Archie was still sticking with her?

      “Oh, honey, no need to apologize,” My ex-mother-in-law called, swooping to her side, and picking up the bucket. “Oh, and you didn’t have to bring anything.”

      I blinked hard, trying to keep my shoulders from shaking.

      If I’d brought a store-bought casserole to a potluck, Dragon Lady would have crucified me. But there went my former mother-in-law and some of the other church ladies gushing over the pink-haired wonder like she was the second coming.

      Never got that kind of greeting when I was dating Archie.

      “Yeah, they all cast me aside too,” a bubbly voice whispered, and I turned to see Tiffany standing next to me at the table.

      “I…what?”

      Tiffany nodded toward the door. “Your ex-mother-in-law and your husband’s new gal pal, for that matter. There’s something not right about either of them.”

      “You wanna do the honor of talking to them?” I asked, filling the rest of my plate.

      She shook her head. “Nobody here wants anything to do with me. It’s like I went from head of the social committee all the way to the bottom. Heck, even Stephie and her store-bought food is getting more attention than me.”

      I didn’t want to nod in agreement, so I stuffed a fork full of three-bean salad into my mouth.

      I searched around for something else to say or do, and that was when I saw Mrs. Bev dragging another card table in from the hall.

      Better than being stuck in between Tiffany and my ex’s new lady.

      I quickly sat my plate down on the counter and ran as fast as my ballet flats could carry me.

      “Here, let me help you, Mrs. Bev.” I cheerfully grabbed one corner of the old metal table; glad it wasn’t heavy.

      “Oh, thanks, honey,” she breathed, hoisting her end of the table.

      “No problem.”

      She peered at me over her black-rimmed glasses, her gray pixie cut always perfectly in place. I guess she was the main hairdresser in town, so if her hair wasn’t styled just so, she’d have some questions to answer.

      “Didn’t realize we’d have so many extra people tonight, or I would have had Dave help me bring these earlier. Lot more excitement in the hall than we’re used to,” she said as we set the table down near one of the stained-glass windows.

      “Yeah, it’s been a crazy week.”

      She smoothed the pleather top of the table before looking at me with a tight nod. “I heard about what happened at Joey Atkins’ place. I’m so sorry what you and Mrs. Tiffany had to witness. I made sure to put in an extra prayer for the Atkins family. I think they’re up in Caddo now, poor things.”

      I sucked in a breath, trying to figure out how to tread lightly on this situation.

      “Yeah, I didn’t know how well you knew him.”

      She shook her head quickly, removing a piece of lint from her bright green sweater. “Well, his family did come to this church once or twice. But I hadn’t seen him since he was a boy. Dave and I had talked to him about getting a new poodle, but it didn’t work out.”

      “I saw your review online…”

      She rolled her eyes before putting her hands on her tiny hips. “Leslie Winters, are you trying to say something? If so, just come out and say it. No use tip-toeing around it.”

      I gulped, not expecting that statement as I racked my brain for the right answer.

      “My husband is a pastor, and, though, yes, I have more of a temper than he does, there’s no way I would ever take someone else’s life. That poor man may have been a crook, but I’m guessing I wasn’t the only one that had bad dealings with him.”

      She glanced over my shoulder before lowering her voice. She leaned in as though we were conspirators. “And I would never speak ill of someone, but I’ve been praying and watching out for Archie’s new lady. Archie has always been a bit of trouble, and no matter what his mama seems to think, neither of them are saints.”

      I bit my bottom lip to hold back my gasp.

      Was the pastor’s wife really pointing a finger at my ex and his new girlfriend?

      And if so, how could I do some more investigating on that without actually having to talk to them?

      That was something I’d have to mull over, along with another helping of pork tacos.
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      The next day my hands were still stinging from Bunco night. Picture a table of passive-aggressive women throwing little wooden dice as if they were weapons. The war that Bunco created.

      I always thought it was supposed to be a fun game, like Yahtzee or something where the ladies just counted up points with each roll of the dice.

      Not the case, I guess, on this Bunco night.

      Even though partners rotated after each head table scored twenty-one, every time Mrs. Tiffany landed at my table, the temperature seemed to drop at least 50 degrees. Less chit-chat and more people determined to just roll their dice and get the game over.

      I wanted to hear more of the intel from the local gossips, but instead, I was stuck keeping score while the old ladies around me rolled their dice, feasting on the potluck treats instead of chatting.

      All I wanted to do was get home, maybe mindlessly scroll some websites before I crawled into bed. But then, as I pulled into the gravel driveway of my parents’ house, my lights caught the vanity Texas plates that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      As if my night couldn’t get any worse.

      There was no way to even pull around the BMW unless I wanted to drive over Ma’s newly bloomed mums.

      Reluctantly, I stopped behind Archie’s car, keeping the key in the ignition before I hopped out. I prayed this would just be a quick conversation so I could go to bed. Or fall asleep sometime after scrolling through my phone. Whatever came first.

      The gravel crunched under my flip-flops as I rounded the front of the house, and Archie slowly slunk out of his car.

      A shrill bark rang through the screen door, spiking my attention to the front porch where Bandit had his head up and his ears flopping.

      “Bandit, the whole neighborhood can hear ya,” Ma called, opening the front door.

      I saw her head full of curlers poke through the door, then she squinted at the driveway, Bandit squeezing past her.

      “Everything okay, Les?” she said, already in her robe.

      Even though she was at least twenty yards away, I could see her eyes bulging out behind her readers. “Archie. Didn’t know you’d be here. Want me to put out some sweet tea?”

      Before my ex could respond, I picked up my barking dog as he barreled past me toward Archie. I called over my shoulder, “No need, Ma, he won’t be here long.”

      She stood still for a moment before nodding as if she mentally decided it was okay. “All right, holler if you need me.”

      She shut the screen door, and I turned back to Archie, my eyes narrowed, hands buried in Bandit’s fur.

      “Why are you here, Archie? If you’re wanting to talk about Bunco, I’m sure you’ll hear all about it soon from your mother and girlfriend.”

      I spit the last part of my sentence out. Even just thinking about Stephie and that stupid pink hair getting all the smiles from his mom had my blood boiling.

      The woman never doted on me like she did on Stephie, getting her refills of sweet tea and telling the church ladies how excited she was about shopping with her future daughter-in-law, all the while shooting daggers in my direction.

      Future daughter-in-law?

      I didn’t see a ring on that finger, but if they were moving in together…I guess it was only a matter of time.

      Something sank in the pit of my stomach thinking about that.

      Sure, I’d moved on, but there was still a part of me that stung thinking about it

      “Yeah…Stephie is kind of why I’m here,” he said sheepishly, looking down at the ground instead of at me.

      He took a step closer, running one hand through his tussle of black hair and holding a handout to Bandit.

      Bandit stuck his nose out before licking Archie’s finger.

      Traitor.

      “And what does Stephie want? Maybe a better dye job?” I snapped, not in the mood for pleasantries.

      “Hey, leave her hair out of this. It’s not that bad.”

      I blinked slowly.

      In the shadow of my headlights, I saw the ghost of a smile cross Archie’s face. “Okay, maybe it’s a little harsh, but I figured, you know she’s been through enough with finding out pregnancy was a false positive, the move, and everything else.”

      He sighed, dropping his hand from Bandit’s grasp, causing the dog to paw at my wrist until I petted him.

      I swallowed hard, taking in everything that Archie said.

      So, she wasn’t ever pregnant. I knew that. But still…he left me for the woman because he thought she was pregnant, and he was still with her.

      But why was he here, talking to me?

      “But speaking of Stephie, she texted me a little bit ago, and we’ve been talking for a while about things…”

      I tapped one foot on the gravel. Archie always tried to stall when he wanted to ask something, and I was already tired and full of Texas church food. Not in the mood to do anything more than lay in bed. “Out with it, Arch. Just ask me what you want.”

      He blew out a breath, dropping his hands to the side. “We want joint custody of Bandit.”

      My shoulders tightened as I cuddled my fuzzy dashie closer to my chest. 

      “You cannot be serious,” I managed to breathe out.

      He shook his head. “Look, I knew you wouldn’t take this well, but Stephie thought since, you know, we aren’t going to get that Pomeranian from Joey, that maybe until we can get something, it would be nice to have Bandit around a few days a week.”

      My hands stilled against Bandit’s ears. I swallowed hard, my throat going dry. “You didn’t want him when we divorced. You can’t just demand to have him back now.”

      Archie put his hands up, that ol “golly gee” grin splattered across his face. The one he always used to schmooze clients. I hated that darn smile.

      “I’m not demanding anything, Les. Just figured, with everything going on, since I’m helping you out, maybe you can help us out?”

      “Helping me out?” I shouted loud enough for Bandit to lift his head up, his ears perked as he looked from Archie to me.

      Before I could elaborate, the hot headlights of a car sizzled at my back before the crunching of gravel alerted me to more company.

      Looking over my shoulder, I used one hand to shield my gaze from the high beams, waiting for my eyes to adjust until the large vehicle came to a stop and the driver-side door opened.

      “Is there a problem here?” A low, familiar voice rose over the engine.

      My shoulders instantly straightened, and I fought the urge to fix my hair as Adam walked in front of his car.

      “No trouble, officer. Do you have a problem? Coming here in the middle of the night?” Archie’s eyebrows raised with his hands on hips, and I swore he even stood on his tiptoes to reach the detective’s height.

      Adam smirked and pulled up the sleeve of his dress shirt, looking at a step-counting watch. “It’s not even nine o’clock, Mr. Blank. But past time for you to be away from your girlfriend when you live on the other side of town.”

      Archie opened his mouth and closed it again before throwing his hand up the air, a gesture of frustration. “Leslie and I were just talking.”

      “And what do you have to talk with your ex-wife about, waiting here in her parents’ driveway for her to pull in?” Adam raised an eyebrow, that no nonsense smirk painted on his face.

      “I have every right to be here, you know. Tell him, Les,” Archie managed to get out between flustered breaths as he continued to wave his hands back and forth.

      I looked at the detective and my ex-husband; my mouth stuck in a tight line. Usually, I wasn’t at a loss for words, but this time…

      “Fine. Whatever. Just move out of the way, and I’ll head home. I’ll text you later about what we discussed, Leslie.” He gave me a curt nod, not even looking at the detective or the dog he said he wanted so much for that matter, before getting into his car.

      I glanced at Adam out of the corner of my eye, a small smile on his face as I mouthed “thank you,” before getting into my own car.

      After Archie had backed out and his taillights disappeared over the hill, I pulled back into my driveway. Bandit, curled up in the passenger seat next to me.

      Sitting back, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding in. Then immediately swallowed it, my shoulders jerking toward the knock at my window.

      Adam stood there, no smile or even a smirk this time, just the stone-faced detective look.

      I grabbed Bandit from the passenger seat and got out of the car, trying to keep my cool even though my cheeks felt like they were burning from the inside out.

      “So, detective, to what do I owe the pleasure? Did you happen to just be in the neighborhood and think you needed to rescue me from my ex?” I batted my eyelashes, even though I wasn’t sure if he could see them in the dim lights casting shadows from the front porch.

      He let out a breath, running a hand through his brown hair, which curled around his ears from the late fall heat that was in its final days of kicking.

      “I came here because, well, I wasn’t expecting to see you so chummy with your ex and had a few questions about him.”

      I let out a short laugh that caught in my chest, causing Bandit to snort as he curled up against me. “Chummy? We’re hardly that.”

      What were we exactly?

      I’d say friendly after meeting at Tiffany’s the other night, but what was this business about asking for Bandit after he’d abandoned us?

      Nope. Friendly? Not on your life.  I wasn’t even going to think on that anymore. The little dashie was mine. He and the SUV for my business were all I got, and I wasn’t going to give either of them up.

      “So, you’re not the best character witness then, but you do know about his relationship with the breeder, Joey Atkins?” Adam raised those perfect eyebrows in a question, but no sense of a smile or anything else hinted on his face.

      “I know Joey went to high school with Archie and me. But he was always more Archie’s friend than mine.”

      I took a deep breath, wiping my tired eyes with the back of my hand. “That’s actually kind of why Archie was here. He said that since he wasn’t going to get a Pomeranian from Joey, he wanted joint custody of Bandit, which is crazy. He can’t legally do that, can he?” My voice choked as I tried to hold back a sob threatening to bubble in my throat.

      There went that smile back on the detective’s face as he leaned in, the smell of coffee lingering on him. He ran his fingers over Bandit’s ears before looking up to meet my gaze. “No, he can’t do that, Leslie. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      “How about you have dinner with me. You and Bandit, that is?”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again, then let out a huff. “How is that going to help anything.”

      He winced. “Well, Archie is part of the crowd that likes to frequent happy hour at a place called La Pacana.”

      I raised an eyebrow, leaning against the car as I tried not to let my shoulders slump.

      Not a date.

      “You want to go hang out with my ex at the Mexican restaurant?”

      “No, we’re going to hang out, and if, after a few of what I’m told are the best, and only, margaritas in town, he gets to talking, maybe he’ll get to talking to someone he trusts at a nearby table. Someone like you.”

      I swallowed hard, my heart thudding against my chest.

      Was there any way I actually wanted to talk to Archie after tonight?

      No.

      Did I imagine this was how my first date with the detective would go?

      Also no.

      But did I answer that way?

      “What time are we meeting there?”

      He laughed. “I’ll pick you up at four.”
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      This was my first date in a long time, so I wasn’t sure what to wear.

      Though, I guess, it wasn’t technically a date. More of a snooping opportunity for the detective and the best and only margaritas in town.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t agonize over which pair of non-dog-fur-covered-leggings and sweater combination to wear for the evening.

      Tiffany would be the logical choice to ask for fashion advice, but I didn’t want to tell her this was also an excuse for the detective to talk to Archie and Stephie.

      We were getting closer, Tiffany and me. But I still didn’t trust her not to spread the gossip. Or if I gave that little detail away about the snooping, I had a feeling she’d be running as fast as her high heels could carry her and show up to La Pacana trying to act casual. Well, as casual as Tiffany could be with her bright blonde curls and bedazzled shirts.

      So, the other option was to talk to my best friend, Sophia. I just hoped she answered her phone.

      “Hey, I’m just finishing up decorating a smash cake, so you’re on speaker. Don’t say anything you might not want little ears to hear,” Sophia yelled on the other end of the line.

      “Is Jake there?” I asked, sheepishly looking over the array of sweaters and leggings spread out on my bed.

      Bandit perched on my pillow, eying a black sweater I knew he would try to make a puppy nest as soon as I looked away.

      “No, he’s still at school. Why? What’s up? Is this a woman-issue question? If it is, don’t worry, Randi doesn’t know about that yet.”

      “I know about chi-chi’s, mommy!” the little girl called in the background.

      “Hon, Mommy’s working and talking to Miss Leslie. Go play on your tablet with Bubba, okay? Then I’ll make y’all a snack,” Sophia yelled.

      The little girl said something I couldn’t hear before Sophia started speaking again. “Okay, where was I? What do you need?”

      “Fashion advice…”

      She laughed. “I don’t think I’m the best person to ask about that. Have you thought about Pinterest?”

      I picked up the black sweater before Bandit could reach it, the little dog giving me a huff in response as he curled up with his tail over his nose. “So, this time, I may actually be going on a date with Adam tonight.”

      “Praise the Lord! Maybe he won’t bail, finally!” Sophia whooped.

      “Yeah…but here’s the thing. It’s not so much a date, as it is seeing if we can get some information out of Archie while he’s at Happy Hour….” I chewed on my bottom lip, letting my words trail.

      “So, you’re what, his assistant now? That sounds more like a work outing, but he should still pay. Then you both should write it off on your taxes.”

      I sighed, knowing she was right, as the bubble of excitement burst in my chest. “Okay, so maybe it is like an investigative thing. So, I shouldn’t care what I wear and worry more about what I should say if I see Archie?”

      “I mean, do you need to say anything to Archie, or can you just punch him? I’m sure the detective would look the other way.”

      “Mommy, violence isn’t the answer,” Randi bellowed in the background.

      “I know, sweetie, but sometimes people just need a good punch.”

      I tried to hold back my laughter as I took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I think the detective thinks Archie might know something about Joey.”

      “That the man was a con artist? We all know that. Remember when he tried to run a t-shirt business a few years ago? Had the school buy hundreds of shirts from him for spirit day. Said they were at cost, then they all ended up being too small, mustard yellow shirts that had the wrong mascot.”

      I nodded, remembering that well. I was still in Houston, but it was all anyone talked about back home. That was the last time he did business in Pecan, too. Or so I thought.

      “Yeah, but he should be in jail, not meeting his maker,” I said sagely.

      She sighed. “You’re right, of course. And Archie probably is the best one to talk to. I think he’s the only one from our class who even still regularly spoke to that creep and didn’t just internet stalk him to see what he was up to.”

      She sighed again. “I mean, well, I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but Leslie, that man had to have made a lot of enemies, so you be careful, okay? Make sure that hottie detective is watching out for you.”

      Letting out a breath, I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll try.”

      “And wear something dark but not black. Your bright sweaters are cute, but you have a tendency to spill food on anything and everything.”

      I laughed. “Okay, you’re right. Thanks, Sophia.”

      “Anytime, Les.”

      I hung up the phone and rummaged through my clothes one last time before throwing on an outfit.

      In the old full-length mirror in my bedroom, I checked my navy leggings and dark gray sweater, running a lint roller over the sleeves. No matter what I did, clumps of dog fur always wafted around me.

      After fluffing my black curls, now blown out since the humidity would kill a Texas tease, I checked my reflection one last time before the doorbell rang and Bandit jumped from the bed, in his hyper-fury bark mode.

      He liked to keep his head held high, nose straight up in the air as he ran in circles until he was able to skid down the hallway to the front door.

      Did men still come to the door on dates?

      Didn’t they all just text ‘here’ when they were out in the driveway?

      Or at least that’s what TV shows seemed to tell me.

      Especially if this wasn’t technically a date, and I hadn’t exactly told my parents the detective would be coming by.

      “Hey, I got it, Ma. Don’t worry, it’s for me,” I called, already halfway down the hallway while I tried not to slip on the thin bottoms of my ballet flats sliding against the wood floor.

      Dangit.

      Would have gotten away without telling her and her half a million questions if he had just texted.

      Now Ma was out of her recliner, opening the door.

      “Detective Waltz, I, uh, didn’t expect to see you here. Is everything okay?” Her words floundered as she twisted her turquoise cross necklace around her neck.

      At least Ma was dressed and had not yet donned her evening ensemble of housecoat and pajamas. Though her paisley bright yellow blouse and matching leggings weren’t much better.

      I finally got to the door in time to see the detective blushing.

      He would have caught my attention anywhere. It was his commanding presence, but with his head down and that floppy brown hair curling around his ears, there was a boyish charm to him that had me rethinking my whole outfit again.

      Instead of his usual suit jacket, he wore a dark blue sweater shirt spreading across his broad shoulders. The sleeves rolled up to his elbows revealed a pair of muscular forearms.

      Not that I was looking.

      This wasn’t a real date.

      Strictly police business.

      I just hoped that meant he was still paying since he was the one who asked.

      “My, detective, now I’m feeling like the one underdressed,” I said, putting my hand on my hip, hoping the light pink nail polish I just swiped over my nails a few minutes ago didn’t smudge.

      Ma glanced at the two of us as her eyes widened, her smile so big that I swore it was going to leap right off her face. “Oh! That’s why you’re here, detective, or do I call you that? Do I call you Adam now since you’re courting my daughter?”

      If his cheeks could have turned any redder, I’m sure they would have emitted their own heat signature. For a detective, one would think he’d have a better poker face.

      “You can just call me Adam, Mrs. Winters.”

      Ma’s hand fluttered to her chest. “Oh, please, call me Anna May. And you take care of my daughter tonight, okay? Stay out as late as you want. If she doesn’t come home, well, we won’t be waiting.”

      Ma winked, and now it was my turn to try and hide the heat in my face. Luckily, when I looked down, Bandit was staring back at me with his beady black eyes, his tail thwapping against the tile.

      “I’ll be right back, boy, okay?” I bent down to scratch behind his ears. The little dashie then emitted a low whine from deep in his throat.

      The sound reverberated through my ears and down my neck, causing me to wince. I didn’t leave my boy often, but every time I did, even if it was just to run to the Dollar General, he acted like it was the end of the world.

      Adam cleared his throat. “You know, there’s an outdoor patio at this place that I’m told is dog friendly if you want to bring him.”.

      Bandit’s ears perked up as he tilted his head to the side.

      “Well…I guess if you’re insisting.”

      I stood up and grabbed the dog leash off the hook near the door. Not even taking a second to think about a dog joining us on a date.

      Though it wasn’t a date…right?

      “You know, he’s just a dog. He’ll be fine staying here with here me, and your dad will be home from work soon,” Ma said, her hands fluttering wildly.

      Bandit looked up at her with a snort then sat back down, wagging his tail expectantly.

      I would have told Ma he was more than a dog. He was the only thing that had kept me tethered after Archie left, and even now, when he was trying to take Bandit away from me. Okay, so he was starting with a few days a week. But who knows what would come next?

      But luckily, the detective got his words out first.

      “I enjoy the little guy’s company too.”

      Ma took that in, then slowly flashed a megawatt smile in Adam’s direction. “Okay, well, y’all have fun.”

      With that, I leashed up Bandit and followed the detective to his SUV.

      Once we were safely buckled in, with Bandit perched in the backseat, happy as a clam with his tongue wagging out, the detective finally spoke.

      “You do look nice, Leslie. I’m used to seeing you covered in dog hair.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, a half-smile on his face. “You clean up good.”

      “Gee, you really know how to talk to a lady,” I muttered, doing a once over on my leggings and picking off the bits of fur that Bandit had just dusted on me.

      Adam blew a breath, shaking his head. “Sorry, I’m bad at this. When you’re used to talking to suspects all day, you start to lose your normal people skills.”

      “Hey, I talk to dogs all day, and I think my social skills aren’t that bad.”

      He let out a small laugh. “Well, they’re probably better conversationalists than some of the people I talk to on a daily basis.”

      “Speaking of…” I cleared my throat. “Is there a plan for tonight? You know with the whole detective work…”

      I sighed, wiping my brow with the back of my sleeve. I had to keep telling myself this wasn’t a date.

      What if Archie didn’t show up at the restaurant? What if the detective and I had to go through more awkward conversations?

      Adam nodded, a small smile crossing his face. “How about you and I catch up first? Then we can talk about what happens if we see your ex.”

      “Catch up? What is there to catch up on?”

      Without warning, he slid his hand across the center console, taking my fingers in his, the warmth of his palm pressing into my knuckles. Little butterflies floated in my stomach for the first time in a very long time.

      “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

      I didn’t say another word for fear it would just come out as a giggly breath. His hand staying on mine the entire ride to the restaurant.
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      La Pacana was one of three Mexican restaurants in town.

      There was also Dos Hombres in a strip mall off the highway but didn’t it serve drinks. It was hit or miss if it was closed or not because the ‘Dos Hombres’ or the Rodriguez brothers were always fighting about something.

      Then there was El Camion, but that was a food truck that was only open for breakfast and lunch. Though they did have the best huevos rancheros this side of the Canyon.

      But La Pacana was the best of all of them.

      The building was originally an old Catholic church with a large, gated courtyard, with a brick wall covered in Edison bulbs for the nighttime visitors, the perfect place for happy hour.

      And since the other two restaurants didn’t have an outdoor area or specials on margaritas, the place was always packed. Even in the fall, with temperatures dropping into at least the low sixties at night.

      We walked through the back wrought iron gate, Bandit hopping along next to us.

      Almost every colorful table was filled with Pecan residents, but Adam and I were able to find a corner spot. Bandit had a nice little area to perch and catch any stray chips that fell from the basket on the table.

      “What should we order for an appetizer?” Adam asked, picking up the paper menu with one hand and his other returning back to curl around my fingers as he smiled at me.

      I couldn’t help smiling in return, my heart doing a little pitter-patter. “I always recommend the…”

      Before I could get out the rest of the sentence, a raucous chorus of laughter whooshed out of the back door of the restaurant.

      But there was one voice that stood out. One that I was all too familiar with and forced me to turn in the direction of my former spouse, a large mug clasped in his hand as he chatted with someone I didn’t recognize.

      But the big pink fluff of hair on his other arm I did and had no desire to see my ex-mother-in-law’s new favorite lady, either.

      But that’s why we were here, wasn’t it?

      Didn’t mean that I wanted to see them.

      Especially not when things were going so well between Adam and me.

      I wished there was a way I could just disappear behind one of the waiters touting baskets of chips and salsa.

      Luckily our waitress approached the table and gave me at least a little bit of cover from Archie and Stephie’s view.

      “Welcome to La Pacana,” the chipper young girl with a long black braid and braces said as she set a big basket of chips and a carafe of red sauce down in front of us.

      “Can I get you started with anything to drink and maybe some queso or guacamole?”

      Adam looked at me over the table, raising an eyebrow. “Well, I’ll go with one of the house margaritas and some of that brisket queso for us. What about you, Leslie?”

      “A margarita sounds good,” I blurted out, glancing over my shoulder to make sure Archie wasn’t looking in our direction. Then I turned back to the detective.

      “Frozen or on the rocks? We have mango, lime, strawberry, and I think there’s another one…” Counting on her fingers, she ticked off each flavor.

      “Lime on the rocks sounds great,” I added, my eyes immediately going over my shoulder to spot Archie’s overly gelled head of dark hair.

      I knew we were technically here to scope out my ex and his girlfriend as possible suspects. But I also knew that as soon as we started talking to Archie, this happy little bubble of handholding would end and Adam would get back to business. And I wasn’t quite ready for that yet.

      I wanted just a little bit more time with Adam and whatever was going on with us. As selfish as it was, I figured we deserved a little time to ourselves. And Archie wasn’t going anywhere for a while, so why not enjoy the moment?

      The waitress nodded, her tinny voice knocking me out of my own thoughts. “’Kay, I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as she was out of earshot, I let out a deep breath and unlocked my hand from the detective’s. I didn’t want to, but they also had gotten way too clammy from seeing Archie. Ugh, why was my ex still having this effect on me?

      “Didn’t think an officer could drink on duty,” I asked with a smile, hoping he got the lightheartedness of it. And that I may or may not have been prying to see if he thought this was more of a date or a stakeout.

      He smiled. “Well, technically, I’m not on official business. Enjoying my time with a lovely woman and, of course, her dog.”

      He leaned over to scratch Bandit behind his ears, causing the dashie to look up at him. Then Bandit, of course, loving the attention, scooted closer, his eyes at half-mast as he licked his lips.

      “So, you’ve seen who’s here then?” I leaned in, whispering over the bowl of chips.

      I wished I didn’t have to burst this little bubble. That we could just pretend it was us and Bandit.

      But I knew it had to come sooner or later, so might as well get it over with.

      “Yep, and I think…” Adam’s eyes went above my head, a forced smile now crossing his face. “Archie, Stephie. Hello.”

      I winced, feeling a mass of tension gathering in my neck and shoulders.

      Guess it was bound to happen sooner or later…

      Taking in the musky smell of Archie’s perfume, I could already sense he was behind me before I even had the chance to turn around.

      “Detective…Leslie?” Archie’s voice rose in a question.

      I tried to keep my eyes on the table as if I were engrossed in the chips.

      I thought I was good at this sleuthing thing, but after the conversation with Archie about Bandit, I just wanted to crawl under the table and hide.

      “Oh, I see Bandy is here! Come here, boy!” Stephie’s baby doll voice screeched over the Mariachi music.

      She crouched down at the other end of the table, so all I could see was the top of her pink head.

      “It’s Bandit,” I grumbled, watching as she rummaged through her giant black purse.

      “Oh, Bandy, hold on, Mama Stephie has a gift for you.”

      My hands involuntarily went into fists as I watched her pull out a medium-sized bag of treats. She shook the brown bag in his face before pulling out a little green bone.

      Bandit jumped up, happily taking the little bone-shaped morsel from her before letting her rub the back of his ears and made cooing noises while Bandit’s tail thwapped against the pavement.

      As I tried to look everywhere but at the pink-haired demon something else caught my eye.

      Reaching under the table, I swiped the floor to grab an item of interest, then gave a quick scratch to Bandit’s ears as well.

      “Well, thank you, I’m sure he appreciates it, but you two have to get to your dinner. Wouldn’t want to miss out on the best queso in Pecan,” I said as evenly as I could.

      “Oh, well, maybe we could have Bandit join us for our meal?” Stephie stood up and straightened the strip of cloth that passed for a skirt, “I’d love to see him enjoy his treats. I’ve got a whole bag here. They were supposed to be for our Pom…but…well…” She blinked those big blue eyes.

      Is that how she got everything she wanted? Including my ex-husband.

      Archie intervened, giving me a worried look. “I’m sure we’ll get to spend more time with him later. Come on, Stephie, the Stettners are waiting for us to order apps.”

      Stephie huffed, one hand on her hip as she narrowed her eyes in a pout. “Fine.”

      She bent down one last time, scratching Bandit’s ears. “Bye, Bandy. Mama will see you later.”

      I swore she gave me a smug smirk over her shoulder before stepping to Archie’s side.

      “We’ll see you all later, detective, Les.”

      Archie nodded; his eyebrows raised slightly in question.

      “Yeah, later,” I muttered, the detective giving a much better goodbye and a handshake.

      “That was…interesting…” Adam muttered, grabbing a chip from the basket.

      “No, what’s really interesting is this.” I plopped my hands on the table, pulling back to reveal a strand of five small square plastic crystals in a perfectly sewn pattern.

      “What is that?” He leaned in, looking over the scrap of fabric.

      “That is a piece from a dog collar if I ever saw one. I’m wondering if Joey used on his little dogs.”

      Adam swallowed. “Don’t you think you’re reaching? Didn’t Stephie help him at the house? Photos for the website or something from what she told me. And that’s just a bunch of little bedazzled things. It could be from anything.”

      “Yeah, these could be from anything, but don’t you think it’s an awfully big coincidence that this happened to fall out as she gave Bandit the treats?” I asked, looking down at the little string of crystals.

      Okay, so maybe I was reaching a little bit, but it was something. It couldn’t just be a coincidence.

      Could it?

      “Leslie…I know you want to help…”

      I huffed and pulled out my phone, snapping a picture of the little strip of crystals, then doing an internet search.

      “Les…” he edged.

      I shook my head then turned my phone toward him, showing a photo of a little Pomeranian puppy wearing a crystal-speckled collar in the same pattern as the string of little gems on our specimen.

      Adam sighed in resignation, then he pulled his phone out of his pocket. He took a few photos, typing furiously on his phone. “Okay, fine. We can have forensics look at this. I’m sending it to them now.”

      “Think you’ll still be able to find anything useful? Now that my prints are on it too?”

      He shrugged and grabbed it off the table, wrapping the little crystal string in a paper napkin and shoving it into his pocket. Probably not as carefully as evidence should have been handled. “That’s for forensics to decide. But I think we’ve done enough business on this date. Don’t you?”

      I blinked once, then twice. There went that D-word again.

      “I…uh…”

      Luckily the waitress interrupted, delivering our margaritas and queso to the table. “Are y’all ready to order?”

      “Just a few more minutes, thank you, ma’am,” Adam said with a smile.

      I needed more than a few. I needed a whole lifetime to figure out what was going on.

      Were Archie and Stephie really involved in this guy’s death?

      And if they were, should the detective and I really be sitting there at the same restaurant?
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      I hadn’t even finished the first sip of my margarita when Adam’s phone pinged, and he frowned, bringing it to his ear.

      “Yep. Okay. I’ll be right there.”

      His face deflated before the call was even over. His other hand reaching for his wallet. I already knew what was coming before he even opened his mouth.

      “I’m sorry to do this, Leslie, but they need me to come in to talk about another case. But don’t worry, I’ll take these beads to forensics as soon as I get to the office.”

      I nodded, taking the biggest gulp of my margarita. 

      I should have known this was coming.

      That the happy little bubble couldn’t stay up in the air for long.

      “Lemme just pay for this, and we can box up the queso. I promise I’ll make it up to you. I’m sorry again.”

      He may have been saying the words, but his face was stern, back to commanding cop as he flagged our waitress down.

      It wasn’t even five minutes later that we were back in his SUV, heading back down FM6 to my parents’ house.

      He pulled into the driveway but didn’t shut off the car, his hands still tight on the steering wheel.

      “The call wasn’t about another case, Leslie. It was about this one.” Adam slowly looked up from the windshield, his eyes hollow.

      I swallowed hard, my nerves ratcheting up as the full gravity of what he said hit me like a water hose to the head.

      “What was it about?” I asked.

      “I can’t give all of that information….” He licked his lips before shaking his head. “It could be anything. But you and Bandit should steer clear of your ex and his new girlfriend for a while, okay? I’ll let the local PD know and send a squad car….”

      I put up my hand before he could finish the statement. “Adam, just tell me what’s going on.”

      He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. Heck, why am I even thinking about telling you this?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Well, are you going to tell me or just debate on telling me?”

      Looking up, I finally saw the effects of his job weighing on him. The dark circles around his eyes and the ever-present furrow of his brow. “After I sent those photos to forensics, I got a call about video footage that came in from a dog boutique near the Canyon”

      “And...?” I hedged, knowing that I should tread lightly, but I was tired of playing games, and if this date was going to be over and there was a squad car coming to my house, I had to know why.

      He pulled his shoulders up to his ears, then slowly edged them down as if he was trying to release all of the tension from his body. “And Archie is one of the videos, not being, well, very nice to one of the workers. There may have been some stuff knocked over, but it’s hard to tell on the grainy footage. I need to have a look at it for myself.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to take in what he said.

      Archie knocking stuff over?

      Causing a scene?

      That didn’t sound like the man I married.

      Then again, I didn’t think the man I married or dated through high school would leave me for a pink-headed woman with a bad haircut.

      “Do you think…. What do you think?”

      He frowned and took my hands in his, squeezing them lightly. “Look, if you want, you can drive down to the station with me. I can’t promise it’s any fun waiting, but, hey, there is a good Bahn Mi truck around the corner. Maybe even check out that dog park.”

      I let out a breath, shaking my head. This wasn’t about just leaving our date early.

      This wasn’t my first time being ditched by the detective. Not only did I have to worry about the date interruption but what my ex and his new lady were up to.

      Now wasn’t the time to follow Adam around like a lost puppy. I had my own dog whining at the car window for that.

      And some questions of my own I couldn’t fully look into with the detective at my back.

      “We can take a rain check.”

      He swallowed hard as he nodded. “Okay. I’ll make sure to call you as soon as I hear anything.”

      “Okay. Sounds good.” 

      I forced a smile and squeezed Adam’s hand one last time before Bandit and I hopped out of the car with our to-go queso.

      It wasn’t until the detective’s car disappeared over the hill that I ducked around to the back of the house and my own car.

      The detective could go to the station and do what he had to do, but I wasn’t about to sit around and wait for whatever cop was going to sit outside my house.

      Or worse, a certain ex stopping by again.

      I had to take matters into my own hands.

      Mom didn’t come to the door when I walked by, which meant she didn’t hear us, and Bandit and I could still get away without twenty questions.

      Backing out of the driveway, I glanced at the front door one last time.  

      The smart thing would have been to go inside, pop open a Topo Chico, and cry over my queso.

      But I wasn’t one to do the smart thing.

      So instead, Bandit and I headed back toward town and the Williams’ ranch.

      If there was one person who might be able to give me some info on the string of crystals that I’d snuck a picture of, it was the always blinged-out Tiffany.

      Maybe she’d be able to tell me if she recognized it from the website or if they even were real crystals.

      Whatever it was, I was probably reaching, but I needed something to take my mind off what the detective said about Archie and the cameras.

      I still couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      Why would Archie do that?

      Could he really kill Joey?

      My head was still in a fog as I pulled up Tiffany’s long drive.

      There was something that nagged me. Something that pricked at the back of my neck and had me looking over my shoulder.

      What if Archie and Stephie followed me?

      I mean, they were still at the restaurant when I left, but it wouldn’t be the first time Archie showed up where I was.

      And if he was a killer…

      I paused in the driveway for a few beats, watching in my rearview mirror. The road behind me was silent. Not a car or even a horsefly went by my window.

      Just me, Bandit, and the looming ranch.

      Pulling through the large, wrought iron gates, I kept one hand on my phone, knowing all I had to do was press a button to get 911 if I needed it. I hoped that Bandit would alert me if he heard anything and not just bark at the cattle.

      I put my car into park in the circular drive before shutting it off.

      Bandit was already scratching at the door to get out.

      “Hold on, buddy,” I whispered.

      It was as if he sensed my trepidation and immediately sat back in the seat, licking his lips with his ears forward.

      “Okay, we can do this.” I let out a breath then opened the door, hopping out of the car with Bandit close behind me.

      Slowly, we crept toward the front porch, but as I rounded the side gate, the gurgling sound of the hot tub perked my ears.

      I glanced between the slats, the lights of the pool and tiki torches flickering against the water.

      My heart thudded hard against my chest.

      Last time I found a Williams in the hot tub, he was dead.

      My heart went back to its normal speed as raucous laughter echoed over the fence line.

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding in.

      That crazy laughter meant life, right?

      “Tiffany?” I called, my hand on the gate.

      Nothing but more laughing and the sound of the hot tub jets.

      Well, she didn’t say not to come in, and if I went to the front door, she might not even hear me…

      Unlocking the latch, Bandit pushed his nose through first before scampering across the flagstone path.

      The first thing I saw was the back of a Stetson stallion hat, much like the late Mr. Williams wore. But this time it was on his brother, who also happened to have his hands on the hips of a bikini-clad Tiffany.

      I gasped, putting my hands over my eyes. Though the image of Edgar’s hairy knuckles on Tiffany’s tan waist was forever burned into my brain.

      “I didn’t see anything. I didn’t see anything.”

      Trying to get my footing, I waved one hand behind me, grasping for the gate.

      I didn’t just see what I thought I did, did I?

      The sound of Edgar’s pack-a-day-hack rolled me back into reality. I knew what I saw wasn’t just a figment of hot tub fog.

      “Oh, hey, hon, didn’t hear you come in,” Tiffany purred as the sounds of the jets softened her voice.

      “Um, I can just leave now.” I fumbled backward, trying to grab for the door handle again with no luck.

      “No need to leave, Leslie. I’m surprised it took ya this long to find out anyway,” Edgar’s raspy laugh curved through the air.

      Slowly, I peeled my fingers from my eyes, grateful that Edgar at least was sporting some Texas flag print swim trunks and not the little European things his brother liked to wear.

      His deceased brother.

      The one whose wife he had his arm draped around.

      Edgar cleared his throat then stood up, grabbing a towel from over the fence. “Why don’t I head inside and grab us some drinks. Give you ladies a little time to discuss?”

      He may have asked the question, but he already had the towel wrapped around his waist and was headed toward the back door. Bandit had already perched himself on the deck, eyeing the two little Pomeranians through the screen door.

      “Please don’t judge me, Les. It’s been a few months, and we were both lonely. One thing led to another and…” Tiffany paused, letting out a little sniffle.  “I’ve wanted to tell you, but I knew you’d give me that look,” she cooed.

      I looked back to see her head down, her blonde bun pulling her hair away from her make-up-free face.

      “Tiffany…I’m not one to judge anyone,” I said slowly, choosing my words carefully.

      Big sloppy tears fell from her eyes. “Les, no one is going to believe that it just happened naturally. We were both grieving and spending time together. He reminds me so much of my Billy, and I didn’t mean for any of it, but…”

      She looked up, sniffling. “What are the Bunco ladies going to say? They already think I’m a murderer but now me with Edgar? They’re never going to accept it.”

      I slowly slid down to the cement next to the hot tub, pulling out my phone. “Well, I can’t help with the church ladies being accepting, but maybe you can help me get your name cleared on Joey.”

      She swiped a freshly manicured nail under her eyes. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      Pulling up the picture I’d taken, I handed her my phone, hopeful she wouldn’t drop it in the water.

      “What’s this?” She squinted her eyes, then put her fingers to the screen, pinching at the photo.

      “Looks like some cheap knock-off crystal bracelet to me. One of those maybe they sell at the swap meet?” She put her nose closer to the screen. “Wait…” she said, scrutinizing the photo. “There’s something familiar about these…”

      “This fell out of Stephie’s bag at La Pacana. It looked like it could come from a dog collar. Possibly one of the ones that were taken from Joey’s house by the police after he…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence, choking on the last of my words as I cleared my throat.

      “You think maybe it was Stephie?” Tiffany whispered.

      “Well…I mean, I wouldn’t be the one to put it past that pink-headed hussy, but the detective also said that there is footage of Archie in a puppy boutique near the Canyon, and he was not happy.” I chewed on my bottom lip.

      “You really think Archie is the type of guy to do that? The one who was just sitting across from us at my dinner table the other night?” Tiffany blinked hard, her false eyelashes fluttering.

      “I don’t know…I’m hoping maybe you can tell me about this bracelet and maybe convince me I’m overreacting. Maybe the video is nothing, and maybe this is all just a big misunderstanding.”

      Tiffany leaned in and fluttered her fake eyelashes at the photo of the bejeweled square. “Well, I can’t get a good enough look on here at the bracelet, but maybe…if there’s evidence, we could look at it close up. Think your detective friend could help us?”

      I gulped. “I don’t think the police, or Adam for that matter, are just going to let us walk in and paw over their evidence.”

      “Hmmm, you’re probably right.” Tiffany nodded, setting my phone down and picking up hers from a little perch next to the hot tub.

      We sat in silence while she tapped her fingers at the screen.

      I waited, wondering if I should just excuse myself before she finally turned her phone toward me.

      “I knew Joey did business with this place. One of those little puppy boutiques. I think he said he had an ‘in’ with the owner, and that’s where he got all the little leashes and collars for the dogs,” Tiffany said matter-of-factly.

      She handed her phone to me, and I scrolled through the display, trying not to cringe at the collar and leashes she wanted me to see, all bedazzled and costing more than what I usually charged for a nail trimming and bath for a dog.

      “Think these crystals are similar?” I asked, leaving out the other lingering question, that this could be the place where Archie was filmed on the video now in the hands of the police.

      “Only one way to find out. How do you feel about taking a trip to Pawfully Purrfect boutique in the Canyon tomorrow?”
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      After a three-hour-long brush out on a frisky husky, my arms ached, and I wanted nothing more than to curl up with a good streaming show, an ice pack, and some snacks.

      But if Tiffany and I didn’t figure out the source of those crystals soon…well…I didn’t like the idea of sitting idly by and waiting for someone to come after me.

      Like Mrs. Susan slashing Piper’s tires or ruining my shop.

      I couldn’t let that happen again.

      Mrs. Susan was now behind bars in the county jail, so I didn’t have to worry about her coming after me…again.

      I just had to hope that whoever killed Joey didn’t have the same mindset as Mrs. Susan and go after me for just poking around.

      So, after the husky owner picked up her much lighter dog and I’d swept up the ton of dog hair, I double-checked the new locks dad had installed on the shop door before Bandit and I hopped in my car.

      I glanced over my shoulder, checking the back seat again, then reminded myself no one hung out in a backseat from May to February unless they wanted to get roasted alive in Texas triple-digit temperatures.

      With a sigh, I backed out of the driveway and headed toward the Williams’ ranch to pick up Tiffany.

      Once I pulled into the circular drive, I texted, “Here,” expecting the blonde bombshell to come bouncing down the driveway.

      Instead, I had to squint at the figure in aviators and a Texas Ranger hoodie slinking out of the doorway, a ball cap pulled low.

      Gripping the steering wheel, I sucked in a breath, hoping this was just a friendly delivery person.

      Though there weren’t any delivery vans in sight.

      Bandit snorted, his tail thwapping against the seat as he pressed his paws to the window.

      He backed up as the hooded person reached for the door, and my heart stopped. I fumbled with my keys in the ignition, wishing I could rip them out. “DON’T COME ANY CLOSER. I…um…I…uh…HAVE A GUN.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, not a very great strategy, but the only one I had, I continued pawing at my keys, hoping Bandit might distract the intruder until I could come up with Plan B.

      “Sweetie, since when do you have a gun?” a familiar voice cooed.

      Slowly opening my eyes, I looked over to see the sunglasses lowered and Mrs. Tiffany in a no makeup, flat-haired look I’d never seen before.

      “Wha…I…I don’t. But what are you wearing?” I asked, my gaze roaming over the oversized sweatshirt that Bandit was now sniffing fiercely like there was leftover cheese or dog treats hidden in that sweater.

      “Why, I can’t show up there just looking like lil’ ole me,” she purred. “That’ll be suspicious. If the police happen to be watching the place, they’re gonna find it awfully curious if I showed up there, and the detective might get a call about me. Wouldn’t want him breaking another date with you to look at video footage.”

      I swallowed hard, nodding as my heart got back to a regular beat. “Oh, yeah, probably a good idea.”

      “Want me to grab you one of Billy’s old hoodies and a hat too?”

      I shrugged. “Probably wouldn’t hurt.”
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      About twenty minutes later, we pulled in front of the dog boutique in all our oversized Rangers hoodie and ball cap glory.

      The Pawfully Purrfect boutique was in a strip mall, sandwiched in between a pool supply store and a florist.

      There was nothing fancy about the squat, stucco cement structure. It was indistinguishable from the many strip malls that popped up in small towns. But the Pawfully Purrfect boutique stood out with its neon pink sign and zebra print curtains.

      As we drove close to the shop, I looked doubtfully at the stuffed dogs dressed in little tutus and rhinestone tiaras displayed prominently in the front window. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked,

      I thought maybe we could just glance at the little pink collars dotted with shiny stones from afar, but before I could suggest my conservative approach to our sleuthing, Tiffany had already bolted out of the car, Bandit on her heels.

      “Wait, Bandit needs his leash,” I yelled, grabbing his harness and leash from the center console. I scrambled out of the car and followed the two toward the front door of the shop.

      “Well, get it on him, c’mon,” Tiffany said, adjusting her ballcap and looking over her shoulder at the front door to Pawfully Purrfect.

      Crouching down, I affixed the little harness and leash around Bandit’s belly. Normally around town, he didn’t need a leash, but since the store had a big ‘leashed dogs only’ sign on the door, figured it might be better to keep him reigned in.

      “Can’t you just look at the collars on display in the window?”

      Tiffany huffed. “Well, I could have, but that over-eager little redhead behind the counter is already staring at us.”

      I followed her gaze and saw the woman behind the counter pretend to fiddle with a display of treats, but all the while, her big eyes kept flitting toward the door every other second.

      “Does she look familiar?” I asked in a low voice.

      Tiffany put her hands on her hips and whispered, “Now, why do you think I would frequent a place like this?”

      I pointed toward a rack of cheetah print and rhinestone dog carriers. “Because I’m pretty sure Paisley has that same piece of canine glam.”

      She huffed. “Okay, fine. Maybe once or twice.”

      Tiffany didn’t wait for my response as she pushed open the door, the air conditioning and echo of puppy barks greeting us before we even stepped onto the tile floor.

      Puppy barks?

      Since when did this place start carrying puppies?

      Bandit’s nose was sniffing the air, and even though he was only ten pounds, when he had a treat on the brain, he had a determined way of tugging me around on his leash. And he was very interested in the large display of gourmet dog bones.

      “Hey, y’all, how can I help you?” the cheery woman asked, popping up next to a rack of dog sweaters, beaming a very crooked smile at Tiffany.

      “Oh, hey, hon,” Tiffany said, returning the woman’s plastic smile. “I was actually wondering if you have any of those Swarovski crystal collars? Ones with maybe a big band of bling around them?” she asked, rotating her wrist in a circle.

      The redhead nodded, her ponytail bobbing. “Oh, yes, we have those. But I do have to tell you, I don’t think they’re actually Swarovski crystal chips, though they do come with a card of authentication, and I have those collars behind the counter if you want to see them.”

      The woman let out a breath, her eyes roaming over Tiffany. “But I have to tell you, if you really are interested, they’re pricier than the regular bedazzled collars on the racks.”

      “Oh, honey, if I’m buying, I want the real thing,” Tiffany said with a laugh and followed the eager seller toward the glass display case.

      I begrudgingly pulled Bandit away from the treats and toward the glass case.

      Looking over the display, nothing looked exactly like what I remembered falling out of Stephie’s purse. I needed to convey that to Tiffany, but her gaze was somewhere else.

      “Is that a Pomeranian puppy?” She pointed a manicured nail at one of the cages behind the counter where a little blonde fluff ball with its tongue hanging out panted at the metal rungs.

      So, they were selling puppies?

      Were these the same ones that Joey Atkins had been selling?

      I thought the police took those to Animal Control.

      My curiosity was even more piqued than it had been about the fancy collars.

      I looked from Tiffany to the cage, then back to the counter. “I thought we were here for collars, not another dog.”

      “Well, hon, it doesn’t hurt to ask.” Tiffany fluttered her long fake eyelashes. It took everything I had not to roll my eyes in return.

      The seller froze, biting her plump bottom lip before forcing a smile. “Yes, it is, but that’s actually reserved for someone. I guess something happened with one of the breeders our shop works with, and they needed somewhere for the puppies to go until they got them to the owners.”

      “Reserved, you say?” Tiffany asked, tilting her head.

      “Yes, um, you see, there’s been a bit of a change-up with the breeder, so she just hasn’t gone to her home yet in Pecan.” The woman was petite as it was. But behind the counter and the large apron, she looked even tinier as if she was trying to scrunch herself up to remove herself from what we were saying.

      “Pecan?” I asked before I could bite back my words.

      The seller nodded. “Yeah, little town not far from here. Actually, the other lady who came in was from here too and made a big stink because she couldn’t get the dog. Her husband then came in the next day, even more upset. He even offered to pay double to get it on account of her being so upset with the breeder, but I told her this was reserved for someone else.”

      Being upset with the breeder.

      Making a stink.

      Sounded like a certain pink-haired lady and my ex-husband.

      “May I ask who the dog is reserved for?” Tiffany said, clearing her throat.

      I swallowed hard, trying to give her my best death glare, but I didn’t even know if she could see me through her big aviator sunglasses.

      “I can’t give out client information, ma’am. I’m sorry about that.” The seller was now visibly sweating, a drop now trickling down her freckled forehead.

      Tiffany pulled off her sunglasses, shoving them in her pocket. “Hon, if it’s for Mrs. Tiffany Williams, just tell me now, and I can finally get my puppy. I’ll even throw in three of those Swarovski chips collars and whatever can get you up on your commission.

      The sellers’ eyes widened, her throat bobbing as she swallowed before nodding. “Let me just check the system, ma’am.”

      Ten minutes later, Bandit was in the backseat, trying to get as close as he could to the new little furball in a crystal collar on Tiffany’s lap.

      “Well, I guess that trip worked out for one of us,” I muttered as we headed down the highway.

      “For both of us, honey,” Tiffany cooed as I saw her rubbing the little pom’s neck. “This collar, definitely similar to the gems on the one you showed me. Though they over-priced these glued-on things, I’m sure it’s the same as the one you showed me.”

      “Are you sure…?”

      “Positive as I am that I know the woman from Pecan complaining was obviously Stephie and the man offering to pay double and making a big stink was Archie.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I tried to shake my head but couldn’t bear to move it. “How can you be positive about that? It could have been anyone.”

      “Well…it makes sense. Your detective friend had to investigate a man on camera. The woman behind the counter basically all but confirmed there was a couple in there spouting off.”

      Tiffany lowered her voice. “Which means you should tread very carefully with your ex-husband and his new girlfriend. Does he have a temper?” Tiffany asked lightly.

      I shrugged as much as my frozen shoulders could. “I mean, he’s gotten angry when the Cowboys lost. But Adam never said anything about a couple on the camera, only a man. It could be anyone. And surely being upset about a football game isn’t the same as being a violent person, right?”

      “Think Archie would ever be angry enough to kill the other team if he could?”

      I blew out a breath. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Well…maybe you should talk to someone who would know.”

      I laughed. “I’m not talking to his mama.”

      “No…not her.”

      As we pulled to a stoplight, I glanced across the seat. Tiffany’s head was down, her fingers running over the back of the dog. “It may be time to make a visit to my sister-in-law.”

      If the car behind me didn’t honk, I could have sat there staring at her until she looked up. Which could have been never.

      Instead, I had to clear my dry throat. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Who else would know how a killer thinks?”

      I shook my head. “This seems like a really bad idea.”

      “Any worse than going to Bunco and sitting in church with a pair of killers?”
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      After dropping Tiffany and the new doggie member of her family off at her home, I drove a little slower, letting Bandit loll his head out the window as we passed through town.

      The pecan trees that lined Main Street were still their ever-darkened green, but now the little seeds were splitting, and some dotted the cobblestone streets.

      People walked around to the different little shops or got take out from one of the local restaurants.

      No one else was thinking of a possible murderer targeting Pecan residents.

      Or at least a former resident.

      Tiffany did have a point about Mrs. Susan probably knowing how a killer thought, but would it be the best thing to talk to her?

      I’d always liked the former music teacher, but she did pop my friend’s tires and tear up my shop, not to mention pointing a gun at me.

      As if the detective knew where my mind was going, Adam’s name popped up on the screen on my phone.

      Finally, the man called after ditching out on our date.

      I should have been grateful.

      The little butterflies in my stomach were back just seeing his name.

      But my mind was too fuzzy to talk to him.

      I had every intention of sending him to voicemail, but Bandit scrambled at the sound, his paw pressing the answer button.

      Dang, dog.

      “H…hey…this is Leslie.”

      Dangit, why was I nervous? It wasn’t like he could read my mind and knew I was thinking about talking to Mrs. Susan.

      “Leslie, hey, I’m glad you answered,” The detective’s voice rang through the car speakers, blue-toothed to my phone.

      “Listen,” he said a bit uneasily, and I wondered if he’d had to work up his nerve to call me. I hoped so I said to myself as he continued. “I was going to text and thought, ‘No that’s a bad way to do this’ and figured it was better to call and apologize. Can I make up our failed date the other night? I’ve got a break for lunch in a bit, and I’d love to take you to a spot near the station. There’s even a dog park, so you can bring Bandit.”

      The dog’s ears perked up at the mention of his name, his tongue hanging out of his mouth.

      “I mean…are you sure you aren’t too busy?” I blurted, wondering if it was time to just put a plug on this whole “trying-to-date-a-cop” thing now.

      “It’s my lunch. I’ll even turn my phone off and give you and Bandit my undivided attention.”

      I sucked in a breath.

      Didn’t I want to get to the police station and talk to Mrs. Susan?

      And time alone with the handsome detective didn’t sound so bad either.

      Well, with Bandit along for the ride.

      “What time and where should we meet you?”
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      Thirty minutes later and I managed to maneuver through Dallas traffic and get to the downtown area. Adam had picked an oak-lined street to meet filled with million-dollar brick condos with the tiniest balconies imaginable facing one side of the building and a big park on the other where many people walking their fluffy dogs.

      Food trucks lined the sidewalks with the smells of Asian street food, Mexican barbecue, and even a hint of Italian brushing my nostrils before I could even find a metered parking space.

      This time I managed to hook on Bandit’s harness and leash before stepping out of the car. I was also glad I had time before driving over to do a quick change out of my incognito outfit I’d borrowed from Tiffany and into a pair of jeans that I’d worn for only a few days and an olive-green sweater that didn’t attract too much dog hair. Twisting my hair into a loose bun at the nape of my neck, some earrings, lip gloss, and I was halfway presentable.

      Then Bandit saw Adam before I did, his tail wagging as the man in the fitted blue suit walked toward us, a smile on his freshly shaven face that usually held a hint of stubble.

      I tried to tamp down the butterflies in my chest and play it cool, but as soon as he was within earshot, I waved and let out the breathiest ‘hi’ imaginable.

      Dangit, way to not make it awkward, Les.

      Right away, he crouched down, petting Bandit behind his ears. “Hey, you two, glad you could make it on such short notice.”

      “Thanks for inviting us,” I said, this time sounding less like I was winded.

      “So, what’ll it be? Barbecue? Bahn Mi? Maybe a little bit of both?” Adam asked as he stood slowly, his full height looming over me with that dang smile still plastered on his face.

      Now I just had to remind myself I was an adult, and this wasn’t time to turn into a pile of goo for a man who had ditched me for a date not once but twice.

      Though, a little voice inside my head did tell me the third time was the charm.

      “Looks like the salad place has the shortest line, but I’m always a sucker for a Greek food truck with a painting of a famous Greek statue of half-naked man holding a gyro painted on the side doors.”

      Adam laughed as he put his arm around my shoulders, leading me toward the food truck.

      I had turned into a teen girl, trying not to giggle, and relishing in the warmth of his fingertips through my thin sweater.

      Dangit.

      I had to mentally keep myself in the game.

      This wasn’t just a meeting for lunch.

      If I was able to talk to Mrs. Susan and get something out of her, Adam was my way in. And if I could talk to the detective over gyros, then it was a win-win for everyone.

      After grabbing our gyros, we headed over to a small park with tables and bar stools set around a metal-gated dog park. I unleased Bandit inside his play area, and he roamed with a few other dogs, making sure to sniff each one before he pranced on some of the wooden tubes and perches set up to amuse the canines.

      “So…” I said, carefully.

      “I’m not sure I like where this ‘so’ is going,” Adam muttered, putting his elbows on the butcher block counter that was attached to the metal fence. Like some kind of doggy-fenced-bar.

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes. “Geez, what if I was just going to say, ‘sewing is one of my favorite hobbies, and I’d love to sew you … er …knit you a sweater now that it’s getting colder in Dallas’?”

      He blinked, unfolding several napkins, and setting them in his lap. “Well, I guess then I’d have to tell you I’m a size extra-large.”

      I nodded, taking a bite of my gyro, letting the lamb and tzatziki flavors hit my tastebuds.

      “But I’m thinking maybe it’s not about knitting. Maybe it’s more about the last time I saw you, and you’re either wondering what’s on that tape or what was on the jewelry I had forensics examine.” He flashed a knowing smile.

      I swallowed hard, making sure to not choke on the last bits of pita bread before they went down my throat.

      Taking a swig of my Dr. Pepper, I shook my head as much as I was able to before I spoke. “No, that’s not it at all.”

      “C’mon, Les. I’m a cop. You really think I don’t know that you and Tiffany went to the pet boutique earlier?”

      I tried to keep my hands from shaking as I set my gyro down on the wax paper, then wiped my hands on a napkin, longer than probably necessary. “Are you saying you’re following me?”

      My words may have sounded quippy, but inside I was mentally screaming.

      What else did the detective know?

      He smiled, and I finally felt my shoulders relax a bit. “Leslie, I’m not following you. But we do have a watch on the pet boutique since the rescued dogs were left there. And your friend Tiffany is still a person of interest, as much as you don’t want to hear that.”

      “But what would she have to gain?” I blurted, then sat back.

      Well…she did get her dog after Joey passed away.

      “Archie and Stephie were in there, too. Did you see them on that video you had to watch so badly that you skipped out on our date?” I managed to spit out, my wheels still turning.

      He frowned.

      “Yes. I did watch the tape. And I’m guessing you either found the same information, or you’re going to tell me what you and Tiffany found that might help with this case.” He leaned forward, his elbows on the table, the no-nonsense look on his face.

      “I’m starting to think this isn’t a lunch date at all with these questions.”

      He finally smiled. “You might have a bad poker face, but you’re really good at avoiding the topics you don’t want to discuss.”

      I blew out a breath. “Fine. Tiffany and I did go in there, and we looked at the collars. Similar ones with stones like the string Stephie dropped. Tiffany needed to see the original to check for some kind of mark to see if it’s real Swarovski like they claim.”

      Adam nodded. “And?”

      “Well, she couldn’t tell from the photo I took…”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You took a photo of evidence?”

      I blew out a breath, tossing my hands in the air. “Yes, I did, okay? But if you must know, it didn’t help much because Tiffany couldn’t tell anything from the photo or the one, she saw in the boutique.”

      We sat in silence for a moment before Adam finally nodded slowly again and picked up his gyro. “I can arrange that if you really think Mrs. Williams can help. We can get you both up to evidence to look it over.”

      I blinked hard.

      Was he really listening to me?

      Was he really going to let me help?

      Well, I guess if we were going in the right direction…

      “And while we’re up at the precinct, maybe you could help with something else…” I trailed, watching as Bandit perched himself on a square block of wood, his nose in the air as he sniffed all of the delicious smells permeating the park.

      “What’s that?”

      I swirled the straw in my drink, keeping my eyes on Bandit, thinking it would be easier to look at my dog than the detective’s facial expressions. “I want to talk to Susan Williams.”

      The choking sound coming from Adam forced me to look back at him, pounding his chest and taking a big gulp of his drink.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

      He nodded, clearing his throat. “Yeah, just wasn’t expecting that to be your request. Why on earth would you want to talk to a woman who tried to kill you?”

      I would have lied if my mind was quicker, but instead, Tiffany’s words echoed in my head, and I was brought back to images of listening to all those podcasts with Sophia. “To find a killer, I think I have to talk to one to see how she thinks.”

      Adam licked his lips, leaning forward as he put his hands on the table, his fingertips barely grazing mine but nevertheless sending an electric jolt through my palms. “Leslie, I don’t like the way you’re talking. Killers? Do you remember at all what happened a few months ago? I know you and Tiffany are snooping around, but if more people catch wind of it? And talking to Susan?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      He sighed, leaning back in his chair, and letting out a large breath. “I know you’re going to keep doing this no matter what I say, so I’ll make you a deal.”

      I sat up straighter. “What’s the deal?”

      He folded his hands together on the table between us. “I’ll let you and Tiffany look at the evidence and talk to Susan. But anything else you do, you have to talk to me first, okay? No more of this amateur sleuthing around with Tiffany unless I say it’s all right.”

      I crossed my legs, hoping he didn’t notice. “Okay.”
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      The next morning, I set my keys and purse at the front door before breakfast for a head start on my day. Bandit bounded after me, ready to bust out again and climb into my SUV.

      After visiting the pet shop yesterday and lunching with the detective in a dog-friendly park, I guess he assumed he’d go everywhere with me now.

      When he saw I didn’t have his collar and leash in my hand, Bandit started whining. I crouched down and scratched under his chin. “Not today, Bandit. I don’t think they’ll let me bring a dog to the police station,” I cooed.

      He snorted as I headed back to the kitchen and turned his head the other way as if to say, how dare you suggest I wouldn’t be allowed anywhere.

      I followed my nose to the aroma of coffee and found Ma wringing her hands, standing over the counter, “Honey, are you sure this is a good idea?” she said with her eyes on the coffee pot, still brewing.

      She was still in her housecoat, her hair in rollers, but getting up to make the coffee before I left was important to her, so she said.

      I tried not to roll my eyes like a sullen teenager and instead forced a smile. “Ma, it’s fine. It’s full of police officers. Mrs. Susan will be behind a thick glass window.”

      Ma shook her head, one of her silvery curls coming loose. “I’ve seen all of those prison shows on TV. You know, the ones your dad says he wants to watch and then falls asleep mid-show. Well, they all say those prisons are secure, but someone always escapes. And what about that sign in Oklahoma near the prison? The one about hitchhikers may be escaped inmates. You know they wouldn’t put that up unless it’s happened a few times.”

      I swallowed hard, ignoring the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      Yes, all of these thoughts did cross my mind one million times as I tried to sleep last night.

      I’d finally talked myself into a reasonable position, and now Ma was bringing all of those bad thoughts that I tucked away back up to the surface.

      “It’ll be fine. Okay? I’ll text you when I get there and when we leave.” I offered another smile, but Ma didn’t return it.

      Instead, she just poured me a cup of coffee before pulling a brown paper grocery sack out from behind the dish rack.

      “Archie dropped these off the other day. He told me he stopped at a pet store with that new woman and thought they’d bring some treats and stuff for Bandit.”

      My stomach lurched as I slowly opened the bag, crinkling the paper, wondering what kind of random crystal and tu-tued outfits I’d find.

      Luckily, I just pulled out a bag of treats, similar to the ones Stephie had given Bandit. Next to the bag was a squeaky duck stuffed animal.

      As soon as the noise of the duck squeaker went off, Bandit ran toward me, balancing on his hind legs.

      “Well, I guess it couldn’t hurt for you to have this,” I said, reluctantly setting the duck down.

      He took it immediately, running back toward his dog bed, squeaking the duck the entire way.

      “You know he wants custody of Bandit,” I blurted, not even looking at my ma.

      “Who?”

      “Archie,” I said with a sigh. “He and Stephie now want him since they couldn’t get a Pomeranian from Joey Atkins.”

      “Well, that explains why they were being so nice and asking questions. That pink-haired woman kept giving him all those treats, and I had to tell her to stop, or I knew he’d be up yakking all night,” Ma replied.

      A nagging feeling gnawed at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t point out why.

      Was it because Stephie was trying to butter up my dog?

      Or because I wondered if she and Archie had ulterior motives.

      The sooner I talked to Mrs. Susan and figured things out, the better.
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      Not long after finishing my coffee, I was battling morning traffic on the road to the county courthouse where Mrs. Susan was being held until her trial.

      We’d agreed that Tiffany would ride with Edgar, and as much as I would have loved to be a fly on the wall and listen to their conversation, I knew they needed their privacy.

      We had a plan. While Tiffany visited the evidence room with an officer to have a closer look at the piece of collar, Edgar would cool his heels in the hallway for a few minutes. Meanwhile, I’d talk to Susan with Adam as my escort. When we finished our tête-à-tête.

      Edgar would come in to finally talk to his wife and serve divorce papers.

      That’s why I wanted to talk first. I figured she’d be in no mood to chat with me after that, especially if Edgar mentioned his current love life.

      The exterior of the brick and glass building wasn’t much to look at, and the inside with its plain, bright white walls, linoleum floor, and blinding fluorescent lights…well, it wasn’t any better.

      Yet, as soon as I entered the overly air-conditioned lobby, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. And not just from the cool temperature.

      As soon as I saw Adam, I knew something was up. He wore his usual black suit with brown shoes, but the stubble on his face that was clean-shaven a day ago and his ruffled hair clued me in that he hadn’t been sleeping.

      Well, welcome to the club, pal.

      At least I tried to hide the dark circles with concealer. I didn’t know the dress code for visiting jail so I went with church casual. A chunky teal necklace over my sweater and heeled boots with my leggings. If this outfit was good enough for church, I figured it was good enough to face a lady in an orange jumpsuit.

      “Leslie,” Adam said curtly, looking down at his watch.

      “Adam,” I said, my voice just as tight.

      Okay, so maybe I was a few minutes late and shouldn’t have gone through the fancy coffee drive-thru, but one cup at my parents’ house wasn’t cutting it. And Pecan didn’t have one of these green logo cup places, so I thought a little treat wouldn’t hurt.

      “Mrs. Williams is already with another officer, and Mr. Williams is in a waiting room,” he said with that stone face, no emotion.

      “Okay, then.” I nodded, smiling back at Adam.

      But I couldn’t figure out how to read his expression.

      He wasn’t smiling, so was this not a smiling thing?

      Was anyone cheery to visit the courthouse?

      Last time I was even at the building was when I had to renew my license. I had to wait an hour behind an old man who had way too much barbecue for lunch and never said ‘excuse me’ after letting out a lot of barbecue flatulence.

      But now, I wasn’t in line. Now I was staring at my sort of kind of guy I was dating. And he was definitely not smiling.

      Adam raked his fingers through his hair, taking a step closer, his hands on his belt loops.

      “We also got the results of Mr. Atkins’ autopsy this morning,” he said, lowering his voice.

      I swallowed hard. “And?”

      I didn’t even know they were doing an autopsy. Or that it would take so long. Didn’t the TV shows always have those results instantly?

      I guess this wasn’t TV, though, and maybe I should have actually looked up real police work and not just what my podcasts said.

      Adam’s throat clearing brought me back to the present. “They found high amounts of Tetrahydrozoline in his system.”

      I blinked hard, raising an eyebrow as I looked up at him, trying not to focus on his lips. So close that in one breath, they could be on mine.

      Dangit, Leslie, stop thinking about his mouth when you’re focusing on poisons.

      “Tetrah, whata, now?”

      He nodded, briefly chewing at his bottom lip. Which, of course, just made me stare at it even more.

      No. Focus, Leslie.

      “I asked the same thing,” he replied with a small nod. “Turns out, it’s the main chemical found in major brands of eye drops.”

      I tilted my head, unsure I heard him right. “Who drinks eye drops?”

      “I don’t think he meant to drink it. But someone put it there, and we need to find out who,” he said, blinking slowly. “Know anyone who might use a lot of eye drops?”

      The only person I could think of was our old band teacher, Mr. Hertz. But he also always smelled like burned oregano and liked to hang out behind the metal shop with the smokers.

      But last I heard, Mr. Hertz had moved to Colorado and was pretty happy living on a farm there.

      “Does a former teacher count?”

      Adam’s face fell. “Is he in Pecan?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think he is anymore. But I can double-check with my ma.”

      He nodded. “All right. Well, we can get to that later.”

      We walked down a narrow hallway where staunch men in blue uniforms stood next to big metal detector machines like I’d seen in movies or in the airport.

      “You’re going to need to leave your purse, keys, and phone,” Adam said, a little too gruffly for my liking.

      But I couldn’t even glare at him because one of the officers handed me a plastic bin, shoving it so hard that if I didn’t grab it, I might have caught it in the chest.

      “Leave my stuff? What if someone calls and needs me?” I balked, blinking hard at Adam.

      He sighed, rubbing his hand over his face. “Leslie, come on.”

      What happened to the man who was so nice at lunch just yesterday?

      My stomach curdled as I dropped my belongings in the bin.

      Maybe this was just a means to an end to him.

      Well, that’s all it needed to be for me too, then.

      I’d solve this case myself if I had to. Then maybe he wouldn’t have such an attitude.

      I held my head high as I walked through the metal detector, thankful it didn’t go off from the metal in my necklace or something else requiring a body search from the frowning officers.

      Adam just breezed on past, his gun and phone still on his hip, I noticed.

      “Hey, how come you didn’t have to do all that?” I whispered not too quietly as we walked in step down the hall.

      “Because I’m an officer, Leslie, not Nancy Drew.”

      “Nancy Drew would never be able to pull off these heels.” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye and was rewarded with a smile finally gracing his face.

      “No, she definitely wouldn’t.”

      But that was the last smile I got before we stopped in front of a heavy white door with a small window. I couldn’t see anything inside, but as soon as Adam opened the door, the smell of metal and sweat hit me before I even looked at the long row of tables facing a glass wall.

      Each little section was divided with white pillars, an orange chair placed in front of a section where I assumed someone would sit on one side, holding a phone to talk to the orange jump-suited friend on the other side.

      A few officers stood on each side of the glass, both doing little laps, staring down each person on the phone like they were going to catch something incriminating in their conversation.

      And maybe they did.

      My heart beat heavily in my chest as the reality of the situation hit me.

      Sure, there was no way Mrs. Susan could exactly point a gun at me this time, but I was going to sit across from a killer, again.

      Maybe my ma was right, and this was a bad idea.

      “Detective Adam Waltz here with Miss Leslie Winters to see Mrs. Susan Williams,” Adam said to one of the officers, his hand grazing the small of my back. All of my worries melted into his palm.

      No.

      I mentally shook my head and stood straighter. I didn’t need him.

      This was all me.

      The better-dressed Nancy Drew.

      The other officer nodded and gestured toward an orange chair at the end of the row. “Have a seat, ma’am. Inmate Williams should be right out.”

      Inmate.

      The words sent a cold shiver down my back, and I tried to stop myself from wincing.

      Adam followed me to the chair, leaning on the dingy plastic as I sat down. He spoke softly into my ear. “Now, Mrs. Williams is going to appear on the other side, and you’ll be able to talk to her through this phone on the wall.”

      He pointed to the old-style phone with its beige cord and holder that looked like something straight out of my Mee-maws kitchen, except this one didn’t have a rotary dial.

      “Oh-okay.” I tried to keep my voice steady, licking my lips.

      I shouldn’t have been this nervous.

      Mrs. Susan was my former music teacher.

      She was also the first and last person to hold a gun to my face.

      But this time, she was behind a glass wall.

      Nothing could happen to me…

      At least I thought so until a loud buzzer rang through the room and an apple-shaped silhouette of a woman appeared.

      It may have only been a short time that Mrs. Susan was locked up, but the days and months had already put on a drearier façade than she’d had when I last saw her, hauled away into a police car.

      The shapeless orange jumpsuit did nothing for her curvy figure or her red hair now sporting at least an inch worth of gray roots, all of it piled in a rat’s nest of a bun on top of her head. Her black, horn-rimmed glasses were now taped in the middle, and without a hint of makeup covering her pock-marked skin or some gloss on her lips, she looked straight out of one of those TV crime shows.

      Her expression stayed stone-cold as she sat down at the desk across from me, her dark eyes practically staring into my soul.

      “Remember, she can’t hurt you,” Adam said softly, his hand now on my shoulder.

      The tough guy cop demeanor was now gone, his words like a soft lullaby.

      Part of me wanted some privacy with Mrs. Susan, but having Adam there brought a new air of confidence that I knew I wouldn’t have had without him.

      And if half the jail was going to be watching our every move, anyway, couldn’t hurt to have him as backup.

      Slowly, I picked up my phone, the receiver heavy as a large rock in my hand.

      Putting it to my ear, I waited, holding my breath for Mrs. Susan to pick up the phone on the other end.

      She never smiled; her eyes still set on me in a cold stare. “Well, didn’t expect to see you here, Leslie. Thought it might be my alcoholic husband, or maybe he’s too busy with my sister-in-law.”

      I tried to keep my lips in a firm line, but my eyes widened. Did she already know?

      Mrs. Susan sighed. “Well, I guess either you’re shocked by my brashness, or it’s already happened. Didn’t take long. Tiffany isn’t one to stay single for long, and, well, we all know any man can’t resist a lady like that.”

      “I, um, I’m not here to talk about them…” I muttered, fiddling with my necklace, and turning it in a circle around my thumb.

      Mrs. Susan laughed, a crack of a whip sound that had me sitting up at attention and wishing the glass was thicker between us.

      “Well, if you’ve got that handsome detective with you, I’m guessing it’s not about how to murder that jerk of an ex-husband of yours and get away with it.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to figure out the best way to answer that.

      But Susan was quicker, leaning in on the little table, her chapped lips curving into a slight smirk. “Obviously, I’m not the one you’d want to ask about that anyway. Last I heard before I got locked up in here was that Archie was coming back with that new girlfriend of his. I wouldn’t blame ya if you wanted to get rid of him. Just be smarter than me about it, ya get my drift?”

      A nervous laugh bubbled in my throat as I shook my head fiercely. “Ah, no. I’m not wanting to go after my ex, but I guess in a weird way, that does lead into what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      She snorted, leaning back in her chair as if we were old girlfriends about to have a nice chat. “Okay, go on with it.”

      “So, there’s been another, um, well, death. Close to Pecan.” I quickly described the less gruesome details but tried to put in as much information as I could about Tiffany being a suspect as well as Archie and Stephie.

      Mrs. Susan sat in silence, just nodding along to my story. She waited until I stopped speaking completely and finally let out a breath. Then she spoke. “Well, I can tell ya it wasn’t Tiffany.”

      I blinked hard, leaning in like she was about to unload the best gossip at a church potluck. “Why do you say that?”

      Not that I ever doubted my friend for a second, but what was making her sister-in-law say that?

      “The woman couldn’t handle carrying a drunk Billy or one of her own little wiry furball pooches, so what makes you think she can take down a fully grown man?”

      I didn’t give her the new details from the detective about the poisoning, but the thought rumbled through my head.

      Was there a way to ask if she knew if Tiffany used eye drops regularly?

      I nodded, letting out a deep breath I didn’t know I was holding in.

      Not that I thought my friend was at fault, but…could she be?

      “And what did Tiffany have to gain from that? She got her dog in the end. You have to think who had the most to gain. Like that terrible ex of yours and his girl. Did Archie have any stake in that breeding business? Him and Joey were good friends after all, and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been swindled out of something by that guy.”

      She raised her eyebrows as a bone chill crept through my body.

      She was right.

      Scarily right on all accounts.

      Which put me back at square one.

      “Detective, Miss Winter, can you please step out?” a voice called from the doorway.

      There was so much more I needed and wanted to ask Mrs. Susan, but Adam was squeezing my shoulder, the other officer’s face unreadable as he glared in our direction.

      “Mrs. Susan…I hate to leave you like this, but…”

      Mrs. Susan waved her hand. “Go on. You know where to find me. And I’m guessing maybe it won’t be long before I finally hear from that husband of mine. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even get some good tears out of him before he serves me papers.”

      I didn’t know what I could offer the woman other than a small smile. “Thanks, Mrs. Susan, for your time.”

      She laughed. “No need to thank me, honey. You put me in here.”

      My blood curdled as I hung up the phone, leaving her still cackling as I followed the detective out to the hall.

      I didn’t even notice Adam had his arm around my waist until I felt the warm press of his fingertips against my side, his lips almost to my ear as he whispered, “Hey, are you okay?”

      I shook my head slightly. “Yeah, um, sorry.”

      The other officer was stone-faced, holding my vibrating phone. “This thing has been going off with phone calls since the moment y’all stepped in there. Normally, we’d ignore it, but then I saw a text that we think you’re going to want to read.”

      I swallowed hard, my body tensing against the detectives as I grabbed the plastic device.

      The first words on the screen had my blood going cold.

      Mom: We’re taking Bandit to the vet, get home as soon as you can.

      I didn’t even click through the rest of the messages before the tears sprang.

      “I have to go,” I managed to get out in a sob.

      “I’ll drive you,” Adam said, already leading me back through the metal detectors.

      I would have normally protested, but I could barely see anything else through my tears.

      What had happened to my dog?
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      The vet’s office was smack dab in the middle of downtown Pecan. A pretty far drive from the courthouse that would normally take almost an hour in mid-morning traffic.

      But with Adam driving, I think we made it in thirty and change.

      I guess speeding doesn’t count when you’re a Dallas detective.

      I’d always found something charming about the vet’s office, nestled at the corner next to a barbecue shop where I’d make sure to always get Bandit a little treat after he got his shots.

      But, instead of the inviting bright purple awning against the brick façade, now it seemed like a giant menace, staring me down from plate glass windows.

      I didn’t even bother to wait for Adam to come to a complete stop before I bolted out of the car and opened the glass door, bells ringing overhead announcing my arrival as I raced into the lobby.

      The first thing that always hit me at the vet’s was the overwhelming scent of bleach that can never mask the animal smell. Next, I noticed my mom sitting on one of the wooden benches, under Norman Rockwall dog photos, still wringing her hands like she had been that morning.

      She popped out of the chair and shot across the room toward me.  “Leslie, thank goodness you’re here,” she said, her orthopedic shoes barely making a sound on the linoleum floor.

      “What happened? You haven’t answered any more of my texts.” I managed to squeak out, looking around the lobby for someone in scrubs, a doctor, an employee, anyone who could tell me about Bandit.

      The whole time Adam had zoomed through Dallas, speeding, and running lights, I’d been calling and texting my mom, to no answer.

      Didn’t help that I was also trying to hold back the coffee in my stomach as the detective took his turns a little too tight for my liking

      “Well, I fed Bandit like normal,” Ma said, the hand-wringing continuing apace. “But he was extra grumpy about you leaving him behind, so I thought I’d entice him with some of those treats that Archie brought. Just dumped them right in his bowl.” She chewed on her bottom lip, her eyes darting everywhere but at me.

      I blinked hard, a sense of dread filling my chest and lingering down my arms and then up to my neck. “And then...? What warranted him coming to the vet?”

      “Well, he was fine at first, then he started coughing like a seal, and I thought maybe he was choking, so I gave him some water, but after gulping it down, he started…well…he started.”

      “He started what, Ma?” I asked, my agitation now overtaking my worry.

      Why was she stalling so much? I knew the woman liked to tell a story, but this was overkill.

      She looked over my shoulder as the door opened. I followed her stare to see Adam in the doorway, hands on his hips, gun, and badge on full display.

      “Detective, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Mom said, all breathy and fluttery.

      It took everything I had not to roll my eyes as I turned back to her. “He gave me a ride; your messages were urgent. Now please, tell me what happened.”

      She fidgeted with her cross necklace then leaned in, her voice low. “Well, he coughed up these little plastic pieces. I don’t know what they were or whether they were in the treat bag from Archie or if he got them from somewhere else. But I knew I needed to get him to the vet.”

      “Plastic?” I choked back a laugh.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been finding that moment funny, but it wasn’t the first time Bandit had an assortment of things he’d chewed up and coughed out.

      Hair Ties.

      Perm rollers.

      That duck toy he probably devoured with a plastic squeaker.

      The list went on and on.

      Ma put her hands on her hips, her eyes narrowing. “It’s not funny, Leslie. I looked it up on the Internet, and it could be a number of things. Honestly, I thought you’d be more worried.”

      I took in a deep breath, putting my hand to my chest, feeling my now slowing heartbeat. “I know, Ma. And I’m glad you called me.”

      I was about to turn around to tell the detective he didn’t have to stay, but before I could even move, the young girl with a blonde ponytail popped up from behind the front desk. “Miss Winter?”

      I turned toward her, tilting my head slightly. “Yes?”

      I knew her from somewhere, then again, it was a small town, and I knew everyone. “The vet will be out to see you soon but wanted to let you know that Bandit is fine. No dehydration or anything. But we did give him some charcoal to make sure anything toxic would be out of his system. Didn’t slow him down one bit. He’s back there telling all the other dogs what’s what.”

      I finally let out a deep breath and nodded. “Oh, thank you.”

      Mom sighed. “Thank goodness!”

      As if he knew he was being talked about, our vet, Doctor Rockwall, sprang into the room past the swinging back door.

      He’d been our vet since I first got Bandit and even before that. He’d taken care of my parent’s old dogs. He was in his mid-sixties with a white comb-over and glasses that made his pupils look three times their size. But even with his age and lack of hair, the man had a physique that rivaled most men half his age. Probably from all of the farm animals he always had to gather up for their shots. If I thought grooming was a workout, that was nothing compared to what Dr. Rockwall did when he was examining horses and sheep.

      “And there’s our little fur mama now,” he exclaimed, his arms flung out to the side with a beaming smile on his face.

      “Doctor Rockwall, thank you so much for taking care of Bandit.”

      “It’s a good thing your ma brought him in, Leslie. We gave him some charcoal, which of course, he didn’t like, but whatever was in his stomach is out now. We just want to keep him for observation overnight to be sure it wasn’t anything else.”

      “Overnight?” I squeaked, my voice now catching as my heart sped up again.

      Adam’s warm hand was on my shoulder, and I leaned into it, not knowing how much I needed the comfort until that moment.

      Doctor Rockwall nodded. “He’s fine, really, Leslie. I think he got a hold of something he wasn’t supposed to. We don’t know what it was, but it’s all out of his system, now and he should be fine to pick up in the morning.”

      “Thank you so much, doctor,” I said quietly, my brain racing through the possibilities.

      Was it just a coincidence it happened after Stephie and Archie brought the toy and the dog treats?

      Or something else?

      As if the detective read my mind, he leaned in, his warm breath a tickle on my cheek. “So those treats were from Archie?”

      I nodded, trying to control the new wave of nausea settling in my stomach.

      “I need to take the bag as it might be evidence. I’ll talk to the doctor and see if I can get anything else for analysis from the office?”

      There was so much more lingering on those few words. They had prompted so many questions, but before I could ask any of them, Ma was already flapping her hands.

      “Oh, that would be great, detective, I brought both bags of treats, so that should help.” Ma reached into her purse, pulling out a plastic Walmart sack that bulged at the sides.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Winters,” Adam said as he took the bags.

      “Oh, no problem, hon.”

      “I’ll ask the doctor’s office if I can get any of the other stuff he..., um...passed as well,” I said, swallowing hard.

      Ma gave me a smile and a wink as if Adam couldn’t see it.

      Adam cleared his throat. “I can wait out in the car if you need a few minutes.  Then I’ll give you a ride back to your vehicle.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Yeah. That sounds great.”

      My mind was still whirring as Adam left. Ma’s fluttery chatter rang in my ears as I went to the front desk to fill out the paperwork for Bandit’s stay.

      I gave over my credit card and in return got a receipt and a little baggie with plastic chunks to bring to the detective.

      It would take a lot of groomings to cover the bill, but at least Bandit would be okay.

      I was still counting out how many huskies were in town and how many brush-outs I could do when a big pink presence stopped me in my tracks as soon as I walked out of the vet’s office.

      Archie and Stephie stood next to one of the metal signs near the barbeque shop. Each of them with one of the white to-go bags in their hands. They were also both chatting up my mother and the detective.

      All I wanted to do was hand over this plastic baggie, forget about the vet, and slide into the detective’s car, but Archie caught my eye before I could even move.

      “Leslie, hey, your mom was just telling us about poor Bandit. Is there anything we can do?” He had that fake smile he always used when he was schmoozing clients. I wanted to punch it off his face.

      Probably not the best move in front of a detective, though.

      “He’s fine. Just ate something that didn’t agree with him, so they’re watching him overnight.”

      “Your ma said it may have had something to do with some dog treats he ate? I hope it’s not the ones we brought over. I didn’t know Bandit had any allergies,” Archie said, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      Stephie huffed. “Ugh, I hope this has nothing to do with Joey and that boutique. He always got those treats there and I thought they’d be a great thing for Bandit. Maybe they were expired or something. Sounds like something he would do.”

      She sighed and put her hand to her large chest. “You know, since you’ve been so busy lately, we could always take Bandit for a while and watch him once he gets out. We have the room in our house and a big fenced-in back yard.”

      She fluttered those badly glued-on fake eyelashes, and if I could have screamed, I would have.

      Instead, I put on an equally fake smile. “That’s an awfully nice offer, thank you, but…”

      Ma interrupted. “Oh, Leslie, that would be nice, wouldn’t it? I’m sure Bandit would love a yard to play in. He’s always hanging around your shop or in the dirt near the neighbor’s horses.”

      Thanks, Ma, way to help.

      Archie nodded. “All right, I’ll make sure to give you a call.”

      After we exchanged a few more fake niceties, I followed Adam to the car.

      It wasn’t until we had backed out of the spot and started back toward the jail that he spoke.

      “Anything seem off to you about your ex and his girlfriend?”

      “Does anything ever seem right with them?” I asked, getting a smile from the detective.

      “It’s just…” He ran his fingers through his hair, his eyes still on the road. “Your mother was telling them about the dog treats and toy, and the first thing Stephie brought up was Joey doing something to them since he always had those treats for his dogs. Which I never thought about, but why would he do that? We know he had some shady business practices, but poisoning dogs?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Do you think the shop just took back the treats that Joey had? They wouldn’t do that? I just…I don’t know what to…”

      I couldn’t finish the sentence, the words choking in my throat.

      “That’s kind of what Archie alluded to, saying that it was Joey’s girlfriend who ran the boutique. Joey’s only been gone a few days, but his girlfriend was already asking for the puppies to go to their owners and anything else she could get of his.”

      “Would she happen to be a little redhead? His girlfriend, that is?”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I thought of the sweet woman behind the counter. The one who was so nice to Tiffany and even gave us the treats to take home.

      Was I looking too closely at my ex and should have been looking at someone at the shop?

      “Where’s your head going, Leslie?”

      I swallowed hard. “It’s making me wonder more about that girlfriend.”

      He nodded. “Me too. Care to take a detour with me back to the shop? Then we’ll make sure to get these samples into evidence?”

      Unable to hold back my smile, I turned to face him. “I thought you didn’t want me to go all ‘Nancy Drew’?”

      The grin broadened on his face as he glanced at me out of the corner of my eye. “I did say that, didn’t I?”

      “And now you’re saying you might need this older Nancy Drew?”

      He took my hand, interlacing our fingers on the console. “No, but I am saying I need the help of Leslie Winters.”
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      Nothing had changed at the pet boutique since the last time I was there. No new signs of police tape or huddled news reporters looking for a story.

      At least that was a welcome change and a sign no one else was poisoned.

      Though, if this supposed girlfriend of Joey’s was the killer…

      I took a big gulp of air as the detective pulled into a spot a few rows back from the shop that still gave us a clear view of the bright pink neon sign.

      “You know…there was a parking place right in front. I’m sure you could have even got away with putting on your lights and swooping into the fire lane right quick,” I said, hitching my thumb toward the window.

      The smile I’d been waiting for crossed his face, and I had to stop my heart from doing a little pitter-patter. “Do you think I’m just going to run in there, guns blazing, and demand to know if someone is stuffing plastic bottles of eye drops in treat bags? If those treats are even made in the store and not in some factory out of the country?”

      I shrugged, the air deflating from my chest. “I don’t know. I don’t know cop procedures.”

      He put his hand back on mine, the warmth now flooding my fingers again and onto my face. I was pretty sure I was blushing, but there was no way to hide it.

      Adam smiled and squeezed my fingers lightly. “You can go in there first. Walk around, maybe ask some questions of the lady who’s working there, and I’ll be right in after. You won’t be in any danger, I promise.”

      My shoulders straightened, the heat now draining from my face, too. “You think I’m in danger?”

      He rubbed his thumb over my knuckles, a feeling that was way too intimate for my jittery thoughts to handle at that moment. “No. I wouldn’t have brought you in if I did. If it makes you feel better, I can go in first, and you can come in after and ask questions.”

      I shook my head, the words tumbling out of me before I even really thought about what I should say. “No, I’ll go in. As long as you have my back, I trust you.”

      “Good, because I trust you, too, Leslie.” He gently squeezed my fingers, and darn if the butterflies weren’t back in full force.

      I hadn’t had feelings for a guy like this since Archie.

      And with a detective who had a tendency to ditch me for the latest case?

      Well, I seriously had to think about my dating prospects.

      If there were any after I walked back to face another murder.

      With a nod and a deep breath, I let go of his hand to hop out of the SUV, only glancing behind me once…

      Okay, five times.

      To make sure he was still there.

      And he was, true to his word.

      Though, I couldn’t see his face to know if he had that dimpled smile or that stone-cold cop look.

      I’d opened this door to the shop at least once before, but this time, as I reached for the bone-shaped handle, I froze, my fingers seizing up.

      What would be waiting for me this time?

      Before my fingers and brain could align, and I could turn around to run back to the car, the cheery, red-haired woman from the counter spotted me through the front window.

      Recognition must have dawned on her because she smiled, waving the hand that wasn’t stacking a display of dog food.

      Dangit.

      I let out a breath and forced a smile.

      I guess here went nothing.

      “Hey,” she said with a welcoming lilt, “you were in here a few days ago, weren’t you? If you’re looking for more poms, I’m sorry, but like I told the other lady, we don’t have the ability to give those out.” She frowned but then quickly dredged up that very toothy smile.

      She was pretty happy for someone whose supposed boyfriend had been murdered.

      “But I could point you to some other breeders if you’d like,” she replied, her words never faltering.

      I forced the biggest smile I could. “Actually, I was coming in to ask about some dog treats. My, um, friend brought some over that she said she bought here, and my dog loved them.”

      “Oh, that’s great to hear!” She clapped her freckled hands together.

      “Yeah, I don’t remember the exact brand, but she said she got them from Joey Atkins, that breeder. Do you know which ones he usually got?”

      Her shoulders tightened.

      “Joey?” she squeaked.

      “Yeah, I assume you know him? Rumor even has it that you two were dating?” I leaned in, forcing the biggest smile I could even though my cheeks ached.

      She snorted. “Oh, no, not me and Joey. I mean, don’t get me wrong, we hung out a bunch since we took some classes at Crab Apple Canyon community college together. But he never actually showed up for most of the classes and was more into trying to get anyone to go out to coffee with him and invest in his latest business opportunity.”

      So, she was old enough to have gone to community college at the same time as Joey.

      Guess the freckles threw me off, thinking she was younger.

      “Yeah, sounds like the Joey I knew from high school, too,” I muttered, trying to keep my smile, but there was something that made me shudder, talking ill about a man who was dead.

      Dead and murdered.

      Possibly by the lady I was talking to.

      “We were all really sad at the shop to hear about what happened to him. Sounds like a heart attack. He was so young and seemed like he was in pretty good shape. Did you know at one point, he was running a fitness app? I don’t know what ever happened to it, though,” the redhead rambled on.

      “Well…I don’t know if it was a heart attack. From what I’ve been hearing around Pecan, it may have been foul play,” I said, careful to choose my words.

      The redhead blinked, her rambling coming to an abrupt stop.

      Looking down at her bright pink apron, I saw the name “Jessica” embroidered over an iron-on patch of a dog bone.

      “Jessica,” I said, pointing to her logo. “Can I call you that?” I asked, leaning against a display of dog leashes, trying to act calm, even though my palms were sweating.

      She swallowed hard, her bright green eyes widening as she nodded slowly.

      Now, I had to think of what to say.

      Did I involve Adam in this?

      No, no need to let her know the cops were in on this.

      Though, by the look on her face, she had either just been caught off guard by this statement or knew it was coming.

      “I guess people are saying that he was doing some shady business deals, so someone poisoned him. At least that’s what they think. I know they didn’t take him to Wallace’s funeral home or anywhere else in town, and I haven’t seen an obituary, so that means they’re investigating something, right?”

      I may have been babbling at this rate, but from the way Jessica’s face paled with each word, I was getting through to something.

      “How…why…do you really think someone would do that to Joey?” Tears pricked her eyes.

      Real ones, not the crocodile tears I’d seen from a lot of people who pretended to be sad around a death.

      “You and I both know Joey probably made a lot of enemies with his different business ventures,” I said, carefully chewing at my bottom lip.

      “But he was doing so good lately. I mean, when he first approached me about breeding dogs and asked if I could help with some props for website photos and maybe a friend’s discount on treats, I thought, ‘Hey, maybe he does finally have it together’.”

      She sighed. “You know, he was even friendly with that pink-haired girl that came in here, demanding the dog. She was working with him for a while. Always in here, looking for the latest tutu styles to put on the dogs.”

      My ears perked.

      Pink-haired girl.

      Had to be Stephie.

      “And they got along?”

      Jessica sniffled. “Well, she was kind of brasher than Joey. He had a way of easing into things, while she came in hands up, and ready to grab everything and anything. No thoughts on a budget or if we’d even let her borrow our stuff.”

      “Do you think her and Joey were…together?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      Valid question.

      Could also explain a motive for Archie if he caught his girlfriend with an old friend.

      Jessica tilted her head. “Now that you mention it, they were awfully chummy. Always coming in together in the same car, laughing as they left. I’m not saying I was a little jealous, but…”

      She wiped her eyes. “Listen to me, pouring my heart out about a man who isn’t even around and might have been murdered. Ugh. I feel awful.”

      Before I could get to another set of questions, the bell over the door rang out.

      “Excuse me,” Jessica whispered, sniffling and swiping the tears under her eyes before she walked toward the door.

      “Hi, can I help you with anything?”

      I turned to see Adam standing in his aviators, his hands on his hips in a power pose, badge and gun glaring off the mid-day sun in the open windows.

      Dangit, Adam, not the time to come in with guns blazing.

      “Oh,” Jessica squeaked. “Oh my gosh, are you here about Joey?”

      Finally, it was as if the dam burst and the waterworks came as she buried her sobbing face in her hands.

      Adam looked up at me with his eyebrows raised as if I could do something about the crying woman in front of him.

      Jessica stayed bent over, her face buried in her hands, and Adam did nothing to comfort her.

      I rolled my eyes. Okay, guess it was my turn.

      Slowly, I approached her from the side and eased my arm around her shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay. This is my friend, Detective Adam Waltz. He’s conducting an investigation into the case, but he’s also here with me.”

      She sniffled, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes and mascara streaks running down her freckled face.

      Either she was a really good actress who could cry on command, or these were real feelings. “He’s just here with you to get treats…?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip.

      “Well…not exactly.”

      “Oh gosh,” she choked on a sob. “Am I a suspect? Is that why you’re here? Are you going to arrest me? Do I…do I need to get a lawyer? I’m too young and fresh-faced to go to jail. I’ll be someone’s lady friend in no time.”

      The tears started flowing again as she wailed about not being able to survive prison.

      “Hon, hon.” I patted her shoulder.

      “If you didn’t do it, there’s no reason you’d need to worry about prison. Unless there’s something you do want to tell the detective,” I said, choosing my words carefully.

      Adam glanced at me over Jessica’s shoulder. One eyebrow raised as one hand went to the side of his belt.

      At least one of us was prepared if something went awry with the crying girl.

      “What? That I was in love with Joey, and he only wanted me for free dog treats? How does that sound? He couldn’t even look at me when that stupid pink-haired girl was around,” she sobbed, burying her face into my shoulder, the effects of her mascara spillage seeping onto my shirt.

      I tried not to wince, but it was going to take a good soak with baking powder to get those stains out if she kept going.

      “Is that why you wouldn’t give her the dog when she came into the shop?” I asked softly, running my hand down the back of her ponytail. It was a trick I used to calm dogs down, so figured maybe rubbing a human’s head would help calm her down too.

      She sniffled again. “No, I mean, kinda.”

      Pulling back, she wiped her tears, at least the ones that weren’t on my shirt. “She really wasn’t on the list as someone who paid for a puppy that the police station gave us. There was nothing reserved for her, and I couldn’t just give her someone else’s dog.”

      She shook her head, wiping at her cheeks. “I’m not saying it wasn’t kind of nice to tell her that she couldn’t have the dog no matter what she did. But whoever the guy was with her, she was the one who was giving the orders. He was barking more than the little dogs yapping behind me. That’s why when my boss was asked about looking at some of our surveillance tapes, I didn’t mind handing them over at all. I thought if something happened, that angry man with too much hair gel was definitely involved.

      “What was Archie saying?” Adam asked, finally taking a step closer, though I noticed his hand was still on his holster.

      Jessica finally stood up straighter, looking up at the detective. “Well, just a lot of demands. Saying that he was Joey’s friend and that Joey wouldn’t screw him over. That Stephie had been helping Joey out for weeks since they moved here, and it was owed to him. To check my system again or call someone else in charge.”

      She sniffled. “I explained over and over, that I was following orders from the county, but he just kept getting more and more frustrated until they walked out.”

      There was something in that last sentence that had me interrupting Adam before he could finish asking another question.

      “You said they walked out? So, they didn’t buy any treats or toys or anything else from you?”

      Jessica stared at me wide-eyed, shaking her head, so her red ponytail swished around her shoulders. “No. Nothing. Why…you don’t…you don’t think they did something with some treats?”

      I swallowed hard, looking up at the detective.

      He shook his head slowly as if he knew what I was going to say.

      Trying to force a smile, I patted her on the shoulder. “Just asking questions, honey, but I guess I should leave that to Adam.”

      She nodded and then turned her attention to Adam, who pulled out a notebook and asked her a few more questions.

      Once Adam had finished talking to her, he closed his notebook, said he’d be in touch, and we headed back out to his SUV.

      It wasn’t until we’d buckled our seatbelts and were headed for the highway that he cleared his throat as though choosing his words carefully and finally spoke.

      “This doesn’t look good for Archie, Leslie. I’m not going to sugarcoat it. It looks downright bad, actually.”

      I swallowed hard, a chill spreading up my arms and leaving little goosebumps in its wake. “I know. But there’s still just something that doesn’t seem right, and I can’t figure out what.”

      He sighed. “Leslie, you don’t need to figure this out, okay? I know I asked for your help, but if Archie is behind this, I really don’t want to see you get caught in the crosshairs. Let me and the police take care of it, and I’ll make sure an officer is posted up at your house, just in case.”

      “In case of what?” I shot bolt upright, staring at him with wide eyes.

      He kept his gaze on the road, but I watched as he swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “This isn’t the first time someone has tried to stop you from going after them on a case. And if it really is Archie, you two do have a history together. He may have even been the one that tried to hurt Bandit.”

      He put his hand on mine, the warmth of his fingers radiating all through my body. “Just promise me you’ll be safe, okay? I’m going to make sure I get an analysis on that plastic and the treats right away. Until I do, you stay away from your ex., Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said reluctantly and hoped he didn’t notice my legs crossed.
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      After Adam dropped me off at my car, I sat in the parking lot for a while, mulling over what to do with Adam’s suspicions about Archie.

      Was my ex-husband really a killer?

      How would I even handle that going forward?

      Time to ask for help from my partner in crime. Well, at least my partner. I pulled out of the parking lot and hit the call button to speed dial Sophia’s number.

      It barely rang before her voice bolted out of the speakers.

      “Hey, was wondering when you’d call me. How did it go? Was it Orange is the New Black style or more Wentworth? Oh, please tell me that Mrs. Susan is someone’s new girlfriend.”

      She rambled on, not even giving me a break to respond before she started in on the next round. I slowly eased onto the road, listening to her barrage of questions.

      “And how was it with the detective? Was he nice, or did he play bad cop? Did you get anything you can use? What about Tiffany? Did she go in and see Mrs. Susan too?”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Sophia started in again.

      “Oh, did they make you take off your shoelaces? I was watching this show last night about prisons, and there was this place in, I think, South Africa where the…”

      “SOPHIA,” I barked into my phone’s speaker.

      “Sorry,” she said, not sounding the least bit contrite. “I’m sorry. I got a little over-excited. I haven’t talked to a real person in a while. Just this cookie batter.”

      I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, grateful, after the morning I’d had, I didn’t have to battle traffic on my way home. “The meeting with Mrs. Susan was okay,” I said, beginning my sorry tale,” until I got a call from my mom.”

      “Your mom?” Sophia said, the surprise in her voice signaling I finally had her attention.

      I swallowed hard then told her about the call from Ma, the panic visit to Bandit at the vet, and interviewing the pet boutique lady. Luckily, Sophia listened to my ramble and gasped at the right moments until I got it all out. As soon as I finished talking, my shoulders sagged against the back of my seat.

      The emotions of the day had finally turned my whole body into a plate of over-cheesed grits that just wanted to pool into a blob. I had just enough energy to drive back home to face another grilling from Ma. Because Ma was always up for giving me a good grilling about one thing or another.

      Then Sophia said the one thing out loud I’d been trying to shove it into the back of my mind.

      “Do you think Archie really did it?”

      I sighed, leaning my head back against the seat, eyes still on the road as I continued along the two-lane back road toward home.

      “I don’t know, Soph. Only time I’ve ever seen him violent was when he played football in high school. And even then, he wasn’t that great of a lineman.”

      “But didn’t you say Joey’s death wasn’t by violent means? He was poisoned?”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. “Yeah. High levels of the same main compound that’s in eye drops.”

      I could hear Sophia thinking for a second, then she said, “You know, I think I listened to a podcast about that. Always thought it just gave people diarrhea. Didn’t know it could actually kill someone. So maybe it was an accident? Playing a joke on his friend, and then it went too far?”

      “So, what, you think maybe he poisoned him and that plastic eye drop container found in the treat bag was it? Why put it in a bag of dog treats then give it to my dog? That’s what Adam is suggesting. He’s having the treats Bandit ate tested.”

      I blinked hard, a new wave of nausea rolling through me as I pulled to the side of the road. My hand shaking too much for me to be able to drive anymore.

      “Do you…do you think Archie would try to frame me?” I whispered, trying to hold back the bile rising in my throat. If Bandit ate poison-laced treats, or even the plastic container, that would put the murder weapon in my possession.

      “Les…” Sophia’s words were soft, but there was an edge to them. The same tone she used to deliver a client bad news that she couldn’t deliver their cake in time.

      I held my face in my hands. “What do I do? What if he goes after me next?”

      “I don’t know, hon. Do you want to stay here for a while? I can clear some of my cutters off the guest room bed,” she offered.

      “No, thank you for the offer, though. Adam says he’s going to have a cop posted up at my house…” I bit my lip thinking about the last time he parked in his SUV at my place.

      The first time we had a moment.

      Then, as soon as I was about to smile, my head swirled again with the thoughts of a possible killer tearing my shop apart. Piper’s tires slashed. I’d been here before, someone wreaking havoc on my life when they didn’t want me to interfere with theirs.

      “Are you sure, hon? My home is always open to you,” Sophia said over the whirring of a mixer.

      I shook my head, even though she didn’t have a crystal ball to see my gesture. “No, I don’t want to impose,” I said, finally sucking in a deep breath and sitting straighter, steadying myself as I gripped the steering wheel.

      “I’m exhausted. I think I’ll head home and take a nap before I go through my calendar to see how many more clients, I can pick up to cover Bandit’s vet bill.”

      “You know if you need any help, financially or otherwise, I’m here for you,” Sophia said, the mixer slowing down. The only sound between us now was our own breathing.

      “Thanks, Soph. I know you’re busy, but I appreciate it.”

      “Of course, what are friends for other than to help their friends not get killed by their ex-husbands?”

      I huffed. “Really, Soph?”

      “What, too soon?”

      “Wayyyyy too soon.”
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      I meant to take only a quick power nap, but by the time I woke up, the moon was already high in the sky, shining through the sheer curtains over my window.

      Adjusting my sleepy eyes, I picked up my phone.

      Midnight.

      Not only was it midnight, but I had quite a few missed texts.

      Some from Sophia.

      One from Adam.

      And even more from Archie.

      My heart thudded against my chest as I swiped open the messenger app.

      Archie: How’s Bandit? We’re really worried about him.

      Archie: Stephie and I think maybe it would be a good idea if we kept him for a few days so he can rest. Then you don’t have to worry about him while you work.

      Archie: Are you working or just ignoring my calls?

      Archie: Mom heard you were seeing Mrs. Susan today and doing something at the jail. What’s that about?

      Archie: Hello? Are you going to answer me?

      I swallowed hard, looking at the indent on my pillow, where Bandit was usually snuggled at my side.

      I had gotten pretty good at ignoring Archie over the months, before he moved back to Pecan, that is.

      Living in a small-town, though, he was almost unavoidable.

      But there was no way in heck I was letting him have Bandit, now and the more I stared at his messages, the more my blood pressure rose, making any more sleep impossible.

      So, after a few hours of playing games on my phone, I glanced at the clock.

      The coffee shop opened early on weekdays, so surely by now, they’d have their beans brewing.

      I could pick up Bandit once the vet opened at nine, a couple hours away, so I figured sipping a latte or two and doing some marketing for the grooming business might help get my mind off things.

      Ma and Dad weren’t even up yet by the time I rolled out of bed. I threw on some leggings and a t-shirt and twisted my hair into a high bun before heading out to my SUV.

      As Adam had promised, a cop car had parked right across the street from the house.

      But not the car I was hoping to see.

      I tried not to frown, waving in the local guy’s direction before I got into my own vehicle and headed down FM6 toward the little white, shotgun-style house turned into a coffee shop.

      With the time change, the moon was still fading in the sky before the sun even rose, but the little blaze of neon reading Open burned brightly next to the ‘handmade Pecan House Coffee––Enter Here sign taped to the front door.

      I parked in the gravel drive next to the owner’s black minivan without bothering to look around for danger or someone on my tail.

      If the cop was following me, then maybe I could offer him a cup, too, but right now, I just need the biggest container of caffeine I could get.

      Opening the front door, I was greeted by the smell of freshly roasted beans and freshly baked bread.

      The term ‘shotgun style’ came from the theory that if you shot a gun straight through the front of the house, it would go all the way to the back.

      But there was no way in heck anyone would ever shoot a shotgun in Mrs. Allen’s place.

      The mother of five and former champion women’s All-State wrestler could give you one look out of her big brown eyes, and you’d instantly cower.

      Her shop was probably the safest place in town.

      The white shiplap walls, dark hardwood floors, and long beadboard counter with all stainless-steel appliances gave the quaint little country place a modern vibe. But when Mrs. Allen popped up behind the counter with her ballcap and Ranger’s shirt stretched over her large frame, you knew instantly you were still in small-town Texas.

      “Hey, Leslie, haven’t seen you around in a while,” Mrs. Allen called over the whirr of the coffee grinder.

      I passed the little shelves of trinkets where people rented space to sell their homemade wares. Then grazed the old white wicker chairs surrounding each matching table before hopping up on one of the leather barstools.

      “Heard you’ve been around town a lot lately, talking to them cops about Joey Atkins,” she said, raising her bushy eyebrows and pulling no punches.

      “Ah, well, you know, gotta do what I can to help,” I said, nothing else coming to mind in my sleepy brain.

      “If you ask me, it’s not the cops people should be talking to. I heard that Joey was working with Israel for his dog breeding business since no one else would help him out. Have you heard about Israel animal spying?” She leaned in, pressing a coffee ground-covered arm on the counter.

      No. I hadn’t. And I didn’t want to learn more about it.

      But I got a five-minute background on the theory that animals were being sent from the Middle East with tracking devices to spy on the US while she took my order and whipped up the extra-large iced vanilla latte.

      I thought maybe I was saved from further conspiracy theories when the front door opened, but as soon as I glanced toward the entrance, my stomach did a 180 in my gut.

      “Hey, Mrs. Allen, hey, Les, thought I might find you here,” Archie said with that stupid grin.

      At least the man had the decency to look about as bad as I felt with his button-down shirt a little rumpled and a few days’ worth of stubble dotting his normally clean-shaven face.

      Was he not feeling well because he was worried about something…like murdering someone?

      “Well, it’s not that big of a town,” I muttered, taking the glorious first sip of caffeine.

      “Yeah, but I think you’ve been avoiding me. I was just about to call you when I was heading into the office and saw your car here. So, thought I’d get one of Mrs. Allen’s famous lattes, and maybe we could have a chat.”

      Archie raised his eyebrows as if I was just going to spill everything to him right here in front of a woman who’d just spent the last few minutes talking about shark attacks that were directed by the Israeli government.

      “Now, if you two are thinking of starting up another romance when you have a lady at home, I can’t sit here and let you two do that with a good conscience.” Mrs. Allen folded her arms over her chest, frowning at Archie.

      I shook my head fiercely. “Oh, no, ma’am. Nothing going on between us. Nothing at all like that.”

      She nodded slightly but kept curling her lips. “Okay. Just making sure.”

      “I’ll take a non-fat, almond milk, sugar-free caramel latte, no foam, please, Mrs. Allen,” Archie said with too straight of a face for a man who just spit out that order.

      “Well, it might take me a while to figure that one out, but I gotcha, Arch,” Mrs. Allen said with a heavy blink and nod.

      “Les, do you mind if we go talk at one of the tables?” he asked quietly, his eyebrows raised.

      After so many years together and now over a year divorced, I thought I’d be able to resist those puppy dog eyes.

      Turned out I couldn’t, and it was as if my feet had a mind of their own, carrying me toward one of the corner tables near a display of beeswax candles.

      “How’s Bandit?” he asked, not wasting any time.

      I took a big swig of my latte as I contemplated the best way to answer.

      “He’s good as far as I know. But, you know, they think he might have gotten into some eye drops,” I said, carefully choosing my words.

      “Eye drops? So that gave him the poops?” Archie asked, his eyes widening as he blinked slowly.

      I smirked. “I think the poops is just an urban legend. I read up on it. And if it’s ingested, it can cause the person, or dog, in this case, a lot of health problems. Sometimes even comas or worse.”

      I took another big gulp of my latte, waiting for his reaction.

      But there was nothing. Not an eye-widening or any kind of shock.

      Just a “huh.”

      Mrs. Allen brought over his latte, and we sat for a few moments, the silence so thick you could slice it with a knife.

      “Archie, I know we’ve had our differences, but if you know something you’re not telling me…” I put my hand on the table as I leaned in, keeping my voice low.

      “What are you talking about, Les? You think I gave our dog eye drops?” He blinked hard, his eyes narrowing.

      I wasn’t going to correct him on the ‘our’ part but had to wince at that wording.

      “I mean, you did drop off those treats that came from that puppy boutique that Joey worked with.”

      He put his hand to his chest, his eyes widening. “I dropped off those treats. Oh, so now it’s my fault that Stephie thought she was doing a nice thing giving Bandit some gifts.”

      A cold chill crept up the back of my neck. “Stephie?”

      “Yeah, the one who you insist on making a villain. Which, yes, it wasn’t right for us to start a relationship when I was still with you, but she’s trying to make up for it. She’s done everything she can do to try and assimilate into Pecan, even taking up business with Joey, which I should have never let her do.”

      “Because he’s dead?” I asked.

      “Dead, and now you’re here trying to accuse us of what? I don’t know exactly. Why don’t you just say it?” he spat out.

      My shoulders shook as I thought about calling for Mrs. Allen.

      But if this was the moment Archie was going to confess something, I had to let him keep going. I just wished I could reach my phone for the record button without alerting him.

      “Did you poison Joey with eye drops and then try to get rid of the evidence in a treat bag you gave me?”

      Archie sat there for a few moments before a broad grin spread across his face. He tilted his head back, laughing so hard it took him another few beats and big gulps of air before he could stop.

      He took a sip of his drink. “Les, do you know how crazy that sounds?”

      “Well, Joey was poisoned with something that was a big ingredient in eye drops.” I cleared my throat before leaning in and dropping my voice. “Which, if you were just trying to play a prank or get back at him for something, I get it. That’s all you need to tell the cops, and they’ll let you off easy.”

      He scoffed, taking a big swig of his drink before shaking his head. “I can’t believe you’re accusing me of this, Les. I thought you knew me better than that.”

      I didn’t know what to say. So, I said nothing at all as he stood up, pushing his chair in with more force than necessary.

      Without a goodbye, he headed out of the coffee shop. Leaving me alone with my own thoughts.

      Now I had to figure out what to do with what little information I had.

      And what the heck I was going to do next.
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      I sat there in the coffee shop for at least another hour. The vet wasn’t open yet, so I couldn’t get Bandit, but I hoped someone else was up and at ‘em.

      Especially a certain detective named Adam.

      I slowly slunk around my car, making sure no one was hiding in the back seat or trunk before I slid inside and locked the doors behind me.

      Not that I really believed anyone was in there hiding, especially when the local police station was only a block up the road.

      But I could never be too sure.

      My fingers shook as I dialed the number, waiting as the ringing echoed through the car.

      Finally, when I thought the call was going to voicemail, a gruff sound came through the speakers.

      “Hullo, this is Detective Waltz.”

      “Adam, it’s Leslie.” I squeaked like Minnie Mouse, my tensions a little higher than I thought.

      “Leslie?” He cleared his throat. “Is everything okay?”

      I gulped. “No. I don’t think it is. I think…I think…maybe Archie or Stephie did have something to do with Joey’s murder.”

      He sighed. “Leslie, I don’t like the guy or the new girlfriend much either, but we can’t just go on a feeling. We still haven’t had Jessica at the station either. She might have some more information…”

      “No, not Jessica…I don’t think she’s the one that had anything to do with the treats.”

      I briefly went over the meeting at the coffee shop and relayed Archie’s explanation about Stephie buying the treats at the shop.

      Adam sighed. “If it makes you feel better, I can send someone out to talk to the couple. Just on your word, we aren’t going to be able to get a search warrant.”

      I sputtered, trying to figure out what to say next.

      Of course, he couldn’t just go in guns blazing.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t help until he could.

      “Okay…”

      “Leslie, you aren’t thinking of going rogue Nancy Drew again, are you?”

      I scoffed. “No, why would you think that?”

      “Leslie.”

      I blew out a big breath. “What am I supposed to do? Sit around and wait? What if they come after me next? Or Bandit again?”

      “That’s why we have an officer posted up at your house, okay? Just get on with your day and let the cops handle this. I promise I’ll text or call you as soon as I hear anything.”

      “Fine,” I muttered, not believing a word he said.

      “Stay out of trouble, Les, and I’ll call you later to check on you.”

      “Okay,” I said with as much forced excitement as I could dredge up.

      “Goodbye, Adam.”

      “Bye, Leslie.”

      Once we hung up the call, my brain was even more jumbled than before I even picked up the phone.

      I still had some time before I picked up Bandit, but there were so many things ticking through my head that I just couldn’t place.

      At first, the visit to the pet boutique yesterday made me think for sure Jessica had something to do with all this.

      But then, after seeing the genuine tears for her deceased crush, I had to ask myself, would she really kill Joey?

      That led my brain to musing whether Stephie or Archie would actually poison Joey?

      I’d known Archie forever, and even after all the scams his friend had put him through, he’d still been a loyal friend to the guy. No matter how many times I had to roll my eyes at Archie for having to bail his pal out time and time again.

      So, I worked my way through the jumbled mess in my head. I wasn’t ready to leave the coffee shop yet, so I slurped down my entire jumbo mug of coffee and played enough games on my phone that it was definitely past time to leave the coffee shop parking lot. But not yet nine o’clock.

      I didn’t want to go home and crash again, so I kept driving toward downtown, letting my mind wander over all of my conversations with Archie.

      He was never a jealous man, so if there was something going on with Joey and Stephie, he wouldn’t be the type of guy to seek revenge.

      But he was a prankster.

      Maybe the eye drops were just a fun thing he thought he could do to get his friend on the toilet.

      That was it. That was all he had to tell the cops.

      Now, how to convince him to ‘fess up.

      I was so lost in thought that I almost hit the little blue Mini Cooper backing out of a spot in front of the Dollar General.

      Dangit, had to be careful.

      Bandit’s vet bill was going to cost enough; I didn’t need to add a car accident on top of it.

      But, since Dollar General was open, I figured it didn’t hurt to maybe walk through some of the aisles and pick up a new toy for Bandit.

      I pulled into the spot next to the Mini Cooper but froze as soon as I looked over my shoulder and saw a mound of pink hair.

      She rolled down her window, beaming and waving like we were old friends.

      My fingers froze over my door handle, a cold chill settling down my spine.

      Why was she acting friendly now?

      Unless she was trying to hide something.

      Slowly, I rolled down my own window, trying to force a smile.

      “Hey, Stephie,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could fake, even though I wanted to spit out her name.

      “Hey, hon, how is Bandit doing? I was just coming to grab some allergy meds and a few treats for him. I’m serious, if you need him to come relax at our place, we are more than happy to have him.”

      Her smile may have been as bright as her hair, but mine was now faltering.

      Warning bells going off in my head.

      “Allergy meds? Everything okay?”

      She sniffled and pulled a plastic bottle from the bag, unscrewing the cap before dropping two big plops of clear liquid in her eyes. “Oh yeah, just not used to the ragweed here. Archie and I have been stockpiling this stuff.”

      She and Archie, stockpiling.

      How much did one need to kill a man?

      “Well, that’s good. Glad you two are all right.”

      She frowned and then opened the door to her car.

      Everything moved in slow motion and fast as the speed of light at the same time as she circled around to my door, leaning in on the window, her chipped nails scraping the metal side.

      “I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, Leslie. I know coming to your salon and saying I might have been pregnant with Archie’s baby was probably a bad thing.”

      Probably?

      I swallowed hard.

      If I wasn’t afraid of what she’d do with the rest of her eye drops, I might have had a snappier retort, but instead, I forced a small smile.

      “You know, I really have to get going. But I hope your allergies get better, and you don’t swallow any of those eye drops.”

      She batted her eyelashes. “What?”

      Oh. Shoot.

      I fumbled over my own words. “Um, well, my Aunt Carol one time, she put eye drops on her eggs instead of hot sauce, and man, her stomach wasn’t the same for days.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said, slowly taking a step back, but her eyes shifted left and right.

      “Anyway, have a great day, Stephie,” I yelled, closing my window, and wishing it could roll up faster.

      I barely waited for her to step a foot away from the car before I peeled out of the parking lot, my heart hammering so hard I swore it was going to burst through my chest.

      As I looked in my rearview mirror, I thought I could finally catch my breath.

      But then, right behind me was the little blue Mini Cooper.

      Maybe my hot sauce story wasn’t that convincing.

      Stepping on the gas, I didn’t bother turning on my signal, hoping she wouldn’t follow me if I headed down a side road toward CR487.

      Barely making the turn, my doors brushing up against some overgrown holly, I slid onto the gravel road.

      But just as I thought I’d maybe outrun her, that Mini was still hot on my tail.

      Dang, how fast could that thing go?

      My heart pounded in my ears as I tried to rack my brain for an escape route.

      Stepping on the gas, I wondered how fast I could go on the gravel road before spinning out, but in my rearview mirror, the Mini zipped right up to my side.

      What the heck was she doing?

      I clenched my jaw, my knuckles white on the steering wheel as I tried to focus on the road ahead of me.

      With the sound of metal scraping on metal, my steering wheel jolted to the right.

      I didn’t even want to look at what Stephie was doing next to me, but just as I glanced over, I could see the top of her pink head and that little blue car right up against mine.

      It was now or never. I had to do something, and the only thing I could think of was probably not the safest, but it would get me out.

      Quickly, I jerked my wheel hard to the left toward her car, then to the right, my tires squealing as I fishtailed, rocking back and forth along the gravel before coming to a full stop in the ditch on the other side of the road.

      My seatbelt burned against my chest. My bun had come out at some point, my dark hair covering my face like a dark curtain.

      I tried to control my breathing, still gripping the steering wheel.

      Okay, I knew I had to do something.

      But yet my arms were glued to the steering wheel, shaking like a bobble head doll, the adrenaline still coursing through me in a wobbly rhythm.

      My phone.

      That’s what I needed.

      Looking over my seat where my purse and all of my stuff had spilled out, I wrenched my fingers from the steering wheel.

      But before I could go through the miscellaneous gum wrappers and receipts to find my phone, my door creaked open.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      I froze. My hands were on the center console, and I barely looked over my shoulder to see Stephie, eyes red and wild, holding up a little pink plastic device. One I knew all too well.

      “Are you really going to zap me with a taser?” I asked, slowly turning toward her with my hands up.

      “What? You think you’re the only one who knows what you did to Mrs. Susan? Please. That’s all the Bunco ladies could talk about.”

      She blew a strand of her fallen pink curls out of her face. A streak of blood fell from her forehead, barely missing her wild eyes.

      There was no way in heck she wasn’t going to use that weapon on me. I just hoped I could stall long enough that maybe someone had heard my call for help. The one I hadn’t made.

      “You know that’s a pretty bad cut. I could help with that. I have a first aid kit in my trunk.”

      I slowly moved to the side, but Stephie was quicker, pointing the taser right at my chest. “Nice try, Les. But Archie is already on his way. He couldn’t believe that his crazy ex-wife would run me off the road.”

      I blinked hard, trying to control my limbs from shaking. “He…wha? I ran you off the road?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Out of the car, Leslie. Now.”

      I figured this was no time to argue, so I gave up my search for my phone, pushed open my door and climbed out of my SUV. Stephie had rushed around to meet me and had the taser at my chest before I even closed the door to my vehicle.

      “Really?” she said, picking up where she’d left off. “You think you’re this perfect little, small-town girl, and so does everyone else. How was I supposed to compete with that?”

      I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice even before I spoke. “You didn’t need to. You have Archie. You have his mother’s heart. The house. What more do you want?”

      She scoffed. “Please. Do you know what it took to snag a guy like Archie? My loser college boyfriend wasn’t doing anything, so I met up with Archie at the bar one night. All it took was a couple of drinks, and of course, he felt awful the next morning. But when I missed a period, I knew I’d hit the jackpot.”

      My shoulders shook as I tried to wrap my head around what she was saying. “The jackpot?”

      “Yeah, a guy with a job and his own place? I knew my period would eventually come, but this was my way of getting out of college debt. I just had to get rid of the high school sweetheart.”

      She adjusted the taser, pointing it so close to my chest, I could already hear the electricity buzzing. “But then we came back here. And you were always around, getting him to reminisce about the glory days. What could I do? I had to do something.”

      “So, you killed Joey?” I managed to croak out.

      She snorted. “Pft, yeah, killing his best friend was not the plan. But we both know that guy’s a jerk. I did so much work, trying to prove I was the good, dutiful small-town girlfriend, and then Joey screwed me over. I did all that work for him, and he wasn’t going to give me a Pomeranian puppy? Well, he needed to be taught a lesson.”

      She rolled her shoulders. “Well, a lesson I thought would just get him sick, not kill him.”

      A wicked smile crossed her face. “But I guess with your poor aunt’s story, you know all about the effects eye drops can have on a person. And since Joey was interfering with your grooming business, and me with Archie, and your lovely reunion, you had to get rid of both of us.”

      I swallowed hard, keeping my shaking hands up. “Stephie, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, you will when Archie gets here. I told him all about how you tried to frame me and my poor allergy eyes because you had a grudge against Joey. But don’t worry, maybe that cute detective will go easy on you.” She laughed, tilting her head back. “Maybe.”

      The whir of a siren pounded in my ears as I caught the red and blue lights in my side mirror.

      I didn’t even think as I lunged forward, knocking the wind out of Stephie, wrapping my arms around her middle, just like I did when I had to take a Great Pyrenees to the bathtub. Once I had her in my grasp, I rolled both of us down to the ditch.

      Stephie shrieked, her fingernails clawing at my hair and my neck.

      If she was using her fingers, that meant she dropped the taser.

      Keeping my arms around her middle, I lifted my head up, looking for the little pink device, but instead, I saw the bottoms of some black loafers running toward us.

      Archie pulled Stephie up, and Adam’s warm hands were at my waist, holding me close to his side as I finally stood, my legs as wobbly as a church potluck gelatin.

      “Did you see that, Archiekins? I told you she was crazy. She attacked me,” Stephie wailed, crocodile tears falling down her face.

      Adam gently took his arm from around me, his hands at his waist. “Yeah, and thanks to Leslie’s phone butt dialing me, I was able to hear your entire confession.”

      Stephie’s eyes went wide, her shoulders shaking. “Wha…?”

      Butt dial? I reached into my back pocket, an almost thirty-minute phone call still going on with Adam.

      Whoops.

      “Stephanie Martin, you’re under arrest for the murder of Joseph Atkins.” He slapped the handcuffs on her wrists as her crocodile tears turned into screeches while he led her to the back of his car.

      Archie watched until she was out of sight, then he turned toward me, swallowing hard before he spoke. “I’m sorry, Les. I should have believed you right away.”

      “How did you know… Did she butt dial you too?” I asked, trying to control the shaking of my body as I leaned against my car.

      He let out a single laugh, but there was no humor to it. “Actually, after we talked, I thought a lot about her using those eye drops. How she was always complaining about her allergies here in Pecan. So, when she called me, frantic and saying you were chasing her and rambling about you and eye drops, something didn’t seem right. I knew I had to call the local police station. They said they were on the way.”

      I blinked hard, looking into Archie’s eyes, brimming with tears. “You believed me?”

      He let out a deep breath, running his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, probably was about time.”

      He took another step closer, leaning in with those dark eyes locked on me.

      Luckily, I had enough feeling in my legs to duck away from his advances, and he landed lips first against the metal of the car.

      “Ow, c’mon, Les. I thought we were having a moment,” he cried.

      “Sorry, Archie. It’s not going to happen.”

      I turned away from him just as the detective sauntered toward us, a scowl on his face as he looked from Archie to me. “Everything okay?”

      “It will be,” I said, closing the distance between us and taking his hand, intertwining our fingers.

      “You did good, Les,” Adam said, a smile finally crossing his face.

      “Yeah…” My words trailed as I looked down at my watch.

      “Oh, shoot. How long are you going to need me to stay here? I can get Bandit now.”

      He squeezed my hand. “How about I get the local boys to take Stephanie in, and we can get some breakfast then pick up Bandit? I figure we could both use something to eat first.”

      I returned the smile, finally ready for some normalcy again in Pecan. “That sounds great.”
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